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Religion as a political instrument:	
Ibn Saud and the creation of a Wahhabi nation 

 
 

 

Introduction 

In 1902 Abd al-Aziz ibn Saud began his territorial conquest that would later become the modern 

state of Saudi Arabia. He was driven by passion, to regaining control of the land lost by his 

forefathers. The way for his political ambitions was paved by the irrevocable pact made between 

the preacher Muhammad Abd al-Wahhab and Prince Muhammad bin Saud in 1744. 

Through the rules of Wahhabism, ibn Saud founded institutions which developed a 

group mentality and an identity linked to him and his family. He crossed tribal affiliations and 

provided his people with a society and a military force structured by religion and he made sure that 

the religious institutions did not become sovereign powers so that they would not threaten his rule 

and the future of the state. 

A rich body of literature has been written about the creation of Saudi Arabia. Some write complete 

articles on the topic almost without mentioning the role of religion1, while others do not leave the 

idea of Saudi Arabia as an Islamic State2. Many scholars do however consider the role of religion 

and tribal affiliations to be the legitimizing force behind the Saudi family as well as the basis for ibn 

Saud’s success in his making of the state. Dr. John S. Habib argues that Wahhabism is not just the 

protected religious ideology of the country, but that the country was founded as a political 

expression of Wahhabism3, while Dr. Ayman Al-Yassini puts forward that ibn Saud deliberately 

used the 1744-agreement between his family and al-Wahhab as well as the specifics of Wahhabism 

to conquer and rule. Looking at the literature on the creational years, religion did play a big role as 

did Ibn Saud's creativity in using it as an instrument for his political aspirations. This was also 

applied to his foundation of the Ikhwan movement. While Ayman Al-Yassini, John S. Habib and 

David Commins all put an emphasis on religion, Joseph Kostiner’s book on tribal affiliations takes 

a different direction. While his input on the formative years casts new light on the making of Saudi 

                                                
1 Example; Joseph Kostiner, The Making of Saudi Arabia 1916-1936: From Chieftaincy to Monarchial State 
(New York: Oxford University Press, 1993) 
2 Example; Baghat Korany, “Defending the Faith: The Foreign Policy of Saudi Arabia” in The Foreign Policy of 
Arab States, eds. Baghat Korany and Ali E. Hilal Dessouki (Boulder: Praeger Press, 1984), 241-282 
3 John S. Habib, “Wahhabi Origins of the Contemporary Saudi State” in Religion and Politics in Saudi Arabia, 
by Mohammed Ayoob and Hasan Kosebalaban (London: L. Renner, 2009), 57 
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Arabia, he, as Mordechai Abir writes in his review of the book, ignores Ibn Saud’s devotion to 

Wahhabism and “his determination to re-establish his dynasty’s government at all cost, using 

Realpolitik whenever it suited him4.” Two waves of scholarly writing on the subject can also be 

found when looking at the literature. Works written after the second half of the last century and the 

ones written after the attacks on the World Trade Centers in New York on September 11th 2001. 

The attack on the Grand Mosque in Mecca in 1979 brought renewed interest for Saudi Arabia in 

academic circles, while the 9/11-attacks, since Saudi Arabia was the home of 15 out of the 19 

suicide attackers, send scholars running to the country to study the religious ideology of 

Wahhabism. 

This article will focus on Wahhabism as a consciously and strategically used political 

instrument for the expansion and control of the Arabian Peninsula. It opens the question; In what 

way did Abd al-Aziz ibn Saud use Wahhabism to create the state of Saudi Arabia? 

The story of ibn Saud’s Saudi Arabia is usually divided into three phases5; the time 

between 1902 and 1932 where he expanded his territory and took control over the Arabian 

Peninsula; from 1932 to 1945 where he formed his government and created a national identity; and 

from 1945 to ibn Saud’s death in 1953 where he shaped the nation’s foreign policy. By explaining 

the deal made in 1744 and focusing on the events that occurred from 1902 when ibn Saud took 

control of Riyadh until he finally declared the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia on September 23, 1932, 

this article will answer the following questions; (1) What is Wahhabi doctrine? (it is important to 

examine the beliefs of Wahhabism to understand its role in the creation of the state), (2) What role 

did it play in Ibn Saud’s reassertion of the Arabian Peninsula and (3) what influence did 

Wahhabism have on the Saudi state by the time of the declaration of the state in 1932? 

 

Wahhabism and the pact between Muhammed Abd al-Wahhab and Muhammad bin Saud 

Born in 1703, Muhammad ibn Abd al-Wahhab’s strong focus on tafsir (exegesis), 

hadith (tradition, a saying or action of the Prophet Muhammad) and tawhid (monotheism) came 

early in his life. His father was a jurist with the qada (judgeship) and it was under his father’s 

tutoring that he studied the Hanbali school of jurisprudence6.  However, al-Wahhab’s religious 

direction in life would later prove to be too much for his father7. 

                                                
4 Abir, Review: The Making of Saudi Arabia 1916-1936, 184 
5 Ayoob and Kosebalaban, Religion and politics in Saudi Arabia, 57 
6 Al-Yassini, Religion and state in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, 25 
7 Al-Yassini, Religion and state in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia 23 
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After his family’s expulsion from Al-Uyayna, they went to live in neighboring 

Huraymila in 1926, while al-Wahhab made his pilgrimage to Mecca and Medina. Here he studied 

under Shaykh Abd Allah ibn Ibrahim ibn Sayf and Shaykh Hayat al-Sindi. They were both 

dedicated followers of Hanbali ibn Taymiya, and their schoolings had a significant influence on al-

Wahhab. Later he would travel to Basra, where his meeting with the ways of the Shi’ites and their 

visitation of the shrine of Ali in al-Najaf and the tomb of Hussein in Karbala would further affect 

his way of thinking. When al-Wahhab returned to his father in Huraymila, he immediately started to 

criticize the people in Najd for their religious practices and ended up alienating both the ulama as 

well as his own father 8.  

The death of al-Wahhab’s father in 1740 brought new times with it for the preacher. 

He took on a far more hostile attitude and feeling more uninhibited, he opened a war on the 

Muslims, who he thought acted against his beliefs, and in short time his influence grew stronger. 

After spending several years in different areas of the Arabian Peninsula, Muhammad ibn Abd al-

Wahhab went to live in Al-Diriyya9. There he found the consolidation he was looking for. After his 

arrival, al-Wahhab was visited by Prince Muhammad bin Saud. They both had a desire to spread 

their influence. Al-Wahhab wanted to purify Islam in the Arabian Peninsula and bin Saud wanted 

political power over a larger area. In an alliance that would come to last to this day, bin Saud vowed 

for himself and his family to uphold the Wahhabi-beliefs in return for the political power and 

support of al-Wahhab and his descendants, who would oversee the spiritual aspects. The moral, 

religious and educational areas and the interpretation of the Quran (the central religious text of 

Islam) would be under the authority of al-Wahhab and the Al al-Shaikh. Al al-Shaikh is Arabic for 

‘family of the Shaikh’ and is the name used for descendants10.  

Through this pact, the Saudi-Wahhab union would come to rule the Arabian Peninsula 

several times since 1744. The first Saudi state would come to last until its demise in 1818. The 

second Saudi state would rise in 1824 only to be crushed again in 1891. According to Dr. John S. 

Habib, ‘the first state collapsed because of too much Wahhabi zeal, the second state was the victim 

of too little’11. The success of the pact would come with the third and contemporary state of Saudi 

Arabia and the existence of one would be dependent on the survival of the other. 

                                                
8 Al-Yassini, Religion and state in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, 23 
9 Al-Yassini, Religion and state in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia 25 
10 Ayoob and Kosebalaban, Religion and politics in Saudi Arabia, 58 
11 Ayoob and Kosebalaban, Religion and politics in Saudi Arabia, 59 



Pernille Baden Obelitz 
Student ID: 960217594 

Tel Aviv University – Faculty of Humanities 
 

 

5 

 To understand the religio-politics of modern-day Saudi Arabia, it is important to 

comprehend the teachings that dominated the beliefs of Muhammad ibn Abd al-Wahhab. According 

to Dr. Al-Yassini12, six issues separate Wahhabism from other religious directions of Islam: Tawhid 

(unity of God), tawasul (intercession), ziyarat al-qubur (tombs and visitation of shrines), takfir 

(excommunication of unbelievers), bid’a (an illegitimate innovation) and ijtihad and taqlid 

(independent legal reasoning and imitation).  

 Most important in Wahhabism is tawhid, the unity of God. In Islam, especially so in 

Wahhabi doctrine, there is only one and single God, Allah, and it is from this belief that 

Wahhabism was founded. To Muhammad ibn Abd al-Wahhab, Islam is ‘the eternal religion of 

God’13, and therefore a proper Muslim should only worship the one and true God. It also meant that 

a true believer should be able to separate the Prophet Muhammad from Allah. The prophet is not 

allowed to be worshiped, since he is the messenger of God and not the creator, whereas God is the 

Lord14, the knowledgeable15, sitting on a throne16. ‘There is no God but He’17. 

 Tawasul is one of the major topics between Wahhabis and their rivals. To Muhammad 

ibn Abd al-Wahhab seeking help from the dead or protection from non-living things like trees and 

stones was strictly forbidden. It was a breach with the unity of God. For al-Wahhabs opponents, a 

verse in the Quran opens for the belief that the Prophet Muhammad could intercede for people 

before God even after his death18. But to al-Wahhab, the Prophet was not even capable of asking the 

forgiveness of God for other people when he was alive and therefore he cannot do it after his death 

either.  

 In Wahhabi doctrine, the visitation of shrines and tombs are both recommended and 

frowned upon. The ziyarat al-qubur means that visiting of graves can be admirable if the intention 

of the person visiting is to offer prayers that are mutually beneficial for the visitor and the visited. 

But for al-Wahhab, the visitation of tombs and shrines and the building of domes nearby suggested 

an idolatry and a worship of the deceased, which again suggested polytheism. Therefore, in 

Wahhabism the practicing of visitation is only approved if the purpose is in accordance with the 

ways of the Prophet.  

                                                
12 Al-Yassini, Religion and state in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, 26 
13 Al-Yassini, Religion and state in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, 27 – the author is citing Muhammad ibn Abd al-
Wahhab, Kitab al-Tawhid (Beirut: Holy Quran Publishing House, 1978), 14 
14 Al-Yassini, Religion and state in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, 27 
15 Quran 20:110 
16 Quran 20:5 
17 Quran 20:8 
18 Quran 4:64 
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 Takfir is the part of Wahhabism, dealing with the excommunication of infidels. As 

stated by Wahhabism doctrine, anyone who is a ‘hypocrite’ and calls themselves a Muslim while 

still practicing polytheism should be punished – even by death19. Al-Wahhab also believed every 

devout Muslim should fight the infidels and the ‘hypocritical.’ 

  Anything that is not written in the Quran or the Hadith is considered bid’a. In 

Wahhabi doctrine, this means that all innovation is prohibited. Al-Wahhab wanted to stick to the 

exact word of God. As his proof, he quoted a verse from the Quran20 by saying, that the life of the 

Prophet Muhammad as the messenger of God was the perfect example of the right life to lead21.  

 Ijtihad and taqlid are the last of the six essential doctrines of Wahhabism. The taqlid 

states that Muslims should follow the teachings of God and his messenger, and only them. For al-

Wahhab, this also meant that all Muslims should reject any other interpretations of the Quran and 

the Hadith by the other four Sunni schools of jurisprudence (madhahib). As for Ijtihad, al-Wahhab 

believed that the rulings of the Hanbali school of jurisprudence should be discarded if it could be 

proven wrong by use of the Quran and the Hadith22.  

 Going back to ‘the golden age of Islam’, Wahhabism basically focuses on living life 

by the literal word of the Quran and the Hadith. When al-Wahhab began his crusade in the 1720’s, 

his ambition was to be acknowledged and gain protection from a ruler in Arabia. al-Wahhab and 

Bin Saud found an allied in one another, which could secure the legitimacy they both needed. By 

joining the forces of the Wahhabi doctrine with the rulers of Al-Diriyya, the Al-Saud, it became a 

political ideology that was both aggressive and rigid. In the 20th century, the wording of al-Wahhab 

would prove to become very instrumental for ibn Saud, but it would also present him many 

challenges. 

 

Reasserting Saudi-control of the Arabian Peninsula 

In January 1902, the young exiled prince Abd al-Aziz ibn Abd al-Rahman al-Saud who is more 

commonly known in the West as ibn Saud, returned to his native land. With 40 of his men and as a 

true tribal leader, the 22-year-old ibn Saud rode into the city of Riyadh and took it from the al-

                                                
19 Al-Yassini, Religion and state in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, 28 
20 Al-Yassini, Religion and state in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, 29 
21 Quran 33:21 
22 Al-Yassini, Religion and state in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, 29 
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Rashid23. His family had since the fall of the second Saudi State been living in exile in Kuwait, and 

now it was time for the al-Saud family to once again gain control of the Arabian Peninsula.  

Before 1902, the Arabian Peninsula was divided into six regions: the Hejaz, which 

went along the western coast to the Red Sea, was ruled by the Sherif of Mecca and belonged to the 

Ottoman empire; Asir, placed between the Hejaz and Yemen on the Red Sea, ruled by the Idressi 

dynasty and also part of the Ottoman empire; Northern Arabia, which was ruled by the Rashid 

dynasty of Hail; Hasa, placed along the Gulf between Kuwait and the Trucial Coast and a province 

of the Ottoman empire; Yemen in the south and formed a part of the Ottoman empire; and the Gulf 

and South Arabian principalities, which was under British protection24. Over the next 30 years, ibn 

Saud would procure a large portion of the area in three stages25; taking city after city until he had all 

of Najd by 1905, overthrowing al-Rashid in Hail in 1921 and lastly the annexation of the Hejaz in 

1924 and the following conquering of the holy cities of Mecca and Medina.  

After the successful attack on Riyadh, Ibn Saud quickly needed to establish himself as 

a leader. By claiming the title of Wahhabi imam, he obtained the support of the religious leaders 

and declaring himself head of the Al-Saud made him sympathetic to the tribes as a pious Muslim. 

The ground for Saudi rule was already fertile because of the resistance against the Rashid-family, 

who was seen by a lot of people as tyrannical outsiders26, while the Wahhabi-DNA still ran strong 

through the Bedouin27. With his charisma and his use of Wahhabi ideology, ibn Saud proclaimed a 

search for lost glory and exploited his family’s historic association with the al Al-Shaykh28.  

 Having the support of the existing ulama was important when it came to being an 

effective ruler or government in Arabian societies. The people’s commitment to the rules of the 

Quran and sharia (religious law) was the ulama’s main priority29, and since the ulama and the 

mutawwa’s (unitarian missionaries, often called the religious police) functioned as the direct link 

between the imam and the people, they provided ibn Saud with an existing social structure and 

organization. The ulama played a crucial role in social communication and making the society work 

as a community and they also supervised the educational system while enjoying strong political 

positions. Luckily for ibn Saud, the religious establishment in Najd had kept the Wahhabi zeal alive 

                                                
23 Commins, The Wahhabi Mission and Saudi Arabia, 71 
24 Al-Yassini, Religion and state in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, 40 
25 Chapin Metz, Saudi Arabia: A Country Study, 21 
26 Kjorlien, State and Religion in Saudi Arabia, 37, and Edens, The Anatomy of the Saudi Revolution, 55 
27 Habib, Ibn Sa'ud's warriors of Islam, 10 
28 Al-Yassini, Religion and state in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, 41 
29 Edens, The Anatomy of the Saudi Revolution, 55 
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awaiting a righteous leader to rule, so when he came along the ulama was ready with strong 

support. They saw ibn Saud as someone who would rule them in the service of God30.  

Ibn Saud had numerous marriages (some estimate it to be around 30031) and among 

his many wives were Tarfah bint Abdullah Al-Shaykh, a descendant of al-Wahhab. Back in 1744, 

Bin Saud and al-Wahhab also did more than just establish their relationship through an agreement. 

To make sure their families were intertwined for the future, bin Saud married al-Wahhab’s daughter 

and strengthened the blood alliance, just like ibn Saud would come to do over 150 years later. ibn 

Saud did however take the practice even further. The Royal House of Saud is today estimated to be 

consistent of several thousand males (the exact number is unknown), which is very much attributed 

to ibn Saud’s many marriages. But he did not marry several hundred women out of love. As with 

much of the ruler’s doing, there was a strategy behind the marriages. In Islam polygamy is allowed 

and therefore a spart of consolidating his rule, he made alliances with all the leading tribes by 

marrying into them. After beating al-Rashid, ibn Saud “took all the remaining members of the 

family of Rashid as his guests to Riyadh, where they lived out their lives at his expense, in 

reasonable freedom, within his crowded court…He married the principal widow of his murdered 

rival and accepted the orphan children as his own32.” Marriage was an important instrument in 

forming alliances and one after another ibn Saud married into all of the leading families.  

Some call ibn Saud’s use of a Wahhabi revival a manipulation to destroy the tribal 

affiliations so he could replace it with a sense of national cohesion33. This writer would argue, that 

even though ibn Saud was well aware of the powers of Wahhabism and how to use it, he was still a 

devout Muslim who believed in the Wahhabi doctrine.  

Ibn Saud knew, that reasserting complete control over the Arabian Peninsula would 

take more than just the religious leaders. He had his eyes set on regaining all of what he viewed as 

his family’s former possessions, as ibn Saud explained to al-Rihani: “We shall not give up a pit 

stone of our rights; however, we will not say about our enemies what they say about us. We demand 

nothing more than which belonged to our fathers and grandfathers before us.”34 The small army of 

men, that he used to gain control of Najd would no longer be enough to claim the rest of the 

                                                
30 Edens, The Anatomy of the Saudi Revolution, 56 
31 Al-Yassini, Religion and state in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, 83 
32 Al-Yassini, Religion and state in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, 83 – the author is quoting H.C. Armstrong, Lord 
of Arabia (London: Arthur Barker Ltd., 1934), 175 
33 Al-Yassini, Religion and state in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, 42 
34 Habib, Ibn Sa'ud's warriors of Islam, 17 
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peninsula. He could not ask the townsmen to fight for him every time since they had their shops and 

fields to take care of35, so he looked towards the desert.  

Outside the cities, the Bedouins were still living like the nomadic people they had 

been for centuries. They engaged in raids and collection of booty just for fun. They did not own any 

land, no homes and wealth was not important — as ibn Saud’s Egyptian advisor Hafiz Wahbah 

summarized them: “We wake up poor in the morning and retire rich in the evening, or we wake up 

rich and retire poor.” and “Wealth belongs to God, today it is mine, tomorrow yours.”36 But the 

Bedouins were also known as unreliable, as the ruler’s friend Lebanese-American traveler Amin al-

Rihani, described: “Today a sword in the hand of the prince, a dagger in his back tomorrow.”37 Ibn 

Saud needed to mobilize them under his leadership if he wanted to defend and expand his territory.  

To reach this effect he created the Ikhwan (Arabic for ‘brothers’) so that they could be united as 

brothers38, and the hujar (plural for hijrah, which means moving from the land of unbelievers to the 

land of Islam39).  

The Ikhwan settlement first appeared in December 191240, when ibn Saud had already 

captured al of the Najd. It only took him a few years to quietly transform the Bedouin into a 

functioning military force fueled by religion, and he deliberately fostered a militant spirit in the 

hujar. By 1915 there were over 200 hujar said to contain approximately more than 60.000 Ikhwan 

ready to fight41. There are those who rejects the idea that ibn Saud was the one who created the 

Ikhwan and that he only manipulated their existence for his own political purpose. But as Dr. John 

S. Habib so eloquently examines in his book ‘Ibn Sa’ud’s Warriors of Islam,’ only H. R. P. 

Dickson, a British Political Officer stationed in Kuwait, reported an existence of the Ikhwan before 

the 1900’s, which Dickson would later again contradict. Then there are also those who argues that 

ibn Saud did create the Ikhwan, but not for the purpose of using them as a military force – an 

argument which does not explain why ibn Saud then founded them in the first place42. 

 The first step in transforming the Bedouin was to convert them to the Wahhabi 

doctrine of Islam. To do this, ibn Saud sent out young, religious missionaries to spread the word 

among the nomadic Bedouins. By preaching to them the word of God and the Hadith and putting 

                                                
35 Habib, Ibn Sa'ud's warriors of Islam 15 
36 Habib, Ibn Sa'ud's warriors of Islam 14 
37 Habib, Ibn Sa'ud's warriors of Islam, 14 
38 Edens, The Anatomy of the Saudi Revolution, 57 
39 Habib, Ibn Sa'ud's warriors of Islam, 17 
40 Al-Yassini, Religion and state in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, 52 
41 Chapin Metz, Saudi Arabia: A Country Study, 22 
42 Habib, Ibn Sa'ud's warriors of Islam, 21-24 
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special emphasis on hell, sin, punishment, the rage of God and the promise of a better life, it fueled 

their minds. The Bedouins felt inspired to fight for God so that they could achieve Paradise and 

eternal bliss43. Raiding would now no longer be for fun or target other true Muslims — 

 it would be a weapon against the infidels. Ibn Saud promised them two things; protection from the 

Al-Sauds and that they by transferring themselves from the desert to the hujar settlements, the 

Bedouins would be moving from the land of unbelievers to being true Muslims.   

While the missionaries were busy preaching, the tribal leaders were brought to Riyadh 

as part of his clever strategy. Here they were presented as personal guests of the ruler while getting 

schooled by the Wahhabi ulama. This practice served several purposes for ibn Saud. First, the tribal 

leaders would get to see his power in action and up close. They would see other tribal leaders 

pledging their allegiance to him and the hundreds of people who dined with him every day. Second, 

they would also witness representatives from Britain sitting in his house of rule, and third, they 

would see hundreds of Bedouins returning to their tribe dressed in fancy new clothes and gold44. 

Working within the rules of Islam, he also demanded the Bedouins to zakat (obligatory religious 

tax) collected by the ulama. With all these efforts, ibn Saud thoughtfully made them loyal to him as 

their man of power who would secure their interests and their future. Some of the tribe leaders, who 

were invited to Riyadh, were also encouraged to stay and be part of the religious leadership. With 

this excellent strategy, ibn Saud made sure that heads of the tribes were removed from their people. 

It made the ones left behind dependent on his settlement system and their loyalty would shift to 

him. He also recruited the men who were most likely to rebel against him during this time. In one 

giant, strategic move, ibn Saud created a complete political authority covered by religion.  

The hujar settlements were a big part of the transformation of the Bedouins, and they 

were no ordinary cities. The first known hijrah by the name of Al-Artawiyah was built in 1912 in 

the shape of a wheel near a wadi (a dry riverbed). It had a mosque and the town square located in 

the middle with a tall mud wall around the outskirts of the city for protection as well as four gates 

for entry and exit. The houses were all one-story and made of mud and in the square a war banner 

would be hung for the men to see every time there was a call for a raiding, though daily life was 

mostly dedicated to prayer and the study of tawhid while waiting for war45. Women were very 

limited in their movements in the town. Their voices were not allowed to be heard in the street, so 

they would clap their hands if they needed the attention of another woman. In order to do their 

                                                
43 Habib, Ibn Sa'ud's warriors of Islam, 47 
44 Habib, Ibn Sa'ud's warriors of Islam 48 
45 Al-Yassini, Religion and state in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, 53 
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shopping, they would have to go to the steps of the market to place their order due to the fact that 

women were not allowed in the shops, and the merchants would then deliver the ordered groceries 

to the women’s houses46. The name of Al-Artawiyah, which was under the leadership of Shaykh 

Faisal al-Dawish, brought both fear and admiration, and it had a reputation for being extreme in 

religious fanaticism and militant violence. 

In 1916, after years of transformation, ibn Saud commanded all the tribes to join the 

Ikhwan and the hujar settlements to finalize the conversion of the Bedouin into a full-blown 

military force. Each settlement had a qadi selected by ibn Saud and they were usually members of 

the Al-Shaykh, hence loyal to him and the Wahhabi doctrine. The settlements geographical 

positions also came in handy for the ruler who used them as outposts, supply bases and military 

bases47 which gave him a presence throughout the peninsula without physically being there.  

The Ikhwan saw the world in black and white; believers and kafirs (non-believer), and 

the non-believers needed to be converted no matter the means. This was the fire, which would lead 

the Ikhwan to war. Which was exactly what ibn Saud needed. He divided the people in the 

settlements into three different categories48: (1) Responders to the first call of jihad (literally means 

‘struggle’ in Arabic, referred to here as the lesser jihad, fighting the path of God by use of the 

sword), (2) reserved forces consisting of herders and tradesmen, (3) the rest of the settlers who kept 

up the daily life in the settlement. Ibn Saud had the power to call up the first two groups without 

any religious approval, while the ulama had the power of the third49. Having had their first show of 

force in the battle of Jirab in 1914, ibn Saud made a shift in the power of the Hejaz. Compared to 

the Ottoman-trained soldiers of his opponents such as Sherif Hussein of the Hejaz and the al-Rashid 

family, ibn Saud’s warriors had commitment and enthusiasm for the cause and a lot more mobility – 

and most important of all, they felt an allegiance to their ruler. From 1914 until 1927, the Ikhwan 

won every battle for ibn Saud, and with the final conquest of the Hejaz along with the holy cities of 

Mecca and Medina, he had completed the territorial shaping of his future kingdom.  

During the course of three decades, ibn Saud managed to end centuries of Ottoman 

rule in Arabia (including pushing out Sherif Hussein and the al-Rashid family, who were allies of 

the Ottomans), rebuke British attempts to dominate while still being in their good graces and he 

made sure Wahhabism was the image in which it all reflected. As promised in the 1744-pact, the 

                                                
46 Habib, Ibn Sa'ud's warriors of Islam, 54-55 
47 Habib, Ibn Sa'ud's warriors of Islam 59 
48 Al-Yassini, Religion and state in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, 53 
49 Habib, Ibn Sa'ud's warriors of Islam, 61 
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ulama and particularly members of the Al-Shaykh, were secured high political positions in order to 

influence the spiritual. Creating the hujar settlements, sending out preachers to ignite the Bedouins 

spirit and removing the heads of the tribes by bringing them to Riyadh was a stroke of genius and it 

gave ibn Saud the final tool he needed to expand his territory. But trouble was rumbling and would 

soon come to show. The Ikhwan’s deep religious fanaticism, fostered in the increasing number of 

hujar, presented ibn Saud with a big problem. Without having anything else to do in the settlements 

except for being occupied with their religion under the constant incitement from the ulama and the 

mutawwa’s, the Ikhwan were becoming out of control.  

 

Ending religious fanaticism and turning more moderate 

Through the many years of schooling in Wahhabi doctrine, the Ikhwan were no longer ordinary 

Muslims. They rejected the moderate version of Islam and raged against not only non-Muslims but 

also the Muslims they did not consider to be true. Ibn Saud had needed the forces to be wild 

fanatics to win his battles but in the middle of the 1920’s he needed them to mellow down. The first 

sign of trouble came in 1925. Five months after the Ikhwan had conquered Mecca, ibn Saud would 

not let his warriors carry on their winning streak to Jeddah and Medina. He wanted to negotiate a 

peaceful takeover. Instead, the Ikhwan insisted on fighting their way to glory and slaying the 

misdeeds50. But modernization was on the rise, and ibn Saud also knew diplomatic relations with 

other states were necessary if Arabia was to advance into a formal kingdom.  

 The Ikhwan wanted to declare jihad against Transjordan, Iraq and Kuwait, and their 

beliefs brought them together in dissatisfaction. They had problems with several issues. They 

despised the fact, that ibn Saud had sent his son Saud to the British-controlled Egypt and his other 

son Faisal to Britain in 1926 to get in their good graces. Technological innovations such as the 

telephone, telegraph and automobile were being imported in increasing numbers, which they 

considered bid’a, while he allowed for smoking of tobacco and visiting of shrines51. They were also 

raging against ibn Saud for collecting custom taxes from the Muslims in Najd and letting tribesmen 

from Jordan and Iraq have their herds feed on their territory. They also opposed their imam for not 

doing business with Kuwait (the Ikhwan told ibn Saud, that he should do commerce with the 

Kuwaiti people if he considered them Muslims and not infidels), and his acceptance of the Shi’is 

from Hasa, who the Ikhwan believed should be either converted or slain52.  
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 It was not all harmonious with the ulama either. Different educational background 

among the ulama in the areas had created a divide. The religious leaders in Najd were more 

fanatical in their interpretation of the religion than in the Hejaz. As an example, the Najdi ulama 

were much more opposed to innovation, whereas the ones in Hejaz did not mind straying off the 

strict path of tradition53. That is why it also rubbed the Hejazi ulama the wrong way when their 

counterparts in Najd declared non-Wahhabi Muslims to be infidels. The ulama in Hejaz felt it was 

un-Islamic since it went against the decisions of their ruler whose authority should be accepted 

according to Islam54.  

The ulama had enjoyed a large range of influence in the Peninsula through their role 

as the legitimators of the political authority since 1902. But the mid-1920’s marked the beginning 

of a new era. Ibn Saud knew, that the Wahhabists would find his plans for technological 

advancement and his Western connections problematic. To find a balance between the modernist 

tendencies and the conservative thinking, he started to move the ulama out of their influential 

political positions and into more consultative ones55. In Riyadh, ibn Saud created the Consultative 

Council, majlis al-shura, while still placing members of the al Al-Shaykh in top positions. The 

mufti (Islamic scholar) was Abd Allah Al-Shaykh, and the rest of the council consisted of the 

leading ulama, tribal leaders and a few urban notables. Decisions made by the council had to run 

everything by ibn Saud before it would come into effect, since he made himself president of the 

majlis al-shura56. He also constituted the Committee for Encouragement of Virtue and 

Discouragement of Vice, thereby giving them more power over personal status law57. The ideals of 

Wahhabism were shattering under the reality of politics, and a definitive separation of the religious 

establishment from religion in general was the new reality.  

For a particular group, the changes posed an ambivalence. The members of the Al-

Shaykh family were part of the absolute religious elite because of their historical relation with the 

Al-Saud, but they were also protectors of al-Wahhab’s legacy. In order to keep their special status, 

they chose to stand behind ibn Saud, instead of risking breaking their profitable alliance58. The 

choices made by the members of the Al-Shaykh probably saved ibn Saud from a bigger uprising 

from the ulama who could have mobilized the masses. Instead, they chose to issue a number of 
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fatwas (a jurist’s legal opinion) against several of his rulings - especially on his decisions 

concerning the Shi’ites - until ending up adopting a more passive attitude towards their king’s 

policy59 (after conquering Hejaz, ibn Saud took on the title ‘King of the Hejaz’).  

Passivity did not suit the Ikhwan. Ibn Saud had already tried sending new religious 

teachers and qadis to the settlements and tried a combination of bribes and threats to see if that 

could moderate their fanatical minds — but this time it had no use. They were already being a 

nuisance to the daily life of the people by acting out as an authority on religious matters, as 

Mohammed Al-Mana noted in his biography on ibn Saud: “no less a person than the Chief of the 

Court had been publicly whipped by the Ikhwan on the mere suspicion of having failed to appear at 

prayers. Vigilante groups of Ikhwan roamed the streets, acting as self-appointed religious 

police60.” The Ikhwan also made several hits to ibn Saud’s relations with his Hashemite and British 

neighbors with a series of cross-border attacks initiated by rebel chiefs Faisal al-Dawish, Sultan ibn 

Bijad and Didan ibn Hithlin. Ibn Saud’s former so loyal warriors were not settling down, and a 

clash seemed inevitable.  

The last straw came in December 1928, when the Ikhwan performed a raid against a 

Najidi camel-caravan, ibn Saud’s own subjects. The king had wanted to figure out the conflict 

before ending in a physical fight through a series of messages, but nothing could be mended now61. 

The showdown was the Battle of Sibila in March 1929. The king gathered a group of townsmen and 

allied tribesmen, and according to most accounts the battle was short and ended with a big loss for 

the Ikhwan62.  

After the battle, the Ikhwan leaders asked for pardon. Ibn Saud decided to spare their 

lives while reassuring them they would be judged by the sharia. Afterwards, the king gathered 

around 2000 men, including the loyal ulama, important commanders and chieftains, and gave them 

a speech. He told them four things; that the Quran and the Hadith would be the foundation for all 

decisions when it came to religion and not individual interpretation; they should submit to their 

ruler in line with the sharia; their people should not be allowed to gather in meeting or discuss 

religion or foreign relations without approval from their ruler; they should show respect to all 

Muslims63. The Ikhwan had transgressed these rules and ibn Saud laid out the law: anyone who 
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would try to do the same would receive the same treatment. The settlements were dismantled and 

the Ikhwan subsequently converted to the National Guard64.  

The 1920’s proved to be tumultuous years for ibn Saud. Even though he had acquired 

all the territory, which he dreamed of in the name of Wahhabism, the ulama and the Ikhwan forces 

were unhappy with his political turns as a more modern statesman. He rather quietly took care of 

the ulama, who without any luck used fatwas as their weapon to fight their ruler’s modernity. Ibn 

Saud responded by weakening their power and turning them into civil servants instead of political 

powers. The Ikhwan would not go down in silence. For a long time, ibn Saud made excuses for 

their cross-border raids by telling the British, that it was ignited by Hashemite provocations. The 

Ikhwan were his creation, his baby, and he felt a mutual allegiance to them. But his efforts to calm 

them down while continuing to build his kingdom fell short and an ultimate strike against them 

became necessary to finally mend him as the ultimate ruler. In 1932, ibn Saud could finally declare 

himself king of the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia.  

 

Conclusion 

Ibn Saud sought to be king and take back what belonged to his family and was lost by his 

forefathers. It was with this dream in mind, he rode into Riyadh with his 40 men that faithful night 

in 1902, and by revisiting the pact made in 1744 between al-Wahhab and the Saud-family he had 

the weapon to expand his territory.  

 By reaffirming Wahhabism as a political ideology, ibn Saud’s state flourished. 

Looking at the six issues important to Wahhabi doctrine, it is not hard to see where the king got his 

ideas to the tools and instruments he used to get what he wanted. Taking on the title of Wahhabi 

imam, ibn Saud showed the people and the religious leaders that he was a pious and devout Muslim. 

That he believed in the oneness of God. By consolidating his rule through ulama, he not only found 

legitimacy for his leadership, but also a structure for religiously inspired institutions through which 

he could carry out his authority. He molded the Ikhwan in the Wahhabi beliefs. He taught them the 

importance of monotheism and instituted in them a militant Wahhabi spirit so the people would 

identify the expansion of his rule with the expansion of Wahhabism.  

Crushing tribal affiliations created a national cohesion and both the ulama and the 

Ikhwan wanted to stay united in their common cause. But because ibn Saud wanted to rule more 
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than anything else and create a state that would stand through the times, his political ambitions 

crushed their vision.  

 Ibn Saud knew modernization was the key to moving forward. He had let in 

technological inventions and was relaxed when it came music, smoking and drinking in the cities of 

Mecca and Medina to keep the people happy. Ibn Saud was also aware that the holy cities were 

important to Muslims outside of his own territories, so he allowed for them to make their 

pilgrimage as well as letting the Shi’is worship in public. This conduct did not please the ulama or 

the Ikhwan, but ibn Saud knew it would help with his relationships with his neighbors and bring 

him more wealth. He needed Wahhabism to legitimate his rule, but after having established himself 

on top - and after making the ulama dependent on him -  he began to weaken the religious faction so 

he could have the full power. The result of these maneuvers led to changes that deeply affected the 

relationship between religion and state in ibn Saud’s kingdom after 1932. Secularization among the 

people took its grip and state jurisdiction took over the role of regulating the society, an area usually 

controlled by the religious leaders.  

From 1902 to 1932, he managed to manipulate the religious establishment to 

rationalize his policies without letting the religious institutions, which he had created, become 

sovereign powers.   

To this day, Saudi Arabia today is very much identified with Islam. After the defeat of 

the Ikhwan and the incorporation of the ulama into the state administration, religion was still the 

foundation for the legitimacy of the country. Containing the holy cities of Mecca and Medina and 

having the Quran and the sharia as it’s foundation for law, order and personal conduct, Saudi 

Arabia is also an example of religion and rule being closely knitted. But the same challenges, that 

faced ibn Saud in the beginning of the 20th century are still present over 100 years later. While still 

having Wahhabism as the nation’s ideology, the continuation of a modern state relies on the royal 

family and their ability to convert tensions between religious and modern forces into stability and to 

stay in control.  
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