
 

 

WHY CELEBRATE SAUDI NATIONAL DAY 

BY DAVID H. RUNDELL 

When the founder of modern Saudi Arabia, Abdulaziz bin Abd al-Rahman al-Saud 

(1876–1953) was born, no nation called Saudi Arabia existed.  The Arabian Peninsula 

was as fragmented as Germany before Bismarck, or Italy before Garibaldi.
  
 The Ottoman 

Turks, British, Hashemite Sharif of Mecca, Imam of Yemen and numerous tribal leaders 

all held political influence in the Arabian Peninsula.  By 1930, all but Imam Yahiya in 

Sanaa and the British would be gone. By the 1960s even they would disappear from 

Arabia’s political landscape which would be would be largely united for the first time 

many centuries.   

Across the empty deserts of Arabia roamed the Bedu—nomads with no fixed location or 

political loyalty beyond those of their tribe, clan, and family. They maintained their own 

legal systems, tax codes, and military forces. Within two generations, the political and 

economic independence of the Saudi tribes would be broken. Unlike in Yemen and 

Afghanistan today, Saudi tribes would no longer challenge the political authority of the 

central government or act as an alternative source of social services. 

The political unification of Saudi Arabia was closely associated with its economic 

integration.  In 1900 trade between Arabia’s cities was limited, primitive, and 
dangerous.  Indian, British and  Ottoman currencies all circulated in Arabian 
markets which had no unified commercial code. There was no common tax 
system, much less a central bank.  By 1950, most of the Arabian Peninsula was 
a unified market with a single currency and central bank operating under a single 
legal and tax structure.  Unification was good for business. 

These changes were brought about largely by one man, King Abdulaziz.  

While often embellished, there is substantial truth to his legend.  A bold, 

charismatic, young warrior united his people under the banner of religious 

reform. With luck and good judgment, he evolved into a capable king who 

brought security and prosperity to his people.  He created, utilized and 

ultimately destroyed an army religious zealots.  He cultivated ties with Great 

Britain which in turn helped him pick up many pieces of the shattered 

Ottoman Empire. He balanced the interests of religious scholars, tribal chiefs, 

merchants as well as  his own large family and molded these stakeholders 

into an effective coalition.   He established precedents in foreign policy, 

domestic policy and succession which his heirs largely followed. 

 



 

 

Since the death of King Abdulaziz, his sons have managed to transfer power six times 

without violence.   They removed an incompetent king, dealt with the assassination of 

another and weathered the long debilitating illness of a third.  Their consistently peaceful 

and orderly transfer of political power is unusual in a region where violent coups and 

revolutions have been common.   This political stability has been essential to Saudi 

Arabia’s development.  So too has physical security. 

Older Saudis remember from their own experience or their parent’s stories just how 

unsafe Saudi Arabia used to be.  There were no policemen. Cities were walled and gates  

closed at night.  Tribes fought for water and travelers paid them for protection.  Robbery 

was common even for pilgrims on the Hajj.  King Abdulaziz and his sons changed that.  

Today people travel in the kingdom with more fear of traffic accidents than bandits.  

When Saudis consider the benefits their government has brought them, security from 

crime and war are usually at the top of the list.  This is especially true when they reflect 

on conditions in many neighboring countries.  

Along with their security, the health, education, housing and general welfare of the Saudi 

population also improved dramatically.  Even in 1960, many Saudis still suffered from 

cholera, malaria,  trachoma, and malnutrition.  Many lacked electricity and safe drinking 

water.  Life expectancy was less than 50 years.  Outside of the major cities, education 

was limited.  There was no modern intercity road system. Today most of this is just a 

memory.  Healthcare, electricity, safe water and education are widely available.  Life 

expectancy has risen to 75.   According to the World Bank,  Saudi Arabia now has one of 

the best national road networks in the world.  For nearly everyone, things have gotten 

better. 

Saudi Arabia remains a nation tied to Islamic values, but one that has moved towards a 

more open, tolerant and international culture.  To an extent seldom recognized in the 

West, the Saudi monarchy has not been a reactionary force holding back a progressive 

people.  Quite the opposite.  Saudi kings have usually moved in step with the majority of 

public opinion and at times dictated liberalization in the face of opposition.   King 

Salman has reversed many of the restrictions imposed after the 1979 Mecca Mosque 

seizure.  Unlike some countries where the West spent billions of dollars trying to change 

the status of women and is now watching that process go into reverse, in Saudi 

Arabia the status of women has improved far more rapidly than many would have 

expected even a few years ago.  

 

Today, Saudi Arabia faces many challenges.  Iran and Yemen remain security problems.  

COVID has slowed efforts to balance the budget, diversify the economy and create good 

Saudi jobs.  The legal and political systems need greater transparency and accountability.   

Saudi Arabia’s future will ultimately depend not on past achievements, but on an ability 



 

 

to adopt to changing circumstances   Much remains to be done.   Yet on its 91st National 

Day, Saudi Arabia also has much to celebrate. 
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