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Abstract

T/jiis study examines the interaction between tradition and modernity in Saudi Arabia, with a focus

on development documents such as "Vision 2030." The primary objective is to analyze the
contradictions arising from economic and social modernization while maintaining an authoritarian
political structure. The theoretical framework integrates the theories of uneven development, rentier
state, and post-Islamism. Using qualitative document analysis (including Saudi government
documents such as "Vision 2030," the "Fiscal Balance Program," and the "Quality of Life Program")
and descriptive coding, four key themes—privatization, national identity, transparency, and women's
participation—were examined. The findings indicate that showcase modernization projects (such as
the NEOM city and the privatization of Aramco) conflict with the centralized political structure and
rent distribution system. The study concludes that "incomplete modernization," in the absence of
democratic reforms, not only reduces the regime's legitimacy and exacerbates identity divisions but
also increases the risk of political and social instability. This study underscores the necessity of
redefining the state-society relationship and strengthening accountable institutions for sustainable
transformation.

Keywords: Tradition, Modernity, Incomplete Modernization, Saudi Arabia, Vision 2030,
Uneven Development

I, A PhD student of regional studies at the Faculty of Law and Political Science, University of

Tehran. s.reza.mousavi@ut.ac.ir (Corresponding author)

2 Faculty member of Shahid Mahallati Islamic Sciences  University.

m_alamooti@yahoo.com
3 . A faculty member of Shahid Mohammadi Islamic Sciences University.
hn35047219@smc.ac.ir

The Articles is published under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution License (CC-BY 4.0). See: @f:-:- .

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/legalcode.en
BY


mailto:s.reza.mousavi@ut.ac.ir
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-8645-7295

The intersection of tradition and modernity in Saudi Arabia, emphasizing Vision 2030

1. Introduction

The complex relationship between tradition and modernity is a central theme
in state-building studies, particularly in the post-colonial societies of West
Asia. This relationship acquires special importance due to the intersection of
religious, political, and economic authority. Saudi Arabia, with its Wahhabi
identity and rentier economy, serves as a prominent example for examining
this dynamic interaction. In recent decades, the country has experienced
gradual political, social, and economic reforms; however, the pace of change
has been slow due to tribal culture, the influence of Wahhabi clerics, and an
authoritarian political structure. The "Vision 2030" plan, introduced in 2016
by Saudi Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman, is presented as a roadmap
for economic and social modernization aimed at reducing oil dependence
and fostering a dynamic society.

Focusing on privatization, economic diversification, women's
participation, and the strengthening of national identity, this plan seeks to
project a modern image of Saudi Arabia. Nevertheless, the preservation of a
centralized political structure and the absence of democratic reforms create
deep contradictions along this path to modernization. This research analyzes
the interaction between tradition and modernity in Saudi Arabia,
investigating how unbalanced development resulting from socio-economic
modernization, in conflict with political authoritarianism, generates identity
and legitimacy challenges for the ruling system. Furthermore, the study
assesses whether resistance to democratization will hinder the realization of
Vision 2030's ambitious goals.

2. Methodology and Theoretical Framework
This research employs a qualitative document analysis method, focusing on
official documents published by the Saudi government, including "Vision
2030," the "Fiscal Balance Program," the "Quality of Life Program," and the
"National Transformation Program 2020." English-language documents were
selected due to their role in presenting a global image of Saudi Arabia's
progress. Descriptive coding was used to identify recurring patterns in the
documents, from which four key themes were extracted: privatization,
national identity, transparency, and women's participation. These themes
were examined through critical discourse analysis to reveal contradictions
between the documents' claims and practical realities. The qualitative data
focuses on the specific case of Saudi Arabia rather than broad
generalizations, and findings are interpreted using the theoretical framework.
By emphasizing a case study approach, this method enables an in-depth
analysis of modernization policies in conflict with traditionalism.

The theoretical framework of this research integrates three key concepts:
unbalanced development, the rentier state, and post-Islamism. The theory of
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unbalanced development emphasizes the disharmony between economic,
political, and cultural transformations in resource-dependent societies. This
framework shows that concentrating capital on high-profile projects (such as
the NEOM city) without structural reforms leads to social and political
polarization. Rentier state theory explains that dependence on oil revenues
exempts the state from establishing a social contract with citizens, as
legitimacy is secured through the distribution of rent. This structure, by
concentrating power among elites and suppressing democratic institutions,
renders modernization an incomplete process. Post-Islamism theory further
indicates that rentier societies, even while accepting certain social changes
(such as increased women's participation), avoid democratization for fear of
power redistribution. The theory of Islamic hegemony highlights the role of
redefining religious discourse—such as promoting "Islamic moderation"—in
maintaining elite hegemony. Together, these theoretical frameworks provide
an analytical tool for understanding the contradictions of modernization in
Saudi Arabia, explaining how rapid socio-economic modernization without
political institutionalization can lead to a legitimacy crisis and instability.

3. Discourse

The document analysis reveals structural contradictions in the
modernization process of Saudi Arabia. In the area of privatization, Vision
2030 emphasizes economic diversification through the sale of Aramco
shares, tourism development, and the attraction of foreign investment.
However, the management of these resources by the Public Investment Fund,
which is directly controlled by the Crown Prince, indicates a pattern of
power concentration and rent distribution. This pattern aligns with rentier
state theory, where resources are used to purchase elite loyalty rather than to
achieve sustainable development. In the area of national identity,
government documents attempt to adapt Wahhabism to the requirements of
modernity by emphasizing "Islamic moderation" and "national pride."
Nevertheless, the exclusion of ethnic-religious minorities (such as Shia
Muslims) from the definition of national identity has intensified existing
identity rifts. Regarding transparency, the Fiscal Balance Program
emphasizes reducing corruption and strengthening financial oversight, but
the absence of independent supervisory bodies transforms these measures
into tools for consolidating bureaucratic control. Finally, although women's
participation has been enhanced through measures such as increased
presence in sports and the labor market, it remains limited to cosmetic
modernization in the absence of political rights (such as the right to form
unions or engage in political activities). These findings align with the theory
of unbalanced development, showing that progress in the socio-economic
sphere without coordination with the political sphere leads to inequality and
instability. The theory of political rupture also warns that rising societal
expectations, particularly among educated youth, will exacerbate the
legitimacy crisis when faced with the authoritarian system's inability to
respond to demands.
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4. Conclusion and Suggestions

This research demonstrates that the modernization process in Saudi Arabia
has taken the form of "incomplete modernization," in which cosmetic socio-
economic changes without democratic reforms lead to intensified identity
rifts, increased social dissatisfaction, and reduced domestic and international
legitimacy. The fundamental contradiction between an open economy and
closed politics, the limited presence of women in public spaces without
political rights, and the emphasis on Islamic moderation alongside the
suppression of dissenting intellectual currents all reveal the fragility of this
development model. Dependence on oil revenues and the inability to respond
to the demands of the younger generation increase the risk of instability.
This study suggests that, to achieve sustainable transformation, Saudi Arabia
needs to strengthen accountable institutions such as an elected parliament
and an independent judiciary, expand citizens' political participation, and
redefine the national identity discourse to include all minorities.
Furthermore, reducing rentier dependence and creating transparent oversight
mechanisms could reduce corruption and build public trust. Without these
reforms, Vision 2030 is likely to remain confined to a model of unbalanced
and fragile development.
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