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What has been happening in Saudi Arabia since 2015 is nothing less than a quiet 

revolution. The changes that have been introduced are widespread and deep rooted and 

are creating societal changes that would have been considered all but impossible in such 

a short time even a decade ago. These changes now appear to be inspiring youth in other 

Muslim countries, including in Iran where the frustrations of young people with the 

stagnation of the Ayattolahs regime appear to be boiling over. 

 

At the turn of the century, Saudi Arabia appeared to many as if it was caught in a medieval time 

bubble. To say that it was a “conservative society” was an understatement. It was a society that 

had failed to move with the times and was looking more and more to be an anachronism. Whilst 

this was supposed to be so because it wanted to remain faithful to Islam, in fact the 

backwardness was starting to be a threat to Islam itself. Some young Saudis, frustrated and 

exasperated by the rigidity of a society that was stifling their energy and talents, simply rejected 

religion outright often leaving the country, whilst at the other extreme, other young Saudis 

became influenced by a corrupted and convoluted interpretation of Islam which led to hundreds 

embracing al-Qaeda and its violent methods. Changes needed to happen before it was too late. 

 

The coming to prominence of Mohammed bin Salman, as Crown Prince and de facto leader of 

the country in 2015 came not a moment too soon. Mohammed bin Salman understood that for 

the sake of Islam, for the sake of the Kingdom, and for the sake of the youth of Saudi Arabia 

change had to happen, and it could not be superficial change or half measures. It had to be real 

and deep-rooted. The drive against corruption, the containment of the power of the religious 

establishment, the disbandment of the religious police whose zealots had terrorised generations 

of Saudis – especially women – for decades, and the general encouragement of art, culture, 

sport and innovation, has resulted in an overhaul of Saudi society in a very short time, and in a 

way that no one thought was possible. 

 

The result has been electrifying. You can criticise Mohammed bin Salman for missteps, as the 

western media often does, but whichever way you look at this no one can deny that he unleashed 

a wind of change and progress that is still gathering strength. The energy of the Saudi nation, 

and particularly Saudi youth, has finally come into its own. You can see this in art, in sports, in 

innovation, in business and in every other aspect of everyday life. And one suspects we are only 

at the beginning of this process. 

 

But one factor that no one quite predicted was the impact that this deep societal change in Saudi 

Arabia would have on other parts of the Moslem world, but particularly the other giant across 

the Gulf, Iran. True, in the region in the past there had been beacons of tolerance, of modernity 

and of openness. Dubai played that role for five decades, cleverly managing the risks that role 

exposed it to. But Dubai is small and cosmopolitan. In comparison, Saudi Arabia is huge, 

economically powerful, and yes, it is also particular,  because it is the birthplace of Islam, the 



 

home of the holy shrines of Islam, with all the symbolism that that implies. Whilst Dubai can 

be a beacon, Saudi Arabia can be a model. 

 

Iran, especially since the 1979 revolution, has also been a bastion of religious conservatism, in 

this case based on the Shia model. That revolution was hijacked by the Shia clergy who went 

on to impose on the country a clerical regime, with a Supreme religious leader at its head, and 

with a parallel state, including a parallel army in the form of the IRGC – the Islamic 

Revolutionary Guard Corps. It then, in turn, imposed its closed vision of society on the whole 

nation. For decades the regime seemed unassailable as it used religion to legitimise itself. It 

could resist international pressure, sanctions and isolation, and internal turmoil. But now, for 

the first time it seems that the edifice is under threat. 

 

The embattled Iranian regime is starting to look more unstable than ever, and more 

unpredictable. Domestically it is facing what is probably the most serious challenge since the 

1979 revolution. Since then regime survival has been the core task, whatever cost that meant 

for the Iranian people. This is even more the case now. Maintaining power, especially at a time 

when inside the regime there are clear signs of divisions, can only be done with repression. But 

even that has its limits. No regime has ever survived for long based only on repression, and Iran 

is no exception. The latest wave of protests – following the death of a young woman, Mahsa 

Amini, at the hands of the regime’s so-called morality police – appear to be different than 

previous protests, broader based and more sustained, even if they appear to lack a central 

leadership. 

 

But what is amazing is that Iranian youth now appear to be inspired by young people across the 

Gulf in Saudi Arabia. The powerful images and stories of young Saudis at last being able to 

give expression to their talents in arts and music, sports and culture are simply too powerful, 

and much more relevant for young Iranians than anything that could be seen in distant and alien 

places like Europe or North America. 

 

The deep rooted and widespread societal changes in Saudi Arabia brought about in such a short 

time under the leadership of Mohammed bin Salman are no doubt inspiring Iranian youth when 

they take to the streets and protest. This is an ironic reversal of roles. It is now not revolutionary 

Iran that is inspiring the Gulf Arabs to revolt, but reformist Saudi Arabia that is influencing 

Iranian youth to demand change. 

 

It is evident therefore that on the success of the reforms in Saudi Arabia depends much more 

than the future of the Kingdom itself.  

 

The changes are certainly real, but are they enough? Of course one can always do more, and 

one can always move faster, but one should not underestimate the risks. Those opposing 

Mohammed bin Salman, either because they don’t like the reforms, or they don’t like him, or 

because they think it should be someone else who is Crown Prince, or because they think their 

should not be a Crown Prince at all but that Saudi Arabia should be like Switzerland, will use 

every mistake and every problem that inevitably arises when change happens to try to 



 

obstruct. So the process has to be very well, and very tightly managed. One can discuss for a 

long time if in Saudi Arabia the glass is half full or half empty. What I certainly know is that 

until recently it was completely empty, so this progress needs to be recognised. 

 

One also hears sometimes that the reforms are unsustainable and that the increasing backlash 

from conservative quarters will force Mohammed bin Salman to reverse course, or worse. 

Every day that passes makes this prospect more and more unlikely. The reforms that 

Mohammed bin Salman has unleashed have genuine popular grassroot support, especially 

amongst young people. It will take a few more years for the process to start bearing fruit, 

especially when it comes to its impact on the economy. But the process has started, and it is 

nothing less than a quiet revolution. 

 

Already the world is starting to think of Saudi youth not as angry young men smashing 

airplanes into buildings in New York, as in 9/11, or as Al Qaeda operatives in Europe, but as 

people of talent, making their mark in the arts and in culture. Young Saudi men, and 

increasingly young Saudi women are finally joining their peers, and even more, inspiring their 

peers in other parts of the Arab and Moslem worlds and globally. The power of this message 

has as yet to be fully understood and appreciated. But if what is happening in Iran these days 

is anything to go by, the message is a powerful one indeed. 
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