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introduction

“There is no such thing as society,” Margaret
Thatcher famously said. “There are individual men and
women and there are families.” As nonsensical as this
might have been in the context of Britain, it is true of
Saudi Arabia—perhaps with the added proviso, “There
are tribes.”

It would be hard to think of another nation
of 22 million so singularly free of the myriad social
interconnections Westerners take for granted:
neighborliness; public space; debate about the
ephemera’ of pop culture, the pretensions of high
culture, and the political issues of the day; and a media
representing the full spectrum of opinion.

Yet to the outside world at least, the Kingdom
of Saudi Arabia presents a uniform appearance: the
traditional robes of the men and the black overgarments
and veils of the women, at first glance, make the
former difficult and the latter sometimes impossible to
distinguish from one another; and the official religion
pervading every aspect of people’s lives can make it
seem as if all Saudis have everything in common.

That is only the greatest of the paradoxes of
Saudi Arabia, a country where stark opposites coexist
without ever resolving themselves into a synthesis. “This
people,” wrote 1. E. Lawrence of the Arabs he lived

among, “was black and white, not only in vision, but by



Introduction

003

inmost furnishing; black and white not merely in clarity,
but in apposition. Their thoughts were at ease only in
extremes. They inhabited superlatives by choice.”

Divided by region, creed, and background but
united in Islam, insular yet forever traveling abroad,
and living with a foreign contingent that makes up
nearly one-fifth of the population: the list goes on. So
what do Saudis have in common beyond their national
dress? Perhaps the key characteristic is that Saudis are
intensely private people. Getting to know them can be
a challenge—their reticence is often masked by loud
voices and what can seem an arrogant attitude—but it is
a challenge worth taking up. Those who make the effort
will encounter charismatic people capable of enormous
charm, with great storytelling verve', and a sharp sense
of humor that thrives on exaggeration. They will also
encounter enormously gracious hosts.

In his own home or company, every Saudi is king.
Many Saudi men have a rcgal” demeanor, reflecting the
unchallenged supremacy they enjoy within their own
realm. Perhaps that is why they need to claim as much
separate space as possible.

Saudi Arabia is a young nation. People under
twenty-five make up as much as two-thirds of the

population, and Rivadh® will be the peninsula’s first

megacity by about 2020. For anyone interested in how a

society in transition adjusts, by trial and frequent error,

to new realities, it is a fascinating place to visit.
PORIHER . EAERTRA A



