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In-Depth Reports

he ruling family of Saudi Arabia, one of the United States' most important allies in the Middle East, is heading

for a crisis of leadership. Despite its modern infrastructure, paid for by huge revenues from oil exports, the

kingdom's political system remains rooted in tribal structures that have scarcely evolved in the last several hundred

years. Control remains tightly, although not always firmly, in the grip of the Al Saud clan. The process of succession

is a murky system in which the throne passes down the line of King Fahd's many brothers, while members of the

next generation watch tantalized, wondering what stroke of fate will eventually give them (or a cousin) power.

In this Policy Paper, Simon Henderson explores the prospects for the post-Fahd succession and provides the first in-

depth analysis of the impact of recent royal decrees and the possible role of the grandsons of the legendary Ibn Saud.

Henderson concludes that due to the insularity of the royal family and its inbred fear of foreign encroachment on

family prerogatives, Washington can only affect Saudi succession on the margins of the kingdom's internal decision-

making process. In the interim, U.S. policymakers should take steps to prepare for any number of possible

eventualities in a succession process whose outcome is not assured.

ABOUT THE AUTHORS

Simon Henderson (/experts/simon-henderson)
Simon Henderson is the Baker Senior Fellow and director of the Bernstein Program on Gulf and Energy Policy at The Washington Institute, specializing in
energy matters and the conservative Arab states of the Persian Gulf.

73 PAGES

RECOMMENDED

https://www.washingtoninstitute.org/policy-analysis
https://www.washingtoninstitute.org/experts/simon-henderson
https://www.washingtoninstitute.org/experts/simon-henderson


BRIEF ANALYSIS

Coordinated Iran Sanctions Require Coordinated Enforcement

Apr 19, 2024
◆

Matthew Levitt

(/policy-analysis/coordinated-iran-sanctions-require-coordinated-enforcement)

ARTICLES & TESTIMONY

China’s Military Objectives and Operational Experience in the Middle East

Apr 19, 2024
◆

Grant Rumley

(/policy-analysis/chinas-military-objectives-and-operational-experience-middle-east)

BRIEF ANALYSIS

The Middle East's Perilous Moment: Policy Implications and Escalation Risks

Apr 18, 2024
◆

Dana Stroul,
Zohar Palti,
Farzin Nadimi

(/policy-analysis/middle-easts-perilous-moment-policy-implications-and-escalation-risks)

TOPICSTOPICS

Arab & Islamic Politics (/policy-analysis/arab-islamic-
politics)  

Gulf & Energy Policy (/policy-analysis/gulf-energy-
policy)

REGIONS & COUNTRIESREGIONS & COUNTRIES

https://www.washingtoninstitute.org/policy-analysis/coordinated-iran-sanctions-require-coordinated-enforcement
https://www.washingtoninstitute.org/policy-analysis/chinas-military-objectives-and-operational-experience-middle-east
https://www.washingtoninstitute.org/policy-analysis/middle-easts-perilous-moment-policy-implications-and-escalation-risks
https://www.washingtoninstitute.org/policy-analysis/arab-islamic-politics
https://www.washingtoninstitute.org/policy-analysis/gulf-energy-policy


Gulf States (/policy-analysis/gulf-
states)

https://www.washingtoninstitute.org/policy-analysis/gulf-states

	After King Fahd: Succession in Saudi Arabia (2nd ed.)
	73 PAGES
	RECOMMENDED
	TOPICS
	REGIONS & COUNTRIES



