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INTRODUCTION

The six Arab Gulf monarchies—Saudi Arabia, the United Arab 
Emirates, Qatar, Kuwait, Oman, and Bahrain1—always seem to be 
in the headlines these days. Though best known for their substantial 
hydrocarbon exports and extraordinary prosperity (with a combined 
gross domestic product now almost as large as that of Russia or even 
Texas),2 in recent years some of these Gulf states have also emerged as 
influential ‘middle powers’, willing to mediate international disputes, 
fund proxy militias, sponsor coups d’état, and even embark on full-scale 
military interventions.3 Moreover, the wealthiest of the monarchies 
have been very visibly accumulating considerable ‘soft power’ assets 
to augment their longstanding military ‘hard power’ relations, mostly 
with the United States, Britain, France, and other perceived security 
guarantors.4 Focusing on big-name sporting, cultural, and educational 
brands, the widely publicized strategy has effectively intertwined 
these states and their resources with top tier soccer,5 motor racing,6 
horseracing,7 rugby,8 some of the world’s most famous museums and 
galleries,9 and several of the leading North American and European 
research universities.10 

A plethora of policy reports and non-governmental organization 
investigations have understandably been dedicated to analysing and 
collecting data on these important trends. In comparison to a few years 
ago, there now also exists an impressive body of internationally focused 
‘Gulf studies’ academic literature to draw upon, much of it published by 
the leading scholarly presses and journals. Likewise, a growing number 
of Khaleeji (or ‘Gulfi’) commentators and analysts have been making 
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significant conceptual and empirical contributions to the topic, often 
sharing their work in Arabic and English and using social media to 
reach an increasingly worldwide audience. Some, for example, have 
contended that the capital-rich Gulf states have been better placed 
than the rest of the Arab world to benefit from globalizing forces and 
that this has led to the ‘Gulf’s defining moment in Arab history’.11 
Others, meanwhile, have demonstrated that the Gulf monarchies’ 
contemporary foreign policies represent a new strategic assertiveness,12 
and that beyond their obvious economic clout the Gulf’s major cities 
have effectively emerged as the new cultural and educational capitals 
of the Arab world—especially since more traditional centres such as 
Cairo, Baghdad, and Damascus have fallen by the wayside.13  

Much has also been written on society and the day-to-day domestic 
politics of the Gulf states, with a strong and useful emphasis on the 
ups-and-downs of far-reaching reforms,14 human rights concerns,15 
policy-making dilemmas,16 and—as per the succession-guessing art 
of ‘Riyadhology’—the never-ending supply of internecine palace 
intrigues.17 Remarkably, however, relatively little attention has been 
given to the nitty-gritty of contemporary statecraft and the ways in 
which underlying authority structures might be changing in these 
countries, or—most evidently in Saudi Arabia and the UAE—how 
they may already have changed.  

Certainly, notwithstanding formal continuities there appear to have 
been recent and possibly interconnected shifts deep inside the political 
systems of these two states, particularly in the wake of the conspicuous 
strengthening of personal powers in the hands of their de facto rulers: 
Muhammad bin Salman Al-Saud or ‘MBS’, who emerged in 2015 as 
Saudi Arabia’s defence minister and deputy crown prince and then in 
2017 installed himself as crown prince; and, before him, Muhammad 
bin Zayed Al-Nahyan or ‘MBZ’, who has been crown prince of Abu 
Dhabi—the UAE’s largest constituent emirate—since 2004, but seems 
lately to have established effective control over the entire federation. 
In the past few years, both men—each now included in Time’s ‘100 
Most Influential People’18—have regularly been portrayed in the 
international media as tearing up the old rules underpinning traditional 
Gulf politics and as advancing something dramatically different. Thus 
far, this has not only spurred potentially game-changing economic 
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master planning, the launch of vast anti-corruption crackdowns, 
and the tackling of entrenched religious forces; but also the mass 
arrest of critics, the hiring of foreign praetorian guards, and even the 
development of cutting-edge cyber-espionage capabilities.

As the wealthiest and most populous of the Gulf monarchies—
and, by quite some margin, the two biggest Arab economies19—fully 
and systematically understanding such ‘rule changes’ in Saudi Arabia 
and the UAE is clearly imperative for those studying the region. 
Furthermore, given both states now indisputably serve as major 
components of the global economy and are increasingly influential 
members of international organizations, there is an urgent need to 
recognize that major ruptures in the structural logic of their regimes 
could well end up having a direct impact—for better or worse—on 
policies, economies, and individual livelihoods all around the world.  

Saudi Arabia, after all, may soon be overtaken by the US as the 
world’s top oil exporter,20 but it still has the second largest proven 
oil reserves, behind only Venezuela.21 It also commands the sixth 
and tenth biggest sovereign wealth funds, with combined assets of 
over $800 billion,22 and was recently upgraded to the all-important 
emerging market status.23 In addition, the kingdom now has the third 
highest military expenditure in the world, ahead of Russia, and behind 
only the US and China;24 and it has lately eclipsed India as the greatest 
importer of armaments,25 with contracts thought to be sustaining tens 
or possibly even hundreds of thousands of jobs in the US and other 
major manufacturing nations.26 In terms of global governance Saudi 
Arabia is similarly prominent: its accumulated billions of dollars of 
donations to numerous United Nations-backed initiatives over the 
years has given it considerable leverage in global policy circles,27 and 
its longstanding G20 membership has mushroomed in value, especially 
after the body began to supplant the ineffective G8/G7 following 
2008’s ‘Credit Crunch’.28 In fact, in 2020 Saudi Arabia assumed the 
G20’s rotating presidency, is expected to host its fifteenth annual 
leaders’ summit, and has taken responsibility for organizing several 
preparatory meetings between senior representatives of member 
states and leading non-governmental organizations.29

The UAE, meanwhile, not only has the seventh largest proven oil 
reserves in the world—ahead of Russia, despite being a fiftieth of its 
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size30—and is a top ten importer of armaments,31 but also commands 
even more sovereign wealth than Saudi Arabia. Having bounced back 
from some particularly stinging investments in the US banking sector,32 
its three biggest funds—ranked third, fourteenth, and fifteenth 
globally—currently manage combined assets of nearly $1.2 trillion.33 
Still holding sizeable stakes in several of the best known blue chip and 
high-tech companies, their property portfolios—recently identified 
as the biggest in the world—now include vast swathes of central 
London and Paris, and even Manhattan’s iconic Chrysler Building.34 
Courtesy of Dubai (the second largest emirate, with a rich history of 
entrepôt activity),35 the UAE further boasts some of the best trade and 
communications infrastructure, including the world’s ninth busiest 
port and third busiest airport,36 and ranks as the fourth most visited 
destination, ahead of New York City.37 Though lacking anything on a 
par with Saudi Arabia’s G20 status, the UAE has likewise been building 
up its globalist credentials. It has housed the International Renewable 
Energy Agency or ‘IRENA’ since its formation in 2009,38 and staged 
the Interpol General Assembly in 2018.39 Also planning to host the 192 
nation-strong World Expo in 2021, under a banner of ‘opportunity, 
mobility and sustainability’,40 it has undeniably emerged as a major 
international actor.
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BUILDING  A REGIME-TYPE FRAMEWORK

1.1  Scholarly Consensus: Lessons Learned

As a first step in trying to understand the nature and impact of the 
changes taking place in these two increasingly influential states, it 
seems important to consider what ‘type’ of regimes their rulers (or 
rather de facto rulers) now represent. Indeed, much of Saudi Arabia 
and the United Arab Emirates’ recent conduct—at home as well 
as abroad—has evidently already caused considerable conceptual 
confusion. After all, neither country appears to still conform to the 
behavioural patterns usually associated with the longstanding ‘Gulf 
monarchies’ grouping—a popular classification mostly based on the 
six states’ shared cultural, historical, and economic experiences, and 
perhaps best symbolized by their almost forty-year-old experiment 
in politico-economic union, the Gulf Cooperation Council (which 
emphasized in its founding charter the ‘ties of special relations, 
common characteristics, and similar systems founded on the creed 
of Islam’).1 

Nonetheless, despite such contemporary ambiguities the 
foundations do seem to exist on which to build a regime-type 
framework, with much of the area studies scholarship agreed on the 
kinds of political systems that had been developing in Saudi Arabia and 
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the UAE prior to the emergence and consolidation of their current 
regimes. Until recently, for example, Saudi Arabia and the UAE’s 
statecraft and authority structures (alongside those of the other four 
Gulf monarchies) were mostly understood to have been derived from 
a mode of culturally rooted ‘sheikhly rule’. Under these polities, the 
government and finances of the state were effectively intertwined with 
the ruling or royal family, but with the tamimah (or ‘paramount’) sheikh 
almost always conferring with a wide range of advisors, relatives, 
merchants, and tribal allies.2 

In Islamic terms, such ‘sheikhly rule’ was essentially governance 
according to the principles of Shura (‘consultation’)3 and reinforced 
by the Uli al-Amr (the ‘Verse of Obedience’), which calls on believers 
to not only obey Allah and the Prophet Muhammad but also ‘those in 
possession of authority among you’.4 Meanwhile, in the discourse of 
Western social sciences, it was often seen as something on a spectrum 
between ‘patrimonialism’ (in which governance is dominated by 
the ruler, his family, and his friends) and ‘neo-patrimonialism’ (in 
which modern-looking institutions and rules serve as a veneer for 
patrimonialism), though with a greater propensity towards consensus-
building than usually found in other authoritarian regimes.5 Certainly, 
notwithstanding the often-substantial differences between the Gulf 
monarchies’ respective state formation processes (including varied 
degrees of religious influence and contrasting levels of British or 
US involvement), most scholarly works on their evolving political 
systems have tended to emphasize the same broad features and 
characteristics of such consultative-patrimonialism or consultative-
neo-patrimonialism.6 

In his essay on the region’s rulers in the nineteenth century, 
for instance, Peter Lienhardt not only described patrimonial-like 
structures, but also stressed how ruling sheikhs ‘held their power in 
order to do a job for the people…and were not there by any absolute 
right or by brute force’.7 Likewise, though Harold Dickson’s post-
Second World War thesis on the Arabian Peninsula recognized the 
authoritarian tendencies of many sheikhs, it nonetheless portrayed 
them as ‘fathers to their people’ and acknowledged their general 
accessibility and reputations for keeping ‘open houses’.8 Later reflecting 
on the period, James Onley and Sulayman Khalaf’s anthropological 
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study, ‘Sheikhly Authority in the Pre-Oil Gulf’, determined that rulers 
usually ‘included relatives who were potential rivals in their [court] 
and consulted them before taking major decisions’.9 Rosemarie Said 
Zahlan similarly conceded that the sheikhs may have had ‘in principle… 
absolute power’, but that in practice they operated alongside influential 
consultative councils made up of other family members and ‘social and 
religious notables’. As she described, these councils were ‘…according 
to the Islamic principle of Shura…the concept of Shura was essential 
to the administration of authority…most decisions of authority were 
obtained in that manner’.10 

Writing amidst the massive oil booms of the 1970s, which 
were fuelling rapid economic development and necessitating more 
sophisticated governance, John Peterson observed the effective fusion 
between Dickson’s open house politics and the newly emerging, more 
neo-patrimonial structures. Noting how a ‘fundamental evolution in 
political authority’ had, at least in part, led to a ‘reliance on political 
institutions in the Western mould’, he then described how ‘Shura, 
the process of consultation with tribal or community notables… 
has been formally incorporated into most of the area’s governments 
through provisions for consultative or legislative assemblies’.11 Also 
linking Shura to this nascent neo-patrimonialism, but within a more 
theological context, Gregory Gause later explained how ‘Islamic 
groups throughout the Gulf states point to the Quranic injunction 
that rulers practise consultation in governance to support their calls 
for representative institutions that can act as a check on the arbitrary 
power of the executive’.12 

Building on Zahlan, Peterson, and Gause (and concurring with 
much of the earlier scholarship), Michael Herb’s 1999 study on 
dynastic power in the Gulf monarchies underscored how for many 
years, ‘Bedouin sheikhs had a pressing need to reach consensus…
if a decision was to stick, it had to have wide agreement’. However, 
he also emphasized that the regimes of the day were still ultimately 
patrimonial, regardless of their consultative institutions, Islamic 
or otherwise. As he put it, ‘the ruling families do not interpret the 
Quranic injunction upon rulers to consult with their subjects to mean 
they should share authority in the actual making of decisions, which 
remains the prerogative of the rulers themselves’.13 Drawing the same 
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sorts of conclusions as Herb (though slightly more upbeat in tone), in 
2006 Giacomo Luciani contended that ‘the practice of the monarchies 
and emirates in the Gulf is very much consensual…very few decisions 
are made without extensive consultation’.14 Similarly connecting Islam 
to the process, he further noted how those Arab regimes that relied 
the most on religious legitimation (a category in which he included 
the Gulf monarchies) were invariably the most likely to engage in 
consultative practices.15 

Most other works on the Gulf states, including those with a specific 
focus on contemporary Saudi and Emirati politics, have tended to 
paint much the same picture. On Saudi Arabia, for example, in 2006 
David Long recognized how more modern, formal institutions may 
have enhanced the Saudi government’s capacity, but also contended 
that the concepts of Shura and ijma (‘consensus’) remained at the core 
of the system.16 Likewise, Luciani claimed that (apart from the firing 
of senior government officials or certain foreign policy initiatives) 
‘all Saudi kings’ major decisions for the previous twenty-five years 
had sought consensus from other key figures, and beyond, even if the 
consultative process was always behind closed doors’.17 Since then, 
Mark C. Thompson has illustrated how Saudi Arabia’s ‘pre-existing 
culture of consultation and discussion...is used [by the leadership] to 
negotiate within its own constituency and at times others’.18 In much 
the same vein, Stig Stenslie has described in his 2011 volume how there 
was always a ‘majlis tradition’ (in this context referring to consultative 
councils) under King Abdullah bin Abul-Aziz Al-Saud’s reign at almost 
all levels of government, stretching down from the monarch himself 
to provincial governors and city mayors. As Stenslie observed, ‘at such 
meetings, various problems can be discussed…criticising the Saudi 
government’s policies is officially prohibited, but there is still certain 
room for expressing political viewpoints…such matters are often 
discussed as a way of gauging public opinion’.19 

On the UAE, Fatma Al-Sayegh noted in her 2004 study how 
consultative mechanisms were still central to the country’s decision-
making process, asserting that the UAE’s ‘tribal and traditional political 
culture helped ensure the success’ of new political institutions. She also 
described how ‘the political order [still] showed signs of willingness 
to bring others into the policymaking circle’, and how ‘the political 
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elites developed these political structures, which kept abreast of 
social and political consensus at the local level’.20 Since then, Frauke 
Heard-Bey has explained that there exists in the UAE a ‘system of 
mutual responsibility between the sheikh and his people’, and how 
under this traditional consensus-based system, ‘the authority…can be 
withdrawn if this leader’s performance is not up to expectation and 
he gradually or suddenly loses majority support’.21 Using a similar 
approach, Kristian Ulrichsen has emphasized in his 2016 monograph 
the continuing importance of such practices, especially in individual 
emirate-level politics, as well as acknowledging Shura’s overall role in 
the UAE’s history 22 

Often in tandem with such culturally informed discussions on 
their modes of ‘sheikhly rule’, Saudi Arabia and the UAE’s polities 
(alongside those of the other Gulf monarchies) have also been widely 
understood in terms of their so-called ‘rentier’ characteristics. This 
usually means their perceived ability to co-opt or appease citizens with 
hydrocarbon-financed social contracts or ‘ruling bargains’; predicated 
on cocktails of ‘customary privileges’, including generous subsidies, 
housing, welfare, and almost guaranteed public sector employment.23 
Certainly, in much of the literature focusing on the impact and 
influence of oil and gas exports on Gulf politics, ‘rentierism’ has 
frequently been central to scholarly frameworks. In recent years, it 
has even become a media-friendly shorthand descriptor for the sorts 
of wealth distribution strategies and dynamics usually associated with 
such states. In the Economist, for example, a 2018 cover feature on 
the history of the Gulf monarchies concluded they had long been 
‘rentier states [that] provided cradle-to-grave benefits in return for 
obedience’,24 while reports in the Financial Times, the Washington Post, 
and other such outlets have regularly made similar references.25 

Rentierism as a concept was first discussed by Karl Marx in the 
1860s in the context of a decadent class that benefits from profit-
income derived from renting out property rather than actually 
producing anything itself.26 It was then expanded upon in the early 
twentieth century to include the notion of entire ‘rentier states’ that 
could supply loans to less developed nations and charge them interest.27 
However, most of the contemporary rentier-Gulf analysis derives 
from Hussein Mahdavy’s study, first published in 1970. Mahdavy had 
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revised the definition of rentierism to specify those states that were 
in receipt of significant rent from ‘foreign individuals or concerns’, 
and had used Shah Muhammad Reza Pahlavi’s oil-rich Iran as a case 
study (thereby situating rentierism within the wider ‘resource curse’ 
literature).28 He thus managed to demonstrate an explicit connection 
between hydrocarbon rents being paid by foreign companies to 
governments, and the subsequent formation of new rentier political 
systems and societies, complete with sizeable and acquiescent ‘rentier 
elite’ classes.29 Building on Mahdavy’s work (and again drawing on 
Marx’s views on class formation and the idea of a ‘resource curse’), in 
1982 Theda Skocpol then explored the relationship between ‘rentier 
absolutism’ and the new Islamic Republic of Iran,30 and in 1987 Hazem 
Beblawi sought to apply much the same concept to the Arab world. 
Reaching similar conclusions to Mahdavy and Skocpol, Beblawi further 
determined that rentier states were those ‘in which only a few are 
engaged in the generation of the wealth, with the majority being only 
involved in the distribution or utilisation of it’.31 Comparably, Terry 
Lynn Karl’s 1997 study of oil-rich Venezuela not only demonstrated its 
evolution from an agrarian economy into a ‘centralized petro-state’, 
but also emphasized the way in which distributed rents generated 
‘specific types of social classes’ and soon led to political assent from 
the masses.32

With hydrocarbon resources as his independent variable and using 
time-series cross-national data from more than a hundred states, in 
2001 Michael Ross attempted to use quantitative methods to ‘test 
the rentier hypothesis’ by trying to prove an inverse relationship 
between oil wealth and democracy in the Middle East (and 
elsewhere).33  Though there were soon challenges to his conclusions,34 
and Ross himself acknowledged the difficulties of conducting such 
experiments on regions in which almost all governments could be 
considered authoritarian, at least two of his findings were soon widely 
accepted, especially with regard to the Gulf monarchies. Notably, he 
inferred that a ‘taxation effect’ did exist in the hydrocarbon-rich states, 
whereby governments derived such large revenues from oil and gas 
sales that they became unlikely to tax their population heavily, if at all, 
and in turn, the public would be less likely to demand representation or 
accountability from their rulers. Moreover, he illustrated a ‘spending 
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effect’ in these sorts of states, whereby wealthy governments could pay 
for extensive patronage projects to enhance the reputation of rulers, 
and—through the generous funding of quasi-civil society bodies—
could engender a ‘group formation effect’ that inevitably weakened 
the appeal of poorly funded, unlicensed, and genuinely independent 
civil society organizations. Indeed, he observed that these regimes 
often relied primarily on largesse rather than repression to block the 
formation of powerful social capital.35

Following in Mahdavy’s footsteps (and later those of Skocpol, 
Beblawi, Karl, Ross, and others) numerous scholars have since tested 
rentier theories directly on the Gulf monarchies, with the resulting 
publications—many of which have seamlessly combined economic, 
rational choice, and sociological methods—perhaps constituting 
the greatest contribution thus far from ‘Gulf studies’ to mainstream 
political science.36 A unified concept has yet to emerge,37 and some 
have noted the limitations and inconsistencies of using rentierism as a 
panoptic device to understand these countries (often by highlighting 
the still significant roles played by tribalism and familial structures or 
the existence of ideologically or religiously motivated oppositionists).38 
Nonetheless, most of these works have contributed to a broad 
agreement that the wealthiest of the Gulf monarchies have long been 
among the best and most interesting specimens of contemporary 
rentier states.

Specifically on Saudi Arabia, for example, Rayed Krimly’s 
doctoral dissertation on rentierism provided a detailed comparison 
of the country’s state-society relations in the pre-oil and oil eras, 
while Robert Looney’s subsequent studies attempted to assess the 
viability of the kingdom’s various development objectives in the 
context of its rentier state characteristics.39 More recently, Steffen 
Hertog’s 2010 volume on the history of oil and the state in Saudi 
Arabia has demonstrated the enormous influence of oil rents on 
shaping its political system. By ‘unpacking the state’, as he puts it, 
he has managed to show how the oil-rich regime was usually able 
to dominate on an organizational level, but that the ‘segmented 
clientelism’ which resulted from the exceptional heterogeneity 
of the Saudi state and the fragmented nature of its society—with 
many different types of intermediaries and ‘cascades of brokerage’—
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often led to unpredictable and non-uniform outcomes for wealth 
distribution strategies and other such rentier tactics.40 

Similarly on the UAE, Wanda Krause’s study of Emirati civil society 
noted that ‘the UAE represents one of the most comprehensive and 
enduring examples of a rentier state consisting of a tribal elite’.41 
Analogously, Khalid Al-Mezaini described how ‘rentierism continues 
to enhance the authorities’ legitimacy…the UAE government 
traditionally offered material rewards to those who supported the 
ruling families… loyal supporters received direct income, land, and 
privileges’. As he saw it, ‘the formula is simple: the more the state 
increases people’s income, the greater is the legitimacy conferred on it 
by its people’.42 Since then, in his 2014 paired comparison of politics 
in the UAE and Kuwait, Herb has even classed the UAE as an ‘extreme 
rentier state’; a category he defines as one in which citizens have a 
‘privileged claim on rent revenues’ and in which ‘a large majority 
of citizens depend for their pay checks on oil revenues, not on taxes 
levied on the private sector’.43 

1.2  A New Era: An Autocratic-Authoritarian Turn?

Of the two broad consensuses on the type of regimes that, until lately, 
were ruling over Saudi Arabia and the UAE, only the rentier paradigm 
still appears to apply (though perhaps just partially) to Muhammad bin 
Salman Al-Saud and Muhammad bin Zayed Al-Nahyan’s contemporary 
polities. After all, despite rentier theories recently falling out of fashion, 
with suggestions that they now ‘appear more often as a foil than a 
bedrock theoretical perspective’, and even accusations that they ‘haunt’ 
the literature,44 it does not yet seem as though rentier-like government-
to-citizen relations in Saudi Arabia and the UAE have fundamentally 
changed or that oil rents are no longer a major political factor. 

That said, the two countries’ long-established wealth distribution 
systems are undoubtedly under growing pressure (as are those of 
the other Gulf monarchies), with signs of unprecedented belt-
tightening—or rather, attempted belt-tightening—and with clear 
efforts already underway to reduce citizens’ expectations. Spurred by 
a number of factors including the United States’ technology-led ‘shale 
revolution’,45 a growing international oil glut,46 oil prices plunging by 
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more than $70 per barrel from June 2014 to January 2016 (and then 
falling even further in early 2020),47 and exploding domestic energy 
demands eating into export potential;48 Saudi Arabia and the UAE have 
not only been accelerating existing efforts to diversify their economic 
bases by promoting non-oil industries and attracting foreign direct 
investment, but have also been exploring ways of shifting citizens from 
public to private sector employment. At the same time, they have been 
weaning them off benefits, subsidies, and other such perks.

In this context, rather than some kind of abrupt dismantling of 
rentier state structures under the MBS and MBZ regimes or a sudden 
preparedness to abandon entirely rentier-derived political benefits, 
there instead appears to be an evolving, adaptive form of rentierism 
taking shape in these still wealthy countries, at least in terms of 
economic liberalization. Indeed, beyond witnessing the continued rise 
of a more proactive ‘new rentier’ class who are seeking fresh sources 
of rent and pressing for necessary economic reforms,49 we may be 
reaching Matthew Gray’s anticipated ‘late rentierism’, in which rentier 
states prove willing to adjust their economies to globalizing forces and 
other external variables while at the same time trying to preserve 
existing rentier political dynamics.50 Similarly, this is what Adam 
Hanieh calls the ‘internationalization of Gulf capitalism’, in which 
ruling family members and regime allies emerge as business-savvy 
global entrepreneurs, rather than just elite level rentier state clients.51

In contrast to rentierism, however, the ‘sheikhly rule’ (or 
consultative-neo-patrimonialism) paradigm looks like an increasingly 
redundant explicator for the contemporary Saudi and UAE regimes. 
Neither MBS nor MBZ appear to embrace Shura or ijma in quite the 
same way as their predecessors, and all serious forms of consensus-
based political systems have ostensibly been suspended, or have 
even collapsed. Most definitely, a marked and rapid intensification 
of autocratic-authoritarianism in Saudi Arabia and the UAE seems 
to have occurred. Both countries—for good or ill, depending on 
one’s perspective—appear further than ever from European-style 
constitutional monarchy, let alone the sort of democracy or political 
freedoms espoused by the US Department of State, which claims that 
‘promoting freedom and democracy and protecting human rights 
around the world are central to US foreign policy’.52
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Indeed, what headline data exists on the comparative state of 
democracy (or rather authoritarianism) in Saudi Arabia and the UAE 
strongly suggests there have been recent and substantial efforts to 
tighten up almost all remaining political and civic freedoms. Ten years 
ago, for instance, the Freedom House organization had awarded Saudi 
Arabia the scores of 6.5, 6, and 7 for ‘freedom’, ‘political rights’, 
and ‘civil liberties’ (on a scale of 1–7, with 7 being the worst). The 
UAE scored 5.5, 5, and 6 respectively.53 Both were poor sets of 
scores, but nonetheless placed the two states almost on a par with 
the likes of Kazakhstan and the Democratic Republic of the Congo, 
and represented modest improvements on the past, perhaps indicating 
that things were moving in the right direction, albeit very slowly.54 By 
2018, however, Saudi Arabia was receiving the lowest possible scores of 
7, 7, and 7, while the UAE had slipped substantially to 6.5, 7, and 6.55 
In fact, according to Freedom House’s metadata, Saudi Arabia is now 
the ninth least free state in the world (below states such as Sudan and 
Somalia), while the UAE is the twenty-ninth (below Chad and Iran).56 

Correspondingly, the Economist Intelligence Unit’s democracy 
index paints a very similar picture, with Saudi Arabia now ranked 159th 
in the world (the joint eighth lowest, and below states such as Sudan 
and Libya), while the UAE ranks 147th (below Djibouti and Russia).57 
Meanwhile, data from the Varieties of Democracy or ‘V-Dem’ political 
science programme has demonstrated much the same situation, with 
Saudi Arabia and the UAE currently receiving some of the lowest scores 
in the world on their ‘liberal democracy’, ‘deliberative democracy’, 
and other democracy-related indices. Remarkably, for ‘deliberative 
democracy’ the UAE now scores even lower than ten years ago.58 

Beyond such results, it is also notable how MBS himself has been 
openly praising authoritarianism, recently telling a Silicon Valley 
gathering ‘there is an advantage to quickness of decision-making, the 
kind of fast change that absolute monarchy can do in one step that 
would take a traditional democracy ten steps’.59 Even the slickest pro-
Saudi and pro-UAE public relations campaigns dismiss the need for any 
substantive political reforms, and have made sure to lower international 
expectations as much as possible. Appearing in televised debates, 
for example, the executive director of a prominent Saudi-linked US 
think tank has defended Riyadh’s recent autocratic-authoritarian turn: 
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‘nobody has been able to carry out dramatic change in the developing 
world successfully under a pluralistic system... you need a benevolent 
autocracy’, he claimed, adding that ‘the Saudi government has gotten 
more authoritarian…hoping to keep the ship together’.60 Prior to this, 
the UAE’s minister of state for foreign affairs made it clear in a state-
owned newspaper that political parties and a multi-party system, both 
usually regarded as requirements for successful democratization,61 
are not part of his government’s ‘end goal’. As he put it, ‘this model 
does not correspond with our culture or historical development… 
an important component of this model is the organised political 
party…we have a natural aversion to political parties because in the 
Arab world these parties have disintegrated into tribes, clans and 
sectarian groups’.62 

Importantly, such an avowedly anti-democratic stance is rather 
new territory for Saudi Arabia and the UAE, at least in the twenty-
first century. Galvanized by the US’s ostensibly democracy-exporting 
‘Operation Iraqi Freedom’ in 2003, and with the US’s Middle East 
Partnership Initiative subsequently promoting the need for ‘good 
governance’ across the region (as were the World Trade Organization, 
the G8, the United Nations Development Programme, and the 
Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development),63 
MBS and MBZ’s precursors had at least begun to talk the talk and 
use ‘democracy language’;64 even if they only ever took baby steps, 
appeared never to have any intention of allowing for ‘competitive 
authoritarianism’ (in which oppositionists could emerge),65 and, as 
Lisa Anderson once observed, still had ‘government bureaucracies…
incompletely distinguished from family patronage networks’.66 Indeed, 
as Fatma Al-Sayegh remarked in 2004, ‘most of the Gulf states came 
under increased US pressure to introduce democracy…no Gulf leader 
wanted to incur Washington’s wrath…[thus] all of the Gulf monarchies 
introduced some political reforms’.67

Furthermore, as suggested by much of the ensuing scholarship, 
Saudi Arabia and the UAE’s rulers (as with the those of the other Gulf 
states) had likely regarded some small degree of political liberalization 
as a useful and manageable means of boosting their own long-term 
resilience. As Gerd Nonneman noted in 2006, ‘what is happening is 
no more than the securing of the autocratic systems in a different 
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garb, with greater room for the expression of social and some political 
pluralism but ultimate control remaining in the hands of the rulers, 
in order to take the domestic and external pressure off regimes’.68 
Writing a year later, Anoushivaran Ehteshami and Steven Wright 
similarly proposed that, ‘the tendency is for [Gulf] ruling elites, 
wishing to retain their traditional hold on power over the long term, 
to liberalize rather than implement substantive reforms challenging 
the patriarchal power structure’.69 

Certainly, despite well-grounded concerns that such rationalist 
approaches have a tendency to over-emphasize autocrats’ ‘highly 
calculated, narrowly self-interested ways’,70 there does seem a prima 
facie case that the pre-MBS and pre-MBZ administrations had indeed 
been experimenting with quasi-democratic tactics along the lines 
of Daniel Brumberg’s ‘liberalized autocracy’ model—in which he 
expected ‘a gradualism [with] small steps’ and the emergence of ‘tactical 
political openings whose goal was to sustain rather than transform 
autocracies’.71 Moreover, their manoeuvres clearly resembled Oliver 
Schlumberger and Holger Albrecht’s authoritarian ‘survival strategy’, 
in which new institutions are used as a low-risk mechanism for 
gauging public opinion on key topics.72 Likewise, in both Saudi Arabia 
and the UAE there appear to have been identifiable elements of the 
same sorts of pseudo-reformist ‘authoritarian upgrading’ measures 
such as those observed by Steven Heydemann, Francesco Cavatorta, 
and Raymond Hinnebusch elsewhere in the region, at least prior to the 
2011 Arab uprisings.73

1.3  Towards a Hypothesis: From Sheikhs to…Sultanism?

Saudi Arabia and the UAE’s increasingly unabashed authoritarianism 
and apparent rentier state continuities notwithstanding, their current 
political systems do not map easily onto the region’s other prominent 
regime types, despite their comparable Freedom House, Economist 
Intelligence Unit, or Varieties of Democracy scores. Looking within the 
Arab world for example, Egypt is evidently some kind of stratocratic 
military-led state,74 and though both Saudi Arabia and the UAE have 
powerful and well-equipped militaries, there is little to suggest that 
either MBS or MBZ are out-and-out military strongmen along the 



BUILDING  A REGIME-TYPE FRAMEWORK

17

lines of the Egyptian president (and former minister of defence), Abdel 
Fattah El-Sisi.75 Contemporary Syrian authoritarianism and, as some 
have suggested, earlier Iraqi authoritarianism,76 also at first glance 
seem a poor comparison: Bashar Al-Assad’s regime continues to rely—
formally at least—on a de facto one party system and its underpinning 
Ba’ath (‘renaissance’) Arab nationalist ideology.77 In contrast, MBS 
and MBZ have maintained a prohibition on the formation of political 
parties, and like their predecessors have shied conspicuously away from 
ideological platforms, and especially anything that might antagonize 
their Western allies.78 

Though the Islamic Republic of Iran might seem to overlap better 
with Saudi Arabia and the UAE given the ostensible centrality of 
conservative Islam to their comparably authoritarian regimes,79 there 
are again few substantive parallels. Empowered by the constitutionally 
legitimated Shia theory of Vilayat-e Faqih (‘Guardianship of the 
Jurist’),80 Supreme Leader Ali Hosseini Khamenei and the ayatollah-
led Supreme Council of the Cultural Revolution continue to dominate 
Iran.81 In Saudi Arabia, however, it is widely accepted that the Sunni 
religious establishment (historically underpinned by the unitarian 
‘Wahhabi’ doctrine of Muhammad bin Abd Al-Wahhab)82 has been 
a junior partner to the ruling family for many years. Meanwhile in 
the UAE there have never really been any theocratic or hierocratic 
tendencies; Abu Dhabi and Dubai’s interrelated elites have historically 
followed the moderate Maliki school of Islam.83 Writing on Saudi Arabia 
in 2007, Madawi Al-Rasheed described the state as being ‘politically 
secular and socially religious’, on the basis that religious officials had 
long since relinquished political authority.84 Also in 2007, Hertog 
reflected on how ‘the Saudi [clerics]…were an important part of the 
ruling elite but, despite popular myths, consistently deferred to royal 
prerogative, as was indeed their ideology’,85 and in 2009 Muhammad 
Al-Atawneh noted the extent to which ‘Saudi politics is not theocratic, 
because of the…secondary role that Wahhabi clergy play in politics 
and governance’.86 More recently Khaled Abou El-Fadl has observed 
how ‘despite the humility of the royal title [with King Fahd bin Abdul-
Aziz Al-Saud and his successors known as the ‘Custodian of the Two 
Holy Mosques’87] the Saudi monarchy has a long history of exploiting 
the podium of the Great Mosque in Mecca by using its imams to praise, 
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sanctify and defend the rulers and their actions’.88 Correspondingly, 
Eman Alhussein has suggested that ‘over time…Saudis became used 
to the idea that the state was in charge of the politics and the religious 
establishment took care of the culture, society, and religion’,89 whilst 
Ulrichsen and Annelle Sheline have argued that ‘at key junctures where 
it could have acted otherwise, the leadership… has made decisions 
that maintained their political supremacy over and against any 
contestation from religious elites or individual clerics’.90 Likewise on 
the UAE, Kenneth Christie has demonstrated how its rulers had long 
‘embraced secular economic globalisation…[resulting] in a dilution of 
any Islamic tendencies in favour of economic success’.91 Since then, of 
course, both MBS and MBZ have also clearly been taking an extremely 
forceful stance against those who have pushed for any kind of organized 
‘political Islam’.92

So, if the contemporary Saudi and UAE regimes are so manifestly 
different to their predecessors, and remain distinct from those of 
other nearby authoritarian states, then what have they become, or 
what are they in the process of becoming? Peering past the various 
pejorative, xenophobic, or simply anachronistic descriptors that have 
been bandied around (such as ‘potentates’, ‘dictatorships’, ‘tyrannies’, 
‘despotic states’, or ‘medieval chieftainates’), in some senses they could 
more plausibly be deemed ‘absolute monarchies’.93 After all, on top 
of MBS’s Silicon Valley statements, he used his April 2018 interviews 
with the Atlantic and Time to claim that Saudi Arabia is ‘a large absolute 
monarchy’ and—in the context of Saudi–US relations and France’s 
1778 Treaty of Alliance—that ‘absolute monarchy is not a threat to any 
country…if it’s not about absolute monarchy, you will not have the 
United States of America today’.94 Nonetheless, beyond any superficial 
similarities, neither MBS nor MBZ seem to have much in common 
with historic, archetypal examples of absolutism such as France’s King 
Louis XIV or Russia’s Tsar Nicholas II,95 and as with their forebears, 
neither has laid claim to Bourbon or Romanov-style divine authority.96 
Moreover, as yet neither has even claimed the title of monarch, with 
both de facto rulers remaining constitutionally below their respective 
de jure heads of state: Salman bin Abdul-Aziz Al-Saud (MBS’s father, the 
King of Saudi Arabia) and Khalifa bin Zayed Al-Nahyan (MBZ’s older 
half-brother, the Emir of Abu Dhabi and President of the UAE). 
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As such, it might be more fitting to think of the current regimes 
as some sorts of post-traditional, highly personalistic autocracies, 
especially given the tenor of MBS and MBZ-related commentary in 
the international media and the leading policy-oriented journals. The 
BBC’s security correspondent, for example, has declared that ‘in many 
respects MBS is Saudi Arabia’.97 Bloomberg’s reporters have called 
him Saudi Arabia’s ‘Mr. Everything’,98 and recent articles in Foreign 
Affairs have proposed that MBS is ‘already the most powerful figure 
in contemporary Saudi history, having side-lined other members of 
the ruling family… [and] consolidated his position within the ruling 
family to such a degree that he [is] free of the constraints imposed by 
the collective leadership model that characterised the Saudi regime 
in the past’.99 Similarly, the New York Times has claimed that the ‘young, 
brash and eager [MBS] has systematically dismantled the system of 
consensus that kept the peace for decades’,100 whilst a Harvard Belfer 
Center report has noted that ‘his uncles ruled the kingdom through 
consultation and consensus among the senior sons after the death of 
their father [but] this crown prince is determined to act unilaterally and 
with disregard for tradition’.101 A widely read Foreign Policy essay has 
argued that MBS has ‘concentrated power to a degree unprecedented 
in modern Saudi history’, that ‘his changes to the kingdom’s balance 
of power are transforming the nature of the Saudi state’, and that 
while ‘the Saudi government has never been a one-man show…
decisions taken by [MBS]…appear to be moving the kingdom in that 
direction’.102 Meanwhile, the Financial Times has proclaimed MBZ the 
‘man driving change’ and the ‘chief executive’ of the UAE.103 The New 
York Times has suggested he is not only ‘…de facto ruler of the UAE’, but 
is now ‘arguably the most powerful leader in the Arab world’ and ‘one 
of the most powerful men on Earth’,104 whilst the Associated Press 
has flagged his ‘tremendous influence both home and abroad’,105 and 
Bloomberg’s reporters have described how the UAE’s ‘military power 
rises in the Middle East, courtesy of one man [MBZ]’.106 Going further, 
a detailed investigation published in the German media has contended 
that he is ‘the real ruler’ of the ‘autocratically-led UAE’ on the basis of 
having ‘perpetually consolidated his power by assuming… important 
economic and political positions and positioning confidantes and allies 
in key committees’.107 
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Importantly, much of the recent coverage has also emphasized the 
erratic (and sometimes mistake-prone) nature of MBS and MBZ’s 
respective rules. On MBS, for example, it was widely reported 
that a memorandum circulated by Germany’s Federal Intelligence 
Service had warned there was a ‘latent danger that…he could 
overreach’,108 while Samer Shehata has cautioned he ‘is erratic, 
irrational and immature’.109 Likewise, Thomas Lippman has labelled 
him ‘impetuous’,110 and Gregory Gause has predicted from his 
impulsive behaviour that ‘the world should expect more surprises’.111 
More forcefully, the Washington Post’s correspondents have slammed 
MBS for ‘one mistake after another’;112 the Financial Times has argued 
he is ‘doing too much, too fast’ and is turning Saudi Arabia into ‘an 
unpredictable, aggressive kingdom’;113 and US Senator Marco Rubio 
has even claimed ‘he’s gone full gangster…reckless, ruthless’.114 
Similarly on MBZ, Time has noted his ‘risky gambles…a penchant for 
risk taking’,115 and former US officials and diplomats have reportedly 
labelled him ‘a dangerous rogue actor…[who] has waded too deep 
into conflicts whose outcomes he cannot control’.116 Indeed, Peter 
Salisbury has explained how his ‘very small [ruling] group often makes 
policy choices that are tactical and reactive, and such ad hoc decision-
making can lead to overcorrection and missed opportunities’;117 while 
Andreas Krieg has described his apparent ‘paranoia’ and an ‘obsession 
with regime security, surveillance, and control’.118

Given this level of high profile discourse on MBS and MBZ’s 
personalistic and arbitrary tendencies, it seems reasonable to 
explore the extent to which some sort of ultra-autocratic, twenty-
first-century strain of ‘sultanism’ may have emerged (or be in the 
process of emerging) in Saudi Arabia and the UAE. After all, beyond 
its most literal meanings and historical connotations,119 sultanism’s 
characteristic working definitions in modern political science (the 
majority still derived from Max Weber’s Economy and Society: An 
Outline of Interpretive Sociology and The Theory of Social and Economic 
Organization) not only describe an extreme form of autocracy distinct 
from regular patrimonialism or neo-patrimonialism, but make sure to 
emphasize how sultanistic rulers are effectively ‘personal chiefs’ (often 
flanked by retainers); how they typically treat the principal arms of 
the state as their ‘personal instruments’; and—more generally—how 
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they are able to act arbitrarily beyond any traditional constraints.120 
Though the concept of sultanism (as with rentierism) has fallen by 
the wayside in Middle Eastern area studies and is now frequently 
branded as ‘orientalist’,121 its extensive successful application to 
several contemporary and recent regimes outside the Arab and Islamic 
worlds suggests a continuing relevance to comparative political theory, 
regardless of its controversial intellectual roots.122

Also significant, especially as it appears to reinforce the notion that 
MBS and MBZ’s regimes are now behaving quite differently to those of the 
other Gulf monarchies, there are few signs that any of their neighbours 
are following the same sultanistic path. Regarding Oman, for instance 
(which is the only Gulf state officially titled a ‘sultanate’),123 it would 
be hard to make the case that its recently deceased ruler, Qaboos bin 
Said Al-Said, actually ruled in a sultanistic manner, at least by the end 
of his lengthy reign. Indeed, notwithstanding stunted political reforms 
and, as Marc Valeri has emphasized, occasional bouts of repression,124 
there is little to suggest Qaboos bin Said’s Oman was anything other 
than neo-patrimonial. US diplomatic correspondence, for example, 
earlier described how a cabal of powerful merchant families had long 
been dominating affairs,125 while the country’s Economist Intelligence 
Unit democracy index ranking has remained steadily higher than Saudi 
Arabia and the UAE’s, and its Freedom House scores for ‘political 
rights’ have modestly improved (particularly in contrast to Saudi Arabia 
and the UAE’s declines).126 Succeeding in January 2020,127 Qaboos bin 
Said’s cousin and former minister of heritage and culture, Haitham 
bin Tariq Al-Said,128 could of course still take Oman in a different 
direction, but as it stands this seems extremely unlikely. Appointed 
during a live-broadcasted ‘intricate process’ (in which Oman’s Royal 
Family Council and Defence Council read aloud a letter from Qaboos 
bin Said),129 Haitham bin Tariq already appears to have committed to 
business as usual and—after granting powerful portfolios to presumed 
rivals—possibly even ruling by coalition.130 Moreover, his government 
has moved fast to ratify a number of previously unsigned international 
rights conventions, perhaps hinting that an even softer brand of Omani 
authoritarianism lies ahead.131

Similarly when it comes to Qatar, which is often considered one 
of the most autocratic and authoritarian of the Gulf states, it feels 
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difficult to claim that its young emir, Tamim bin Hamad Al-Thani, is 
much more than the figurehead of a dynastic neo-patrimonial system. 
Following the unexpected abdication in June 2013 of his father, 
Hamad bin Khalifa Al-Thani, there have been persistent claims that 
the latter still plays an important role behind the scenes,132 especially 
given that the handover took place during a time of significant regional 
tensions. Just days before, in fact, a Saudi and Emirati-backed Egyptian 
‘grassroots protest movement’ had succeeded in paving the way for 
a military coup d’état and the ousting of the Muslim Brotherhood’s 
Qatar-backed president.133 As Simon Henderson has noted, ‘on paper, 
[the real ruler of Qatar] is Emir Tamim… but the leaderships of Saudi 
Arabia and the UAE… think it is actually Sheikh Hamad, now known 
as the “father-emir”, who is still pulling the strings’.134 Regardless of 
the exact situation at the top, the continuing political presence of other 
very influential figures (including former prime minister Hamad bin 
Jassim Al-Thani and members of the powerful Al-Attiyah family) also 
suggests Tamim’s regime falls short of exhibiting the kinds of highly 
personalistic characteristics one would associate with sultanism.135 
Moreover, though constitutionally mandated political reforms have 
failed to materialize under Tamim and there have been sporadic 
instances of repression,136 Qatar’s Freedom House scores for ‘political 
rights’—much like Oman’s—have actually improved, as has its 
Economist Intelligence Unit ranking,137 and in May 2018 it also finally 
ratified a number of important international rights conventions.138 

As for Kuwait and Bahrain, neither seem to be on anything close 
to Saudi Arabia and the UAE’s trajectory. Partly due to their more 
substantial histories of pre-oil merchant activity and much earlier 
socio-economic development, both countries have long been regarded 
as having more vibrant political cultures than their neighbours. 
Over the years, this has translated into periodic stints of relatively 
robust parliamentary activity, including no-confidence votes against 
ministers139 (though not quite ruler side-lining ‘parliamentarism’ 
or ‘parliamentary monarchy’),140 and has led to a greater number 
of checks and balances on their respective rulers than in the other 
Gulf states.141 

In Kuwait’s case, ten years ago its Freedom House scores were 4,4, 
and 4. Though they have since slipped to 5, 5, and 5, the state has 
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held onto its ‘partly free’ classification and is still considered one of 
the most politically liberal Arab states, behind only Tunisia, Lebanon, 
and Jordan. Meanwhile, the Economist Intelligence Unit now ranks 
Kuwait some thirty-one places above the UAE and forty-three places 
above Saudi Arabia.142 Importantly, the ruling Al-Sabah family remains 
highly fragmented, with its nonagenarian emir, Sabah Al-Ahmad Al-
Sabah, appearing unable to prevent numerous inter-dynastic struggles 
from playing out in public—most dramatically between Nasser bin 
Muhammad Al-Sabah, a former prime minister, and Ahmad Al-Fahad 
Al-Sabah, a former OPEC Secretary-General and minister of oil.143 
Moreover, any notion that the emir’s seventy-one-year-old son Nasser 
bin Sabah Al-Sabah might turn into ‘Kuwait’s MBS’ has been largely 
dismissed by scholars. As Kristin Smith Diwan observes, ‘[Nasser 
bin Sabah] has not heretofore demonstrated the political guile and 
boldness to take on Kuwait’s parliamentary system and diverse 
constituencies…[and] is likely to adopt a more consensual approach to 
governance, and one less apt to shake up Kuwait’s carefully balanced, 
if sclerotic, system’.144 Indeed, following Nasser bin Sabah’s 2017 joint 
appointment as minister of defence and first deputy prime minister, 
he reportedly began to encounter ‘stiff resistance’ from MPs, many 
of whom openly condemned draft legislation intended to facilitate his 
revived ‘Silk City’ economic free zone project on the basis it was a 
‘dangerous’ attempt to ‘create a state within a state’.145 Remarkably, in 
November 2019 he was even removed from his positions by his father 
following a government shake-up and—as the state-backed media 
described it—his ‘feuding in public and trading accusations’ with the 
minister of the interior.146

Bahrain admittedly now appears on a slipperier slope than Kuwait, 
having lost its Freedom House ‘partly free’ status and having fallen 
below even the UAE in the Economist Intelligence Unit rankings.147 
However, much of the increase in authoritarianism seems to have been 
driven by collective regime survival interests rather than any would-be 
sultan’s arbitrary power grab. After all, the ramping up of repression 
and curtailment of freedoms in the wake of 2011’s mass protests seem 
best interpreted as harsh but logical responses to what was seen at the 
time as being part of a region-wide chain reaction that might even 
topple the government.148 Furthermore, there are widely perceived to 
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be major, unresolved divisions within the Al-Khalifa family, which also 
appear at odds with any emerging sultanism, or even autocratic rule. 
Indeed, the regime’s repeated requests for external assistance during 
its hours of need (which led to Saudi and UAE ‘boots on the ground’ in 
2011 and more recently a $10 billion fiscal aid package),149 has led to 
the formation of a complicated power-balancing dynamic. King Hamad 
bin Isa Al-Khalifa and his eldest son, Crown Prince Salman bin Hamad 
Al-Khalifa, are considered the relative ‘moderates’; while the ‘hard-
line’ long-serving prime minister, Khalifa bin Salman Al-Khalifa, and 
the commander-in-chief of the army, Khalifa bin Ahmad Al-Khalifa,150 
are thought to be closer to Riyadh and Abu Dhabi.151 That said, in 
recent months there have been suggestions that Nasser bin Hamad Al-
Khalifa, the eldest son of King Hamad’s second wife, may be one to 
watch.152 Married to one of the ruler of Dubai’s daughters in 2009 
and then appointed commander of the Bahraini Royal Guard in 2011 
at just twenty-four years old,153 he is also a renowned endurance rider 
and understood to have fought on the frontlines in Yemen.154 Recently 
installed as Bahrain’s national security advisor (a newly developed 
post),155 he has since been described as a ‘rising star’; a ‘young man 
who has been on the rise and much in the news’; and as a ‘new conduit 
for generational ambition’. He is also said to have ‘instincts [that] are 
more populist than [the crown prince’s]’.156 
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RESEARCH METHODS AND DATA COLLECTION

2.1  Research Tasks and Hypothesis-Testing: A Systematic Study

Three major research tasks appear necessary to advance a suitably 
scientific, evidence-based interpretation of the apparent changes in 
statecraft and authority structures in Saudi Arabia and the United Arab 
Emirates, and—as per the framework—to test robustly the hypothesis 
that Muhammad bin Salman Al-Saud and Muhammad bin Zayed Al-
Nahyan have effectively supplanted the ‘sheikhly rule’ (or consultative-
neo-patrimonialism) of their predecessors with something more 
autocratic, more personalistic, and perhaps even analytically distinct.

Firstly, given the proposed conceptual centrality of sultanism 
to comprehending MBS and MBZ’s regimes—and considering 
its rather dated ‘original’ definitions—there is a pressing need to 
develop a more state-of-the-art understanding of the term [Chapter 
Three]. This will help navigate the presently vast, messy, and often 
confusing nomenclature of supposedly derivate contemporary 
sultanisms, including ‘neo-sultanism’, ‘sultanistic neopatrimonialism’, 
‘authoritarian sultanism’, and numerous other overlapping references.1 
In turn, this will make it a little easier to situate Saudi Arabia and 
the UAE’s current polities within a more constructive international 
typology of autocratic-authoritarianism.

Secondly, beyond determining suitable starting points for research 
into MBS and MBZ’s regimes, a fuller comprehension of the de facto 
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rulers’ exact ‘routes to power’ is evidently required [Chapter Four]. 
Specifically, a detailed chronology of their respective ascents is 
essential, as is the identification of pre-existing kinship and professional 
networks. So too is the development of an awareness of surrounding 
political and economic factors, and the gathering of any other pertinent 
biographic (or even psychobiographic)2 details that may shed light on 
their remarkable career trajectories and significant accumulation of 
personal—and perhaps sultanistic—powers.

Thirdly, and most substantively, an investigation must be made 
into MBS and MBZ’s modes of governance, and the extent to 
which they now differ from those of their forebears [Chapters Five 
to Eight]. Borrowing from Johannes Gerschewski’s empirically 
grounded thesis on the ‘pillars’ usually underpinning the stability of 
autocratic regimes—which he identifies as legitimation, co-option, 
and repression3—this seems best achieved by systematically assessing 
the two men’s approaches to establishing control, gaining consent, 
and—where necessary—enforcing their authority. In particular, a 
thorough examination is needed of what appear to have been MBS 
and MBZ’s highest priorities: the management of close relatives and 
other elites; the administration of economic affairs (especially in the 
context of adaptive rentier state strategies and evolving economic 
models); and the supervision of political and judicial institutions, 
the media, and security organizations. In parallel, but arguably more 
complex, attention should also be focussed on their handling of a 
range of key ideological and religious issues, including those seen as 
potentially threatening to regime security or capable of undermining 
key economic objectives.

2.2  Methodological Challenges: Navigating the Fields of Power 

Perhaps unsurprisingly given Saudi Arabia and the UAE’s assumed 
blend of autocratic-authoritarianism, several serious methodological 
challenges arise from attempting to carry out these research tasks. 
Certainly, the data gathering environment in these states seems to 
reflect what Pierre Bourdieu would call the ‘structures of their fields 
of power’,4 and on first inspection it appears very hard to achieve the 
depth of empirical investigation needed to satisfy academia’s calls for 
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the greater accumulation of knowledge in comparative politics.5 For 
scholars working on authoritarianism in other, less prosperous parts 
of the world, some of the difficulties involved in researching MBS and 
MBZ’s regimes will likely feel familiar and very much part-and-parcel 
of the terrain. In other instances, however, the obstacles are clearly 
more specific to these extremely wealthy and globally integrated 
autocracies. As Shireen Al-Adeimi has put it (with reference to studying 
MBS), ‘if this was an African warlord from a poor country, would we 
even be having this conversation?’6

Most obviously, when it comes to published or ‘secondary data’ 
from official sources, there are high levels of opacity and bureaucratic 
abstruseness in Saudi Arabia and the UAE—as one would expect to 
find in non-democratic states—and the situation does not seem to be 
improving.7 According to the open-source Global Open Data Index, 
which measures the availability and quality of government data, Saudi 
Arabia and the UAE are currently ranked 103rd and 98th in the world 
respectively, placing them both below the likes of China and Togo, 
and far behind all the other Gulf states.8 Similarly, the Data Quality 
Index, published by the London-based World Economics, ranks Saudi 
Arabia and the UAE very poorly, placing them barely above Rwanda, 
and substantially below Qatar and Bahrain.9 Though the World Wide 
Web Foundation’s Statistical Open Barometer is a little more limited 
in its focus, and lacks information on the UAE, it nonetheless strongly 
suggests that government data in Saudi Arabia is rarely kept up-to-date 
and is often difficult to find.10 

In this context there have inevitably been episodes in which 
researchers trying to work with official Saudi or UAE material on 
matters of urgent national or international interest have encountered 
significant inconsistencies (or complete absences) in the data. In 
2014, for example, just as oil prices began their freefall, one of the 
most important data points for understanding the functioning of 
the two states was their so-called ‘breakeven price’. This was not 
only needed by economists to determine their fiscal resilience, but 
also by political scientists to gauge their ability to sustain rentier-
like structures, and therefore their likely political stability. The IMF’s 
analysts, extrapolating from official data, initially suggested alarmingly 
high breakeven prices of $106 per barrel for Saudi Arabia and $91 for 
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the UAE, some $75 and $60 above the subsequent oil price lows.11 
However, the analysts soon realized they had been significantly off the 
mark. Not only did the IMF revise its projections sharply downwards, 
but an array of figures published by other organizations further fuelled 
the confusion.12 Deutsche Bank, for example, calculated Saudi Arabia’s 
price at $95, while Bank of America Merrill Lynch put it at only $85.13 
Meanwhile, the Economist Intelligence Unit had the UAE’s price at 
$79, and Deutsche Bank pegged it at a much more comfortable $70—
some $21 lower than the IMF’s estimate.14

Since then even bigger question marks have been raised over official 
data on the Saudi Arabian National Oil Company (more commonly 
known as Saudi Aramco),15 especially in the wake of MBS’s January 
2016 announcement that shares in the company would be offered 
publicly in order to boost sovereign wealth.16 As Saudi Aramco is the 
kingdom’s main interface with the global economy, and arguably also 
the cornerstone of its entire rentier state, analysts were soon stunned 
by the wild disparities in the little information that was available and 
the extreme difficulties they faced in trying to generate meaningful data 
of their own. To begin with, government representatives kept insisting 
that the company’s assets and concessions justified a $2–2.5 trillion 
valuation17—figures that were immediately challenged and in some 
cases even met with ‘shock and laughter’.18 Oil industry consultants 
Wood Mackenzie, for example, counter-claimed that Saudi Aramco 
was only worth about $400 billion,19 while PointState Capital’s 
Zachary Schreiber—who had correctly predicted the oil price crash 
in 2014—revealed he was shorting the Saudi riyal on the basis that 
the Saudi Aramco ‘golden goose’ would be insufficient to meet the 
kingdom’s deficits and its economy would be ‘structurally insolvent in 
two or three years’.20 

Though an April 2018 leak of Saudi Aramco’s financial data (and an 
eventual official disclosure a year later) led to much better independent 
estimates of $1.2 and then $1.1 trillion,21 in many ways the damage had 
already been done. Despite belated confirmations that the company 
was in fact much more valuable than the likes of Apple, Microsoft, 
and Amazon,22 the Saudi government’s perceived opacity on such 
an important matter was understood to have strongly dissuaded the 
investor community. Indeed, in summer 2018 it was revealed a private 
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decision had already been taken to suspend the offering for at least 
another year.23 As Bloomberg’s correspondents put it, Saudi Aramco 
had become a ‘zombie’ offering due to ‘a combination of hubris on 
the valuation, an overambitious timetable, and indifference—if not 
derision—from global investors’.24 

In the UAE’s case, poor quality official data may not have yet led 
to anything quite as harmful as the Saudi Aramco debacle, but it has 
certainly generated a fair amount of international criticism. In 2008, 
for example, a largely unnecessary scandal erupted over data on the 
UAE’s foreign aid programme, effectively detracting from the state’s 
intended philanthropic (or soft power) objectives.25 Lacking a central 
organization compiling the donations of the country’s various aid 
donating organs, including those at the individual emirate level, the 
UAE’s claim that it had been spending 3.6 per cent of GDP on foreign 
aid was met with disbelief and disparaged by various United Nations 
representatives. While the figure was obviously highly inaccurate at 
more than five times the UN’s 0.7 per cent global target,26 a new federal 
Office of the Co-ordination of Foreign Aid—established in 2009—has 
consistently reported UAE foreign aid at over 1 per cent of GDP,27 and 
therefore not only above the UN’s target but also well above the likes 
of Norway and Denmark, and almost on a par with Sweden.28

More recently, and especially since the 2014 oil price crash, the 
UAE has also been repeatedly censured for the lack of reliable data 
on the economic health of Dubai, which remains its biggest trade and 
tourism hub. With conflicting reports circulating of substantial house 
price drops and expatriate professionals leaving in their droves,29 fears 
of a repeat of 2009’s global Credit Crunch-induced ‘Dubai crash’ 
have understandably been mounting, and investors are hungry for 
more reassuring or at least more accurate information.30 Remarkably, 
however, in March 2019 Bloomberg confirmed that the UAE ‘still 
hasn’t reported how [Dubai’s] GDP performed since 2017… also 
missing are other figures considered basic elsewhere, ranging from 
retail and auto sales to industrial production’. As Tarek Fadlallah, chief 
executive officer of the Middle East unit of Nomura Asset Management 
complained, ‘the reliance on anecdotal evidence in Dubai means the 
market is more susceptible to gossip and distortions as information is 
passed down through “Chinese whispers”’.31
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Beyond official sources, national non-governmental and civil society 
organizations—including trade unions and professional associations—
also seem to have struggled to produce consistent and timely data. 
Moreover, due to a mix of heavy co-option (sometimes involving ruling 
family patronage), and repression (comprising tight controls and often 
closure), in almost no circumstances do they appear to have been able to 
produce data that has significantly challenged established government 
narratives.32 Indeed, the Varieties of Democracy programme’s scores 
for civil society participatory environments currently place Saudi 
Arabia on a par with North Korea and China, while the UAE is barely 
ahead of Somalia and well behind Arab states like Jordan and Libya.33 
Similarly, national and local media organizations—most of which are 
either state-owned or very heavily monitored by the authorities—
rarely produce their own data, especially on contentious issues,34 
and thus seem to perform few functions of the ‘fourth estate’.35 In 
fact, according to the 2019 World Press Freedom Index, published by 
Reporters Without Borders, Saudi Arabia’s level of press freedom is 
considered one of the absolute worst in the world; it ranks at 172nd, 
after falling three places from the previous year. Although the UAE’s 
level is a little better, it is also on a downwards trajectory, ranking 
133rd after falling five places from the previous year.36

While Saudi Arabia and the UAE’s national universities have tended 
to be teaching-focused and primarily geared towards training rentier 
state-style public sector employees,37 those that do have research or 
public policy functions look just as constrained as non-governmental 
organizations and the media. There are credible reports describing a 
culture of self-censorship and, when necessary, direct censorship. As 
a recent visiting scholar to the UAE’s national university has put it, 
‘censorship is regularly applied to academics and scholarly events’,38 
whilst a widely-read Foreign Policy essay has noted that there exists a 
‘depressing pattern that has seen the UAE authorities take closer 
control of domestic academic institutions…the UAE currently is a 
deeply inimical place for the values that universities are supposed to 
uphold’.39 Meanwhile in Saudi Arabia, the Scholars at Risk Academic 
Freedom Monitoring Project has recorded numerous faculty arrests. 
Some have been charged with offences such as ‘undermining state 
policies’ and ‘providing false information about Saudi Arabia to 
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international organizations and media’.40 In March 2019, a lecturer at 
one of the country’s biggest universities was reportedly even detained 
at a panel event at the Riyadh Book Fair, after discussing his human 
rights work.41

Some of the foreign branch campus universities operating in 
the UAE, the most prominent of which are Abu Dhabi government 
funded,42 have suffered visa denial issues for incoming faculty.43 
As partially co-opted foreign institutions and partially endogenous 
political creations, they have also largely shied away from researching 
potentially sensitive topics—with New York University’s Abu Dhabi 
campus described by the Chronicle of Higher Education as a ‘careful guest 
in a foreign land’ and Le Monde voicing ‘suspicions of censorship’ with 
regard to La Sorbonne Abu Dhabi.44 However, they still appear to 
enjoy a little leeway, including unfettered internet access.45 Likewise, 
the high-profile King Abdullah University of Science and Technology 
in Saudi Arabia—which was US-designed and has entered into a 
$50 million ‘Academic Excellence Alliance’ with Imperial College 
London46—seems to have been mostly left to its own devices. These 
relative freedoms perhaps indicate the ongoing usefulness of such 
branch campuses as soft power assets,47 and a general expectation that 
their senior, often expatriate administrators will do their best to limit 
any potentially controversial Saudi or UAE-related data production. 

Branches of foreign NGOs and foreign government-organized 
organizations, especially those that have focused on in-country data 
gathering, have, however, enjoyed much less tolerance than the foreign 
universities. Saudi Arabia maintains a near total ban on such bodies, 
and in 2012 the UAE shut down the offices of organizations such as 
the United States’ National Democratic Institute and RAND Research 
Institute, Germany’s Konrad-Adenauer-Stiftung, and the commercially 
run Gallup Polling Center. Though full explanations for the closures 
were never provided, it later emerged that these entities had been 
accused of ‘international interference’ and of stoking the 2011 Arab 
uprisings, especially in Egypt.48 

A less obvious problem—or at least potential problem—with 
regard to secondary data collection on Saudi Arabia and the UAE, 
and one that does not really seem to apply to the study of other, 
poorer authoritarian states around the world, has been the apparent 
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capacity of their regimes to subtly shape and steer external research 
agendas. Long before the foreign university branch campus strategy, 
Saudi Arabia, the UAE, and other Gulf monarchies’ respective ruling 
families—and in some cases government-backed intermediaries or 
foundations—were frequently the greatest international donors to 
the West’s premier research institutions. Their substantial patronage 
has often been linked to constituent departments, institutes, centres, 
programmes, or chairs that have had a specific academic focus on the 
Gulf states, Middle Eastern politics, Islamic studies, or other such 
relevant topics.49 

According to a 2018 dataset published by the US Department of 
Education’s Foreign Gifts and Contracts Report, over the preceding 
six years the Gulf states’ continued to account for nearly a quarter of 
all foreign payments to US universities. Saudi Arabia provided $581 
million, including $75.2 million to George Washington University and 
$30.6 million to Harvard University. The UAE supplied $213 million, 
including $80.7 million to New York University.50 Saudi Arabia and the 
UAE have also been among the biggest benefactors to the US’s leading 
think tanks, with a 2014 New York Times investigation revealing that 
they had recently gifted millions of dollars to influential organizations 
including: the  World Resource Institute, the Stimson Center, the 
Middle East Institute, the Center for Strategic and International 
Studies, the Brookings Institution, and the Atlantic Council.51 While no 
up-to-date figures exist for British universities or research institutions, 
data assembled for the period 1984 to 2008 indicates that at least $90.8 
million (and possibly as much as $293.4 million)52 was donated by Gulf 
states, including at least $53.3 million from Saudi Arabia and at least 
$22.9 million from the UAE.53 

Such substantial funding has naturally led to significant media 
attention and is increasingly generating debate among scholars and 
politicians. The New York Times, for example, has quoted philosopher 
Sally Haslanger as stating that Saudi funding for the Massachusetts 
Institute for Technology confers ‘symbolic capital on the Saudi regime’, 
and that ‘MIT’s name, integrity, credibility and scientific excellence have 
power…and we have used it to burnish the reputation of Muhammad 
bin Salman’.54 In an interview with Inside Higher Ed, Zachary Lockman 
has similarly noted that ‘the Saudis have seen such donations as a way 
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to acquire goodwill, legitimacy and support in US academia (and 
beyond)... of course donors want to ensure that the people filling 
these chairs and running these programs will be sympathetic to the 
policies of these countries’ regimes, though they cannot always make 
that happen’.55 Likewise, Kristian Ulrichsen has told the Financial Times 
that ‘it’s not easy to track [the Gulf funding]…but if centres want to 
safeguard funding streams, then they might either commission research 
that falls within a specific remit and perhaps not commission research 
that doesn’t, or individual academics might feel they don’t wish to 
cross certain lines in case the funding is jeopardised’.56 

Going further, Anthony Glees has claimed in the Telegraph that, ‘by 
donating to [British] higher education institutions, Arab and Islamic 
states are able to dictate a research agenda and influence public opinion 
in a way which we would not allow for our political parties’. A number 
of British MPs have even called for a more thorough investigation into 
the matter. The chairman of the Education Select Committee, for 
example, recently told universities that they needed to ‘think very 
carefully’ about where they accepted money from and stated ‘[he 
would] rather they looked at democratic countries [for funding] as 
opposed to dictatorships or countries with questionable human rights 
records’. A former minister also stated that ‘[universities] should not 
be taking donations from people who are seeking to influence their 
direction, or hold views inconsistent with promoting tolerance and 
values of mutual respect and democracy’.57 

Though there is as yet little hard evidence to fully back these 
stances and demonstrate the real impact of such funding patterns on 
Gulf-related research and data production (beyond fairly conspicuous 
‘gatekeeper’ and institutional-level biases), the New York Times has 
described how ‘US universities’ collaborations with the Saudis are akin 
to consulting, but academics do not call it that, unless it is work done 
on the side; they call it academic research’.58 In the context of Gulf 
support for think tanks, its correspondents have further noted that ‘the 
money is increasingly transforming the once-staid think-tank world 
into a muscular arm of foreign governments’ lobbying…it has set off 
troubling questions about intellectual freedom: some scholars say they 
have been pressured to reach conclusions friendly to the government 
financing the research’.59 
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Meanwhile in the British context, the BBC reported in 2013 
that ‘very senior UAE officials’ had sought to place restrictions on 
a conference on the Arab uprisings being organized by the London 
School of Economics, which to that date had received $8.5 million 
in UAE state-linked donations.60 In 2015 a robust study based on 
quantitative content analysis then concluded that, ‘[British] Gulf-funded 
institutions focus more on their donor countries than do non Gulf-
funded institutions, but they give more attention to issues of education 
and youth unemployment than issues of democracy, human rights, and 
gender equality when writing about their donor countries’. As the 
study’s authors explained, ‘the fact that democracy and human rights 
were talked about less among Gulf-funded institutions than non-Gulf-
funded institutions may indicate a selective bias regarding issues that 
are known to be sensitive to donor countries… our research [shows] 
some strong correlational patterns, providing empirical support for a 
much-speculated phenomenon’.61 

2.3  Methodological Opportunities: Circumventing the Fields of Power

There are thus manifold difficulties associated with acquiring solid data 
from official sources and with relying on data produced by national and 
local non-governmental and media organizations, national universities, 
or even prominent Gulf-funded international research institutions. 
Nonetheless, there are a number of other secondary data sources that 
not only appear reliable, but also sufficiently non-partisan. As such, 
they may represent some plausible ways of circumventing the current 
structures of the fields of power in Saudi Arabia and the UAE.

Most obviously, beyond their headline-grabbing world rankings 
and executive analyses, the small number of well-respected 
institutions producing extensive and long-running cross-national data 
sets, including the aforementioned Freedom House organization, 
the Economist Intelligence Unit, and the Varieties of Democracy 
programme, undoubtedly provide valuable material for understanding 
some of the macro-level changes in these two states. The latitudinal 
nature of their data, which is often provided for almost every country in 
the world, not only allows for dispassionate and impartial quantitative 
analysis of Saudi Arabia and the UAE’s contemporary statecraft and 
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authority structures, but also allows for meaningful comparisons with 
other relevant states. Moreover, the usually extensive longitudinal 
nature of their data—which sometimes stretches back decades, 
and over forty years in Freedom House’s case62—can also facilitate 
comparative historical analysis. This includes, of course, quantitative 
comparative work on the situations before and after MBS and MBZ’s 
de facto successions.63

Though these sorts of cross-national coding projects have always 
had their critics,64 and even if they do sometimes seem to be built 
on difficult-to-define conceptual constructs such as ‘freedom’ or 
‘full democracies’,65 most are now underpinned by fairly robust and 
transparent methods. In Freedom House’s case, data gathered by a 
large team of external analysts is later vetted by expert advisors and 
regional specialists, with the ‘final product representing the consensus 
of the analysts, advisers, and Freedom House staff’.66 Providing a 
particularly comprehensive discussion of its methods, the Economist 
Intelligence Unit similarly draws on a large number of external and 
internal expert assessments, while also triangulating these with the 
results of existing data in the public domain.67 With arguably the most 
rigorous methodology, V-Dem uses extensive peer moderation and 
even innovatory ‘bridge coding’ to ensure consistency between the 
five or more external experts focusing on each country.68 

In terms of funding, there also seem few concerns, at least with 
regard to the best known projects: Freedom House may be a US 
government-funded organization, but there is no evidence it has 
experienced any form of governmental interference,69 the Economist 
Intelligence Unit is owned by the reputable Economist Group, which 
is now part-owned by the Italian Agnelli industrial dynasty along 
with a number of smaller shareholders,70 and V-Dem is based at the 
University of Gothenburg and entirely financed by academic donors 
and foundations such as the European Research Council, the Swedish 
Research Council, and the Stiftelsen Riksbankens Jubileumsfond.71

Also useful—at least with regard to acquiring fresh descriptive 
data—are the detailed investigative reports sometimes produced by the 
leading international broadsheet newspapers and media organizations, 
many of which have a long history of covering the region and, in 
some cases, still employ semi-permanent overseas correspondents. 
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Bolstering the Oxford Internet Institute’s recent findings on the 
value of traditional newspapers to social science research,72 in recent 
years such publications have not only ‘broken’ several of the most 
important stories on Saudi Arabia and the UAE, but have often also 
undertaken the only serious follow-up inquiries. For example, in May 
2011 the New York Times drew on a mixture of documentary evidence 
and interviews to reveal that the Blackwater founder Erik Prince had 
set up a ‘secret desert force’ on behalf of MBZ.73 In January 2016 a 
series of Bloomberg reports underpinned by successful Freedom of 
Information Act requests cast the first proper light on Saudi Arabia’s 
secretive US Department of the Treasury bond holdings,74 and in 
January 2019 an interview-based Reuters special investigation finally 
confirmed the existence of a sophisticated cyber-intelligence agency 
operating from Abu Dhabi.75

Importantly, unlike the heavily co-opted national and local Saudi 
and Emirati media organizations, for the most part these high-level, 
world class publications have maintained a reputation for fairness 
and objectivity when it comes to Gulf-related matters. There is 
also little to suggest that their editorial independence has ever been 
significantly compromised, even if there have been isolated instances 
of correspondents being detained or having their telephones hacked,76 
occasions where local distributors have pulped print-runs carrying 
controversial articles,77 and (in 2014, at least) a rather specific anti-Qatar 
campaign having been promoted by a well-known British newspaper.78 

Nonetheless, as with Gulf-funded international research 
institutions, concerns are now growing following several recently 
established joint ventures between top tier Western media outlets 
and Saudi or Emirati state-linked entities. There are fears that such 
collaborative platforms may eventually face censorship or at least some 
form of restrictions when it comes to Gulf-related content, and that 
the big-name brands behind them may eventually be compromised. 
In 2012, for example, the all-Arabic Sky News Arabia launched in Abu 
Dhabi’s ‘twofour54’ media free zone following a partnership between 
British Sky Broadcasting and a newly formed company called the Abu 
Dhabi Media Investment Corporation.79 The ownership is reportedly 
split fifty-fifty between BSkyB and Mansur bin Zayed Al-Nahyan (one 
of MBZ’s full brothers).80 In 2018 the Telegraph alleged that Sky News 
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Arabia had been following a pro-Emirati and pro-Saudi editorial line, 
especially when it came to covering key events.81

Meanwhile in Saudi Arabia, a controversial licensing agreement 
between Britain’s Independent newspaper and the Saudi Research 
and Marketing Group has recently led to the launching of new 
Arabic, Persian, Turkish, and Urdu platforms. The SRMG’s former 
chairman is now serving as Saudi Arabia’s minister for culture,82 and 
the organization has been described as being ‘closely entwined with 
the political and PR aims of the Saudi state…its activities go beyond 
the remit of a traditional publisher’. Moreover, the editor-in-chief of 
the Arabic version of the Independent is understood to have a history 
of working for other Saudi state-linked newspapers, including the 
SRMG’s Asharq Al-Awsat and the royal family-owned Al-Hayat and Al-
Watan.83 Perhaps unsurprisingly given this context, the spin-offs have 
been routinely criticized for their apparent pro-Saudi bias, with the 
Arabic version having been accused of burnishing MBS’s image,84 and 
with the Turkish version having been banned in Turkey on the basis 
of its ‘links to Riyadh’, and following calls in the Saudi media for 
it to be used to ‘transfer the battle to the land of the opponent’.85 
Concurrently, candidates for a job with the Persian version reportedly 
‘walked away because they were not persuaded that it conformed to 
the Independent’s existing editorial standards’, with one surmising that 
the Independent’s proposed editorial control would only be ‘nominal’.86 

More seriously, and perhaps indicating future problems for the 
original English language publications involved in such ventures, 
in June 2019 it was announced that Britain’s Secretary of State for 
Digital, Culture, Media and Sport had launched a watchdog inquiry 
into the capacity of the Independent and the Evening Standard to report 
the news accurately. In particular, it would investigate their ability to 
conform to the national security section of Britain’s Enterprise Act, 
which stipulates ‘the need for (a) accurate presentation of news; and 
(b) free expression of opinion’. Soon after, it was revealed that two 
Saudi state-linked entities registered in the Cayman Islands had earlier 
taken a combined stake worth between 25 and 50 per cent in the 
newspapers’ joint holding company, and that the British government 
was concerned this ‘may have an effect on the Evening Standard and the 
Independent’s news agendas’.87 Though the inquiry was later blocked 
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following a Competition Appeals Tribunal ruling that the Secretary 
of State had left it too late to intervene formally, the government’s 
lawyers had nonetheless gone so far as to declare that ‘what is of 
concern to Her Majesty’s Government is that a foreign state could be 
acquiring a substantial stake in [the owner of the Evening Standard and 
the Independent] simultaneously’.88

Potentially also helpful for obtaining fresh (or reasonably fresh) 
descriptive data on Saudi Arabia and the UAE are some of the more 
credible repositories of recently ‘leaked’ official documentation or 
correspondence. Among the best known is the so-called ‘Cablegate’ 
library: a giant collection of US diplomatic cables mostly dating from 
2003 to 2010. Indicating the enormous strategic significance of the 
Gulf states to US interests, the archive features more than 12,000 
cables referring to Saudi Arabia and more than 5,000 referring to 
the UAE.89 With many of the cables authored by US ambassadors or 
other embassy staff, they offer a rare contemporary insight into the 
official understandings of one of the most important external actors 
in the region, and in this sense appear to represent an effective—if 
expedient—means of bypassing the usual decades-long wait before 
such material would surface in publicly accessible state archives.

Problematically for researchers, Cablegate’s contents have never 
been formally verified by the US government, and its usage has 
often been frowned upon, including by universities. In December 
2010, for example, Columbia University’s School of International 
and Public Affairs initially cautioned its students against reading or 
sharing information from the cables on the basis that it ‘would call into 
question your ability to deal with confidential information, which is 
part of most positions with the federal government’.90 Since then the 
topic has spurred a significant debate in academic circles, with no real 
consensus having emerged.91

Nonetheless, despite Cablegate’s controversial nature, and 
notwithstanding its now slightly dated contents—the final cable was 
sent nearly five years before MBS’s first major appointments92—it 
seems too valuable a resource to ignore, especially when it comes 
to gathering information on the functioning of extremely opaque 
regimes. Not only have many of the cables already been published by 
leading outlets such as the New York Times, the Guardian, Le Monde, El 
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Pais, and Der Spiegel,93 but they are now often informally referred to 
by former US officials, none of whom challenge their veracity. Many 
are also regularly cited by peer-reviewed scholarly journal articles,94 
and Cablegate material has even begun to feature in written evidence 
submissions to certain courts of law, with Britain’s Supreme Court 
confirming in February 2018 that the cables are indeed admissible.95 

Since Cablegate’s release, several ostensibly similar archives of 
contemporary official correspondence have been published that also 
contain documents relating to the inner workings of the Saudi and 
Emirati states. However, at present none look to be as authenticable as 
Cablegate, and it seems prudent to disregard their contents for academic 
data gathering purposes. June 2015, for example, saw the publication 
of a tranche of more than 120,000 cables and other communications 
purportedly dispatched by Saudi Arabia’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 
Ministry of the Interior, and General Intelligence Presidency.96 The 
bulk of the archive consists of scanned, undated material often lacking 
identification codes, and the leak was reportedly the work of an Iran-
linked hacking group called the ‘Yemeni Cyber Army’. On this basis it 
seems reasonable to assume that at least some of the documents may 
have been doctored.97 

Even less plausible has been the data recently published by a new 
wave of anonymous platforms, most of which have concentrated 
on uploading documents, videos, and pictures that clearly aim 
to incriminate or tarnish the reputations of specific rival states. 
‘Emirateleaks’, for example, claims to be a ‘media platform specialized 
in spreading the scandals of the Emirates and its crimes’,98 but may well 
be operated by rival state actors in the region such as Qatar or Iran. 
Likewise, ‘Qatarileaks’ claims to be ‘Qatar-opposition linked’,99 but is 
understood to have been set up by a UAE-based technology company. 
In this regard, such resources are likely less about sharing important 
information in the public interest, and instead more about manipulating 
or even weaponizing a new, post-Cablegate form of online data delivery. 

2.4  Methodological Opportunities: Primary Data Prospects

Beyond the use of reliable non-partisan secondary data sources, 
the second and third research tasks also seem to lend themselves to 
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certain primary data collection methods, even if these now appear 
equally—or even more—challenged by the current structures of the 
fields of power. Interviews and surveys, most notably, can serve not 
only as mechanisms for imputing or ‘filling in the gaps’ in the available 
secondary data, but their qualitative components may help determine 
which inferences or deductions are best supported. In the context of 
Saudi Arabia and the UAE, and especially in the wake of their apparent 
autocratic-authoritarian turns, even rather modest primary data sets 
would seem particularly valuable.

For example, interviews with incumbent or former state 
functionaries—including those at relatively junior levels—might be 
able to prise open the MBS and MBZ regimes’ ‘black boxes’. Descriptive 
answers would potentially go far further than official press releases 
and other such data by offering insights into actual decision-making 
motives and inputs as well as outputs. Likewise, interviews with a 
range of other local stakeholders such as private sector businesspeople, 
academics, and activists may contextualize the situation further, as 
experiential answers could perhaps present different perspectives or 
even spotlight the need for important new lines of inquiry.

Unfortunately, it is undeniably getting harder for international 
researchers to gather interview data on the Gulf states, especially 
regarding potentially sensitive topics such as statecraft and authority 
structures. Though there have been several pathbreaking ethnographic 
studies on Saudi Arabia and the UAE in recent years, including some 
that have really helped us to ‘see like an autocrat’, these have primarily 
focused on social and cultural issues,100 and have often relied on 
difficult-to-replicate levels of personal access to specific groups or 
individuals, including ruling family members.101 Meanwhile, there 
are numerous indicators that researchers attempting to utilize more 
formal interviewing methods of the type that underpinned a wave 
of earlier monographs on the domestic politics of Saudi Arabia and 
the UAE102 may now be facing much greater difficulties. Some of 
the more recent reports of problems encountered by interviewers 
or their interviewees, including arrests and imprisonment, strongly 
suggest there is a growing ‘culture of suspicion’ in both states and—
to borrow Janine Clark’s phrase—a ‘looming smell of the Mukhabarat 
[intelligence service]’.103   
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Even so, there appear to be a number of suitable ‘workarounds’ 
to allow for at least some form of robust interviewing. Beyond fully 
anonymizing the process and resorting to remote interviews via video 
conferencing, it is often possible to conduct face-to-face interviews 
in ostensibly more neutral settings, including heavily visited cities 
elsewhere in the region such as Istanbul and Cairo, or in major global 
metropolises like New York and London. In fact, for historical-cultural 
reasons the latter is often still considered a second home by many Saudi 
and Emirati citizens, having famously been dubbed ‘Little Arabia’ and 
the ‘Eighth Emirate’.104 Nonetheless, such jugaads or semi-solutions 
are not without their own flaws. Electronic methods inevitably de-
personalize the process, and perhaps reduce the quality and depth of 
answers, whilst international settings limit the available cross-section 
of interviewees to those with the resources and ability to undertake 
overseas travel. After all, the Saudi and Emirati authorities are 
frequently known to impose ‘travel bans’ as a means of punishing or 
restricting the movements of some of their more outspoken citizens.105 

Though surveys are invariably more limited than interviews when 
it comes to gathering detailed information, in some ways they have 
the potential to go much further, especially when it comes to gauging 
the overall national mood and capturing the voice of the ‘average 
citizen’. In this sense, a sufficiently large scale survey might allow the 
researcher to canvas a much fuller spectrum of society in states such 
as Saudi Arabia and the UAE, including the substantial and often more 
indigent communities far outside the principal conurbations, whose 
views rarely feature in the local or international media.

Helpfully, the use of extensive surveys for the study of political 
issues in the region has a rich pedigree. Much of this can be traced to the 
pioneering work of Daniel Lerner, who in the late 1950s investigated 
the modernization and ‘passing’ of traditional society in the Middle 
East.106 A significant contribution has also been made by contemporary 
scholars like Mark Tessler and his colleagues, who have used surveys 
to explore the political orientations of ordinary citizens and the roles 
of gender and Islam in conflict.107 Though the history of applying such 
human-centred, bottom-up approaches directly to Saudi Arabia and 
the UAE is more modest, there are nonetheless several outstanding 
examples. In 1995, for example, Jamal Sanad Al-Suwaidi published 
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his findings on Arab concepts of democracy based on evidence from a 
poll of nearly 400 Emirati university students (the majority of whom 
indicated a strong preference for elective government).108 In 2000 Sally 
Findlow conducted a similarly comprehensive survey on nationalism in 
the UAE,109 and in 2006 Mansur Moaddel shared results from a survey 
of more than 1,500 Saudi citizens on attitudes to gender, religion, and 
politics.110 Remarkably, in 2012 Marta Saldaña Martín then managed 
to canvas nearly 700 Emirati university students on the subjects of 
political reform, elections, and institutional effectiveness.111

As with formal interviewing, however, it is increasingly difficult to 
conduct surveys on these sorts of topics in Saudi Arabia and the UAE, 
especially using traditional methods such as face-to-face questioning 
or the distribution of hard copy questionnaires. Notwithstanding 
Justin Gengler’s recent conclusion—with some caveats—that 
Gulf Arabs appear ‘no less likely to enjoy or value surveys than any 
other cultural group’,112 it is now undoubtedly very challenging for 
individual researchers to carry out any form of on-the-ground polling 
related to politics in either of these countries. Moreover, given the 
aforementioned bans and restrictions placed on data-gathering foreign 
NGOs and commercial survey firms,113 it has also become harder 
to engage third party survey specialists. Indeed, with the apparent 
exception of the Qatar government-funded Arab Opinion Index (which 
continues to produce data based on face-to-face interviews in Saudi 
Arabia, though not the UAE),114 and the Dubai-headquartered Arab 
Youth Survey (which conducts face-to-face interviews in Saudi Arabia, 
the UAE, and thirteen other Arab states),115 most other canvassing 
efforts have evidently struggled. The widely used Arab Barometer, 
which gathers thoughts on topics ranging from trust in government to 
elections and revolutions, has been unable to collect data from Saudi 
Arabia since 2011, and it has never collected data from the UAE.116 
The World Values Survey meanwhile, which gauges opinions on an 
even broader range of political, social, and economic issues has no data 
on Saudi Arabia since the period 1999–2004, and it has never collected 
data from the UAE.117

Nevertheless, there do appear to be appropriate alternative 
methods. Most obviously, Saudi Arabia and the UAE’s internet 
connectivity rates are now among the highest in the world, allowing 



RESEARCH METHODS AND DATA COLLECTION

43

for a new means to contact and survey citizens without the need 
for potentially problematic intermediaries or risky data gathering 
locations. In fact, according to the International Telecommunications 
Union, more than 82 per cent of those living in Saudi Arabia and nearly 
95 per cent of those in the UAE now have regular internet access, with 
the two countries respectively ranked seventeenth and thirty-ninth 
in the world, above the likes of Israel and France.118 Furthermore, 
according to data provided by the leading social media platforms, the 
UAE now has the highest social media penetration rate in the world, 
with 99 per cent of the adult population being registered users, whilst 
Saudi Arabia has the seventeenth highest with 68 per cent, putting it 
ahead of Britain and close behind the US.119

Social media engagement as a tool of political science has of course 
already begun to generate considerable methodological debate.120 In 
Middle East area studies the discussion is also gaining traction, especially 
after the apparently prominent—but disputed—role of social media in 
fuelling 2008’s ‘April 6 Movement’ in Egypt, which promoted a general 
strike;121 2009’s ‘Green Movement’ in Iran, which protested against 
the re-election of President Mahmoud Ahmadinejad;122 and most 
dramatically the 2011 Arab uprisings, as popularized by the Google 
executive-cum-activist Wael Ghonim’s bestselling book Revolution 
2.0.123 In her essay on using online research tools in Egypt, for example, 
Elizabeth Monier has explored the potential of using Facebook to 
connect with her subjects, and has detailed her efforts to ensure that 
‘the balance was tipped in favour of it being a friend [rather than a foe], 
as longs as checks and balances are carefully maintained’.124 Similarly, 
in his work on researching protest mobilization in Kuwait, Geoffrey 
Martin has laid out the numerous advantages (and disadvantages) 
of utilizing Twitter, and has demonstrated the need to develop new 
social media sampling techniques.125 Also innovatively, Jennifer Pan 
and Alexandra Siegel have used experimental quantitative methods to 
investigate the impact of ‘offline repression’ on online dissent in Saudi 
Arabia by analysing the contents of over 300 million tweets relating to 
dozens of Saudi ‘opinion leaders’.126 In the meantime, following the 
latest version of the Arab Social Media Report, which electronically 
surveyed a substantial number of respondents on several sensitive 
questions, researchers at the Dubai-based Muhammad bin Rashid 
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School of Government have been busy formulating a sophisticated 
methodology of their own.127 

2.5  Methodological Opportunities: Primary Data Gathering

Though far from perfect, such primary data gathering workarounds do 
seem to enable potentially valuable additional methods in support of 
the second and third research tasks. They not only embody the sorts of 
‘good enough methodologies’—as described by Pamina Firchow and 
Roger MacGinty—that are reasonably scientific and appropriate for 
the sensitivities of the case studies,128 but also heed the calls (made 
most prominently by Michael Stern, Ipek Bilgen, and Don Dillman) 
for sufficient flexibility in adapting to changing technological and 
cultural patterns in the research environment.129

Regarding interviews, for example, those that feature in this book 
have been anonymized and were carried out either remotely or in 
several different locations, including necessarily neutral settings. To 
further minimize risk, questions on presumed ‘red-line topics’—
including the domestic impact of Saudi Arabia and the UAE’s roles 
in current regional confrontations and the broader ramifications of 
recent high-profile Saudi assassinations—were excluded. To avoid 
over-emphasizing particular viewpoints and to help limit any ‘framing 
effect’ (in which small or subtle differences in prefacing can lead to 
significantly different answers, especially in non-democracies),130 all 
of the selected questions—including two that were explicitly listed 
as optional131—were fully standardized and followed a predetermined 
structure.132 The majority of interviewees were identified using 
existing academic networks or via a popular professionally-oriented 
social media platform, with the number of interlocutors kept to 
the bare minimum. Overall, between October 2017 and July 2019 
a total of forty-five incumbent or former citizen state functionaries 
were interviewed (twenty-five from Saudi Arabia and twenty from 
the UAE).133 A total of fifty-three other citizen stakeholders were 
interviewed, including private sector businesspeople, academics, and 
activists (twenty-three from Saudi Arabia and thirty from the UAE).134

Though a number of expatriates would likely have been willing to 
participate, they were not approached on the basis that their differing 
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nationalities and contrasting backgrounds might have significantly 
complicated the data gathering process. Furthermore, their potential 
‘outsider’ views on matters such as statecraft and authority structures 
might have ended up obscuring important patterns or trends in the 
data.135 After all, the majority of expatriates in these two countries 
are relatively short-term residents, and with only limited routes to 
naturalization available, even to veteran professionals,136 almost all are 
effectively economic migrants intending to eventually relocate or retire 
outside the region. As only partial, employment-focused stakeholders 
in the Saudi and Emirati states, they might reasonably be expected to 
hold particularly cautious views or to have little sustained interest in 
the politics of their temporary host nations.137  

Similarly, all survey data in this book—presumed ‘red-line 
topics’ again being excluded—has been anonymized and, wherever 
possible, was gathered without the need for interlocutors. Potential 
participants were identified via mainstream social media platforms 
using opportunity sampling with elements of stratified sampling,138 
and then invited to participate using direct messaging facilities.139 
The relative directness of the method—as opposed to observing or 
interacting passively with publicly posted social media content, for 
example—felt like a straightforward, logical evolution from some of 
the more established technology-led surveying techniques such as email 
and mobile phone-assisted approaches140 (the latter still being used 
extensively in parts of the developing world that are harder to access).141

In total 475 Saudi citizens and 425 Emirati citizens of all ages were 
approached, over the same time period as the interviews, with an overall 
response rate of 57 per cent.142 To ensure sufficient clarity a pre-test 
was performed on a small group of twenty persons, with no difficulties 
reported. All surveys were initially administered in Modern Standard 
Arabic—also known as Fusha143—on the basis that Arabic is the official 
language of both Saudi Arabia and the UAE, and has recently emerged 
as the most important social media medium across the region (with 
72 per cent of Arab Twitter users and 55 per cent of Arab Facebook 
users now posting in Arabic).144 In only two cases were minor language 
problems encountered; both respondents were Emirati citizens who 
had been naturalized through marriage and were not fluent in Arabic, 
so an alternative English version was supplied.
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As well as requesting respondents to confirm their nationality, the 
survey included two further control questions to determine geographic 
location and gender. Mindful of the need to gather data from both 
inside and outside Saudi Arabia and the UAE’s most prominent cities, 
it was hoped that a significant number of participants would also hail 
from smaller cities and towns. Though 64 per cent of respondents 
did report their locations as being the major metropolises of Riyadh, 
Jeddah, Abu Dhabi, and Dubai,145 a substantial minority claimed they 
were based in or near to Mecca, Medina, Sultanah, and Dammam (in 
Saudi Arabia), or Sharjah, Ajman, Ra’s al-Khaimah, and Al-Ain (in the 
UAE).146 Similarly, heedful of what is assumed to be a chronic gender 
imbalance in social media users elsewhere in the region—with only 
about 30 per cent of Arab users believed to be women147—it was hoped 
that a reasonable parity of male and female views could be achieved. 
Unfortunately this was unsuccessful, for reasons that are not clear. 
Although 43 per cent of the total invitations were sent to potential 
participants with female names,148 only a small number returned 
the survey, representing just 16 per cent of all respondents.149 Other 
control questions would have undoubtedly been useful (for example 
helping determine respondents’ approximate net worth, career stage, 
or religious sect), however these were deemed to be too sensitive and 
likely to reduce the overall rate of response.

The remainder of the survey, which focused exclusively on topics 
relating to the second and third research tasks, was divided into several 
closed, statement-based questions, including one that was explicitly 
listed as optional.150 These were followed by a smaller number of open-
ended, qualitative questions, again including one that was explicitly 
listed as optional,151 with the opportunity to provide brief single 
line descriptive answers. To ensure that the closed component was 
as straightforward as possible—and to facilitate further quantitative 
analysis—the popular Likert scale was adopted with a simple five-
level set of pre-coded numerical responses: 1 (strongly disagree); 2 
(disagree); 3 (neither agree nor disagree); 4 (agree); and 5 (strongly 
agree).152 In only three cases were difficulties experienced in 
understanding how to answer the questions, but after providing a small 
number of sample answers the respondents were able to complete the 
survey successfully. 
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6.	 Beyond substantial Gulf state-linked sponsorships for motor racing teams, Abu 
Dhabi and Bahrain both host Formula One grands prix, and in 2018 Saudi Arabia 
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Triomphe (with the race’s official logo naming Qatar and featuring the purple and 
white colours of the Qatari flag). In 2015, a Qatar entity announced $63 million in 
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Also in Abu Dhabi, in June 2018 the British Museum renewed an earlier ten-year 
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