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ABSTRACT

This thesis has presented the Majlis Ash-Shura in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia as a
case study of a newly emerging political institution, and has explored its Islamic roots

and examined its role and functions within the Saudi political system.

Since the foundation of the first Majlis (Council) in the early 1920s, it has passed
through several developmental stages, however re-establishment of this institution 1n
1992 1s considered one of the most important features of political development in the

modern history of Saudi Arabia.

Throughout this study primary research was undertaken into the functions of the Saudi
Majlis and the role it played in the internal and external atfairs ot the country during 1ts
three terms from 1993 to 2003. The legislative and oversight functions of the Majlis, as

well as 1ts external role are i1dentified, and the etfectiveness of these are determined.

The Majlis has now become an important political institution, and there 1s great
expectation that it will play a major role in the near future in the evolving political
system of the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia. For this reason it 1s important that the
functions of the Council and the role it plays are fully understood, especially as this
Majlis, 1n 1ts current form, has had a relatively short history, and the subject has hitherto
received scant academic attention. It 1s hoped that this thesis, by drawing on data
collected from questionnaire responses, interviews and the study of the Majlis’
documents, will provide a unique and useful analysis regarding the work of the Majlis
and the contribution it 1s currently making to the decision-making process and to
enhancing the government’s performance. In addition, suggestions are made as to

several ways 1n which the Council could be more effective at the domestic and

international level.
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Glossary

Allah: God.

Ash-Shura or Shura: an Arabic word that has several meanings, among which are

“the process of mutual consultation™ or “the process of seeking advice in a particular

matter’’.

As-Salat: prayers

Bay a: oath

Fatwa: an Islamic legal interpretation or an opinion on Islamic doctrine by a Mutti.
Figh: Islamic junisprudence

Hijrah: literally means to migrate. In the Islamic World it refers to the migration of the
Prophet Mohammed from Makkah to Al-Madinah.

Ijtihad: (discretion) the personal judgement of a religious scholar.

Istinbat’: (deduction)

Maijlis: an Arabic word referring to a sitting room, a council or an assembly.

Mufti: a religious jurist who is qualified to 1ssue fatwa, or to interpret the Islamic law.
Qura'n: the Holy Book of Islam, which was revealed by Allah to the Prophet
Mohammed through the Angel Gabriel.

Sharia: Islamic Law. It is derived from the Arabic word to legislate.

Sheikh: a tribal leader in the political sense, or religious scholar.

Sunnah or Hadith: a source of Islam based on the Prophet’s tradition.

Ulama: Moslem scholars.

Ummah: a community or state

Z.akat: the poor-due
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Chapter One: Introduction

1.1 Introduction

Ash-Shura, which means consultation, i1s considered to be one of the most important
principles that an Islamic state should be built upon. Owing to its importance. Allah

stated this principle in the Holy Qur’an when he ordered His Prophet Mohammed (Mayv

Peace Be Upon Him) to consult his companions regarding the aftairs ot the Muslims:

And by the mercy of Allah, you dealt with them gently. And had you been severe
and harsh-hearted, they would have broken away from about you; so pass over
(their faults), and ask (Allah’s) forgiveness for them; and consult them 1n the
affairs. Then when you have taken a decision, put your trust in Allah, certainly,

Allah loves those who put their trust (in Him).'

Despite the fact that this principle became a cornerstone in the era of the Prophet
Mohammed, there was no Majlis or Council for Ash-Shura, as 1s known 1n today's
modern world. In Islam, there are no specific methods or procedures for the adoption of
Ash-Shura principle. This principle can be adhered to through consultation with small
or large groups of either elected or selected people, or by a Majlis, a council or a

legislative assembly. The door has been left open for Muslims to choose and implement

the kind of mechanisms that suit their social conditions.”

' The Hol ur’an, Surat Al-Imran, verse 159. | |
* Al Shalhoob, Abdul Rahman, the Constitutional System of the Kingdom of Saudt Arabia between the

Islamic Sharia and Comparative Laws, (Riyadh: Farazdag Printing Press, first edition, 1999). p. ARRY
(Arabic).




As an Islamic state the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia’s constitution is God’s book the Holv
Qur'an, and the Sunnah (A source of Islam based on the Prophet tradition) has
implemented Ash-Shura principle throughout its history: it has become one of the main
and essential principles, upon which the system of rules in the Kingdom is based. The
applications of Ash-Shura developed and became institutionalised before the countrv
was fully unified and officially known as the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia. After King

Abdulaziz took control of the Hijaz area in 1924 he established the first official Majlis

for consultation called Majlis Al-Ahli (the Domestic Council). During the years 1924-

1953 Majlis Ash-Shura performed both legislative and executive functions and played a

positive role in the development of Saudi Arabia, bridging the gap between the

traditions and the modernization ot the Kingdom.

As a result of the establishment of the Council of Ministers in 1953, the power of the
Majlis began to decline as the newly founded body took over most of its jurisdiction and
embodied both the legislative and executive authorities. However, the Majlis was still
legally alive but inactive until 1992 when King Fahd bin Abdalaziz re-modelled it,
introducing modernizations and improvements to make it fit with the progressive
development occurring in all areas of the Kingdom and to enhance its efticiency and

vitality. °

The revised model of the Majlis and its members was widely welcomed by Saudi
citizens, and they held high expectations of it playing a positive and significant role in

the country’s political, economic and social life. They also believed this major step

3 Al-Zahrani, Abdul Rahman. The Progress of Majlis Ash-Shura in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia,
(Riyadh, Majlis Ash-Shura, 2002),pp. 371-373 (Arabic).



would increase national participation and lead, in the future, to a form of political

participation built upon the Islamic Sharia.

Duning the last 10 years, a neutral observer will have noticed the increase in the
importance of the Majlis and its participation in the decision-making process in the
Kingdom. It should also be noted that this council has gradually developed its power

and capacity 1n various domains and become one of the primary institutions of the Saudi

political system.

1.2 Statement of the problem

Although the Majlis Ash-Shura has become an important political institution in the
Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, i1t 1s noticeable that, among both the Saudi people and
interested outside observers, there i1s a severe lack of knowledge about the Majlis, and
misunderstanding of the nature of its functions, the role 1t plays, and its etfectiveness at
the domestic and international level, and to some degree its achievements thereot. This
was confirmed by a number of objective remarks resulting from a survey on the role ot
the Majlis in Saudi Arabia, which was undertaken by Al-Watan,® a Saudi daily
newspaper. This survey showed that there 1s dissatistaction among the Saudi citizens
regarding the role played by the Majlis Ash-Shura. More than 53 per cent of the total

sample was dissatisfied with the role of the Council. This dissatistaction reached a
climax of 80 per cent among private sector employees, followed by 75 per cent among

university professors, 65 per cent among media agents, and 60 per cent among the

youth.

) Al-Watan, (daily newspaper), no. 238, dated 25 /5/ 2001. p.14.
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In addition, while conducting the research for this thesis. it became apparent through
direct contact with the various groups of Saudi society, and the personal interviews held
with citizens visiting the Council, that there was a lack of knowledge among the Saudi

public regarding the Council’s authority, its role and the nature of its functions. Moreover, the

role played by the Majlis at the domestic and international levels also appears to be

misunderstood.

The problem addressed by this research may therefore be summarized thus: Although
the Majlis Ash-Shura has become an important political institution in the Kingdom of
Saudi Arabia there 1s still a lack of knowledge regarding its functions, the role it plays

and 1ts effectiveness at the domestic and international level. This is because the work of

the Majlis has been greatly neglected by commentators for the last 10 years. The
number of academic and non-academic studies relating to various aspects of the Saudi

Majlis 1s still small, while its functions and the role it plays in relation to domestic and

international affairs has been 1gnored.

It is hoped that this research will provide an in depth study into the role and functions
that the Majlis currently exercises, and determine the eftectiveness of the role 1t plays at

the domestic and international levels.

1.3 Objective of the study

The functions of the Majlis and its role in light of its law and the Basic Law of
covernment will be investigated. Its legislative, oversight and external roles will be

discussed and its effectiveness evaluated through the eyes of the Majlis members on the

basis of their actual experience and achievements during its three terms (1993-2003).



T'he study aims to provide fruitful results leading to recommendations that may, 1n the
near future, help to enhance the effectiveness and efficiency of functions of the Majhis

and the role it plays in the political, economic and social life of the Kingdom of Saudi

Arabia. It also aims to give an objective picture of the functions, role and mission of the

Majlis both inside and outside the Kingdom.

A further objective of the study will be to provide an information base of useful data
which can be used to assist in the modernization and development of the existing Majlis
system and help policy-makers with the enhancement of its role and in the upgrading of
its power 1n the political system to meet the major developments and changes taking

place both in Saudi society and the other Gulf States.

1.4 Importance of the study
The Majlis Ash-Shura i1s a prominent political institution in the Kingdom of Saud;
Arabia at present and looks set to stay so in the future. It has a potentially important role

to play in the development of the Kingdom in meeting the internal and external

challenges faced.’

This 1s a worthy subject for academic study because of the high hopes for, and

expectations placed upon the Majlis regarding the future of the Kingdom of Saud:

Arabia. Affirmation of the importance of the role of the Majlis in preparing Saudi

Arabia for the new century has been given by HRH Crown Prince Abdullah bin

Abdulaziz.°

>Al-Saud, Faisal, Islamic Political Development in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, Majlis Ash-Shurg;_
Concept, Theory and Practice, (National Association of Muslim American Women Inc Sarawat Designers

&Printers, 2002), pp. 135-137.
® Al-Rj adh, (daily newspaper), dated 23/1/ 2000, p.1.
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In spite of the fact that the Majlis is one of the oldest and most important political
Institutions in the Kingdom, few studies have been conducted on it. This would appear
to be the first study having the aim of investigating the current functions of the Majlis
and 1ts role at the internal and external level and evaluating the effectiveness of its
function and roles. Therefore, the functions and roles of the Majlis will be discussed 1n

detail and analysed in this thesis in order to present a basic understanding of the

workings of the Council for future researchers to refer to and to build on.

Finally, this study was undertaken with the hope of providing a timely and useful input
to the retorm ettorts in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia. It 1s hoped that the work will be
of such calibre and intent that i1t will contribute by providing a database ot information
that may be useful in forming a development agenda or framework for the Majlis and 1ts
members in order to enhance its effectiveness, improve its functions and the role 1t plays

and develop its laws to match the needs of Saudi society, and to overcome the

challenges 1t faces.

1.5 Research questions
In view of the objectives of the research, it could be said that this thesis strives to find

answers to the following questions:

Question one: What are the functions of the Saudi Majlis Ash-Shura and what role does

it play at the domestic and international levels?

Question two: How does the Majlis Ash-Shura carry out its functions and pertorm 1its

role at the domestic and international levels?



Question three: Are the international and domestic roles and functions of the Majlis

Ash-Shura effective or ineffective, and why?

Question Four: How can the functions of the” Majlis and the role it plays be improved’

According to these questions the following sub-questions are raised:
1. What is the legislative function of the Majlis?
- What 1s 1ts legislative authority?
-How 18 1t performing its legislative function?
-How eftticiently does it perform its legislative function?
- What are the obstacles that affect the performance of its legislative function?

2. What is the oversight function of the Majlis?

- What 1s its oversight authority?

-How does i1t perform 1ts oversight function?
-How efticiently does 1t perform its oversight function?
- What are the obstacles that atfect the performance of its oversight function?
3. What is the external role of the Majlis?
- What 1s 1ts authority and activities?
-How does it perform 1ts external role?
-How efficient 1s it in this role?
- What are the obstacles that affect the performance of this role?
4. How may the functions and role of the Majlis be improved?
-How may the legislative function be improved?

- How may the oversight function be improved?

-How may the external role be improved?



1.6 Previous studies on the Saudi Majlis Ash-Shura

A review of the relevant literature on the Majlis Ash-Shura in the kingdom of Saudi
Arabia reveals that very few academic studies have been conducted which examine past
and present experiences. However, the number of non-academic studies om various
aspects of the Saudi Majlis has increased recently, although its functions and the role 1t

plays have nevertheless been 1gnored. This may be due to the tact that the modemn

Majlis 1s a relatively new 1nstitution.
As there 1s a lack of literature and information regarding the Saudi Majlis Ash-Shura,
this research will highlight the relevant academic and non-academic literature below.

Al-Saud conducted a major study’ under the title “Islamic Political Development in the
Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, Majlis Ash-Shura: Concept, Theory and Practice”. 'This
study focuses on the political development in Saudi Arabia, and describes the Majlis

Ash-Shura as a prime achievement of the Saudi political dnive.

The objective of his study was to:

Study the reaction of the members of the Majlis Ash-Shura to the political

achievement realised in the institutionalisation of the Saudi Majlis Ash-Shura.®

Al-Saud selected this objective because he is of the view that:

The amount of satisfaction that the members achieve from their appointment can

reflect how pleased they are with the participation represented by selected

TAl-Saud, Faisal, Islamic Political Development in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, Majlis Ash-Shura:
Concept, Theory and Practice, op.cit.

® Ibid, p.102.



individuals. The members’ satisfaction with the procedures administered by the

Majlis would reflect the efficacy of this political experience.’

In addition, the author examined the opinions of the Majlis’ members regarding the
organmsational, administrative and decision-making measures. Al-Saud applied a
methodology that was conducted 1in two ways. The first was based on descriptive survey
methods, in which data regarding the attitudes of Ash-Shura Council members with
regard to political development in Saudi Arabia, was collected. Their opinions on
organizational, administrative and decision-making procedures were also collected. The
second was a study of correlation between vanables. In this way, the relationship
between the opinions and attitudes of the Council members on the political development
of Saudi Arabia were studied against certain variables such as educational levels.

: : : 1
geographic areas and previous experience and background. ’

The study population were members of the Saudi Majlis Ash-Shura, which consisted of
90 members during the period of that study. Al-Saud opted for a questionnaire data
collection. He distributed the questionnaire to all members; 38 questionnaires were

completed and returned to the researcher, representing 42.2 per cent of the Council."

From the analytical discussions, Al-Saud emphasized that when detining political
developments in Saudi Arabia, it should be taken into account, that the pohtical

development in Saudi Arabia was measured on the basis of the political progress as

made in accordance with the framework of Islam.

’ Ibid.
" Tbid, pp.102-103.
"' Thid, p. 104.



The findings of this research show that the Majlis Ash-Shura had to some dgree become
an effective political institution in Saudi Arabia. Moreover, the study revealed the
different strengths and weaknesses of the Majlis Ash-Shura. The strengths of the Majlis
Ash-Shura relate to the following issues: its reference to the Holy Qur’an and the
Prophet’s Sunnah; the remarkable and effective qualifications in the performance of its
tasks and duties; the quality of the members and the selection procedure which is based

on specialization and previous experience; freedom of speech in the process of

deliberation and decision-making; frankness, seriousness and objectivity in all sessions:;
the absence of all forms of affiliations and groupings among the members and, most

importantly, the preservation of the interest of the general public, which is given the

utmost priority..12

As regards the negative aspects of the Majlis Ash-Shura, Al-Saud 1s of the view that
they can be attributed to the tollowing points: the limitations in its responsibilities and
jurisdictions; 1ts financial and administrative weakness; the weakness 1n 1ts information
and support services; little interaction with the wider society; a lack of participation on

the part of some members; the plurality of the relationship between the Majlis and the

government and the style of its deliberations and decision-makin g !

The study reveals that the Majlis has had some success 1n assuming its responsibilities.
The data showed there to be satisfaction among the majority of members as regards 1ts
capabilities, its role in rationalizing the political decisions taken by the government and
in the drive for comprehensive development in the country.

Al-Saud recommended that to improve and enhance the Majlis Ash-Shura i1t would be
necessary to expand the Council’s jurisdictions and responsibilities, develop
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