Saudi Arabia: A new era?
Introduction
Saudi Arabia forms the focal point for Muslims. It is where the Kaba is located, and hence the direction in which Muslims pray five times a day. It is also the main place of Muslim pilgrimage: for Hajj, the major pilgrimage which takes place at a specific time of year, and Umrah, the lesser pilgrimage which takes place throughout the year. The focal point of Muslims is not Saudi Arabia as a whole, but a specific area known as the Hijaz. Furthermore, the Saud family only came to rule almost a century ago, and this gave them the title “Custodian of the Two Mosques”, meaning the mosques in Makkah and Medina- the most holy sites in Islam (Abbas 1996). 
Religious Fundamentalism
[bookmark: _GoBack]The Saudi regime has been criticised over the years for its strict interpretation of Islam, such as the banning of women driving; strict dress codes with the colour black and the face veil expected for women, and a curtailing of freedoms in regard to various forms of entertainment, as well as a general ban on free mixing between men and women. Politically, these issues are overseen by Islamic scholars who have had a major influence over the Saudi government over the years. However, as long ago as 2003, Doumato noted the change in religiosity, as she describes the absence of face veils, the changing style of the black abaya as it became more fitted and embroidered, and the presence of women on the streets- at least in “upscale” neighbourhoods” (p.239). Doumato (2003) explains how the taking of power by the Al Saud family involved ruling according to a strict form of Islam, typically referred to as Wahhabism, which means that “the legitimacy of the Muslim ruler depends on his willingness to listen to the views of the ulama,” therefore, the government put in place religious advisers or scholars (ulama), namely, the Supreme Council of Religious Scholars. 
The Supreme Council of Religious Scholars has had a major impact on the politics and policies of the country, including influencing royal decrees, in addition to a committee on morals and vice to address issues such as shops closing during prayer times, abayas being too short, and free mixing of men and women. Whilst they take evidence from the religious texts to supports such actions, this evidence is often skewed in a particular direction. Hence, there has always been criticism levelled at the regime, including by practising Muslims, for implementing a form of the religion that is too harsh and not entirely based on original religious texts. Some examples from the original texts that may be presented in opposition to the role of women in Saudi society are Khadijah, the wife of Prophet Muhammed (PBUH) being a business woman; the way that women at the time of prophet Muhammed (PBUH) would go out in the darkness of the early hours of the morning to pray the dawn prayer in the mosque (Al Bukhari), and the highly respected scholarly position of women such as Aiesha (Khan 2017). In addition, when religious actions and characteristics are mentioned in the Quran it is in the format “for believing men and women” or, for example, “for men and women who are patient and constant” (Surah Ahzab vs 35), therefore the equal position of men and women is made clear. This highlights the complicated political mechanisms at play in Saudi Arabia, because while on the one hand it claims to be an Islamic state that is implementing Sharia law, there seems to be some contradictions with the lives of the early Muslims, the way that Prophet Muhammed (PBUH) treated and recommended women be treated, and Quranic verses that are suggestive of equality. 
The era of globalisation has resulted in Saudi Arabia becoming far less insular and having to engage on the World stage, as well as the public having access to the media and information technology such as the Internet (Doumato 2003). Thus, many changes have been called for in recent years, such as addressing the ban on women driving and the inclusion of women with the political arena. Added to that is the rise of Prince Salman, the controversial Crown Prince who seems to be taking the politics of Saudi Arabia in an entirely different direction- a direction that even some critics of the conservative regime are baulking at.
Prince Salman and Vision 2030     
“Vision 2030 sets out a comprehensive road map to pro-mote more efficient government services and to diversify the Kingdom’s economy by boosting private sector job creation and developing the non-oil economy” (Khan 2016 p.36). Not only does Vision 2030 aim to address the country’s economy and its reliance on oil, it also includes some radical reforms across society, and this is where danger may lie. For example, it states “The happiness and fulfilment of citizens and residents is important to us. This can only be achieved through promoting physical, psychological and social well-being. At the heart of our Vision is a society in which all enjoy a good quality of life, a healthy lifestyle and an attractive living environment” (Vision 2030, 2018). Included in this is forms of entertainment for Saudi citizens, and the recent opening of the first cinema in 35 years is testament to this (Kinninmont 2018). These changes have received a mixed response (Kinninmont 2018) and risk political instability; however, Crown Prince Salman seems to have pre-empted this through the arrest in 2017 of a number of princes, ministers, religious clerics, business tycoons, media figures (Stenslie 2018). While on the one hand, some of the changes seem to be a move forward that is in keeping with the modern era, the firm fist which has been used to do so, coupled with the war on Yemen, raises concerns over the political future of Saudi Arabia. As Stenslie (2018 p.61) states, “In the history of modern Saudi Arabia no single prince has held such power.” 
Conclusion
Saudi Arabia is currently in a state of political transition. The situation is unprecedented since the Al Saud family took power almost a century ago. As the holiest place on the planet for Muslims, it may be that the political instability in the Middle East could extend to the autocratic regime in Saudi Arabia, with those advocating radical change pitted against traditionalists, which is concerning for the region and the country’s allies.      
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