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The appointment of the new "crown prince" opens unprecedented 

scenarios for Saudi Arabia 

 

The appointment of Mohammad bin Salman as the new crown prince 

The rapid rise of Mohammad bin Salman, favoured by his father's benevolence, aroused tensions 

both inside (often silenced only in the name of state reason) and in the region. 

King Salman's ill health also lets his son's detractors understand the presence of a precise political 

design to foster the next rise to the throne of a third generation sovereign, with the clear goal of 

interrupting the continuity - more or less solid – of the role of the "Sudairi" family group, routing the 

monarchy towards new equilibriums and different groups of political influence. 

International observers have generally defined the appointment of Mohammad bin Salman to the 

position of crown prince as a "transition", by adopting a more politically correct formula rather than 

the alternative and strongest "coup" or "palace conspiracy” that nevertheless characterizes most of 

the comments on regional and global media. 

Even removing Mohammad bin Nayef from its previous position as crown prince has been 

interpreted by analysts in this way, considering the King's cousin as the main antagonist to his son. 

Mohammad bin Nayef, of conservative and traditionalist orientation, albeit cautious and highly 

pragmatic, has always been considered a loyal ally of the United States, with whom he has 

consistently been consulted in defining, above all, regional security policies. Mohammad bin Salman, 

on the contrary, is seen by many as an impulsive politician that has infrequently produced no positive 

effects on the sustainability and credibility of Saudi's economic and defence policy. 

With the deterioration of King Salman's disease, then, the real obstacle to the political ambitions of 

his young son, Mohammed, had centred on the figure of his cousin Mohammad bin Nayef. 

The decision-making process that characterized Mohammad bin Salman’s appointment and his 

consolidation at the top of the political power is of a purely tribal and exclusive nature, imposing a 

political direction that the rest of the family is called to approve or to steer, carefully balancing the 

internal strength relationships to Saud's stem. 

Mohammad bin Nayef has been defeated, at least at this stage, being a victim of the inexorable 

weakening of the Sudairi group, but also of the overwhelming capacity of the new crown prince. 

What is important to consider, however, is the nature of the acquiescence generated within the royal 

family around the appointment and role of Mohammad bin Salman. The rigid dynastic rules - and the 

elusive breakthrough that characterizes them - are rooted in the primary and predominant need for 

the preservation of power and the role of the crown. Even uncomfortable or controversial decisions 

have often found the consent of the family group in view of the prevailing interest in protecting the 

monarchical system and its leadership group. 

The appointment of Mohammad bin Salman is fully part of those replacement processes that do not 

in any way meet the court system's favour, but are in any case supported by a higher security interest 

and often - temporary. 

The acquiescence within Saud's family of the role of Mohammed bin Salman, therefore, is in no way 

equivalent to a demonstration of consent, rather than a temporary acceptance that will mitigate future 

and wider risks. 

Removing bin Nayef and appointing Bin Salman as crown prince was decided on a surprise move 

on June 21st, following a vote of the Council of Loyalty that expressed in favour of the son of the King 

31 of 34 components. 



Persian Gulf 

Osservatorio Strategico 2017 – Year XIX issue III 36 

The Council of Loyalty, established in 2006 by King Abdullah, is the institutional body entitled to hold 

the election and appointment of the crown prince, transiting from a vertical procedure of exclusive 

sovereignty to a collegial scheme, thus respecting the will of the increasingly large and conflicting 

royal family. The procedure should include the appointment of three candidates to be submitted to 

the Council’s vote, in order to select the new crown prince or - in the event of a conflict - to proceed 

with a new internal selection within the Council itself. The members of the Council are in fact the 

direct heirs of the late sovereign Abulaziz, while the voting and selection procedures are governed 

by internal procedures that are largely secret. 

Despite the praiseworthy provisions, the Council has never expressed a straightforward and 

transparent vote, raising controversy by its members, as in the case of Prince Talal, who resigned 

in November 2011 following the nomination of bin Nayef's as crown prince. 

In order to obtain the result of June 21, it was necessary to amend some of the articles of the 1990 

Basic Government Law, by amending the original criterion of succession from the horizontal to the 

vertical principle, ending the line of succession between brothers - in force since 1933 - in favour of 

that between father and son. 

No deputy crown prince was nominated, as it usually happens, provoking perplexity and provoking 

the suspicion of both a difficulty in choosing and the will of potential candidates to assume office. 

 

How is Saudi Arabia now changing? 

Appointing a Crown Prince is usually a formal and symbolic act in Saudi Arabia as in any other 

monarchical system. The nomination act simply formalizes the indication of the dynastic transition, 

preparing the successor to throne through a more or less prolonged period of "assistance" to the 

kingdom. 

This is not the case; however, of what happened with the appointment of Mohammad bin Salman, 

in the light of the circumstances that characterize his role and his appointment as a crown prince. 

Most of the indiscretions that now leak from the non-tightness control over the royal palace agree to 

suggest that the state of health of the sovereign may be deteriorating, justifying the prolonged 

periods of absence from the palace as consequences of the therapies to which it would be subjected. 

The appointment of Mohammad bin Salman to the rank of heir to the throne, therefore, would 

constitute a real rise at the top of the power, administered at this point by the crown prince in the 

name and on behalf of the sovereign, which increasingly seems to be accessible only to his son. 

The construction of this "anticipated" transition would be planned and realized by the sovereign, long 

aware of his precarious state of health, intent on preventing consolidation both from the historical 

group of Sudairis and other family trees. 

The overall strategy of this political transition is, in general terms, to prevent - even before it occurs 

- any hypothesis of political evolution managed by the second generation, ideally represented in this 

case by the former Crown Prince Mohammad bin Nayef - which would generationally represent plus 

a hinge that is not a true second-generation exponent. 

It is Iran to represent today the "problem" for the majority of Saudi royals, which interprets Tehran’s 

politics as an expansive, aggressive and hegemonic manner throughout the region, with a spatial 

expansion both through the Shiite communities, widely present within most of the Gulf countries, and 

territorially. 

The Islamic Republic of Iran was then transformed into Riyadh's strategic planning circles in a real 

threat and, in order to cope with the risk of its rise, it was decided that no account should be taken 

regarding the costs involved in defining the operations that ideally they should lead for the 

containment of Tehran's role. 
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This vision, which is not entirely shared among the second-generation members, has somehow been 

able to entertain relations with Iran, believing that there are no such threatening factors as that 

outlined by the youngest exponents of the Saudi court. 

The pragmatism of the second generation, and the cautious relationship adopted with Iran long ago 

- in a nutshell until the death of Hashemi Rafsanjani, who has always been a direct interlocutor of 

the Saudis - have therefore been denounced as a real threats to the security of the state by the third 

generation, implementing a strategy of marginalization and exclusion. 

The first generation of power, however, played an extremely modest role in this transition 

competition, no longer able to express elements capable of real leadership, especially as a result of 

the age of its very few components. 

The clash, in fact, divided only two younger generations into a competition for the control of the 

kingdom built on a narrative of fear and risk likely to be instrumental to the interests of the most 

radical components of the Saudi power system. 

The third-generation political project and that of Mohammad bin Salman - entirely shared by the 

homologous institutional figure of Abu Dhabi, the crown Prince Mohammad Al Nahyan - is therefore 

to consolidate the power of the kingdom through an interventionist policy, the need for a widespread 

confrontation with the country's existential threats (Iran first of all), striking its interests wherever 

possible and necessary. 

This is the strategy that has allowed both the intervention in the conflict in Yemen and the support of 

Islamic formations that place themselves as an "opposition" to the Bashar al Asad regime in Syria, 

and in a different form in supporting - mainly under the form of financial aid and loans - a large 

number of countries in the region, which in this way contribute to the interests and strategies of 

Riyadh. 

This strategy, however, has had important consequences on the Saudi government's cabinet, which 

has reduced its reserves by about 30% from 2013 to today. 

Not so much brilliant, at least so far, has been the launch of the economic and energy diversification 

program announced by Mohammad bin Salman as a target for 2030. International markets have 

shown little interest in the project, believing its success and high cost development and that of 

medium to long-term financing, where interest rates on investments in Saudi Arabia remain very 

high. 

In order to meet the Saudi planning budget requirements, the government intends to market 5% of 

the Saudi Aramco oil company through a risky operation in New York City - the other being London 

- in as a result of the possible class action ever threatened by the families of the victims of September 

11, 2001. 

The management of the operation, to be made possible, must be backed by guarantees (formal and 

not) by the United States, in order to prevent its rapid collapse, or even the damage caused by the 

legal action of the relatives of the victims. 

The last, delicate and controversial aspect of the vision of power by the third generation is that of the 

role of the clergy and its relationship with the crown and royal family. 

The clergy and the Saudi crown have historically been merged through mutual interest, through 

which the Ulema community legitimizes the crown and its power and crown against the legitimacy of 

the sacredness of political power through the role of the clergy, whose sustenance generously 

provides, while funding the doctrinal spread of much of the Islamic world. 

The respect of this balance has never been the subject of debate or revision since the birth of the 

kingdom, consolidating the mutual capacity of both, and defining a framework of internal stability that 

is essentially never endangered by events. 
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Mohammad bin Salman's opponents accuse him, however, of a controversy that would lead to the 

endangering of this historical - as complex and delicate - balance in relations with the clergy, 

accusing him of defining a new framework of alliances dictated by the prominent figure of King.  

A plan, according to some, is not only impossible to realize but also potentially capable of destroying 

the balance of relations, freeing forces that has never been experienced in the Saudi kingdom, which 

could lead to the deflagration of the religious issue. 

The danger evoked by the opponents of the young heir to the throne, therefore, is that of a conflict 

with the Ulema community, from which it could achieve a conflict of religious nature, in addition to 

the delegitimization of the royal family and the same monarchical institution. 

The interest of Mohammad bin Salman, however, seems to be that of generating consensus in the 

younger generation of Saudi through the consolidation - more apparent than substance - of social 

and economic reforms. 

While on the one hand the new strategy is, and will continue to be, built on the strengthening of 

crown authoritarianism, on the other, the young heir to the throne believes that it is possible to win 

the support of the Saudi youth mass through a program of social reforms that will alleviate the 

looming pressure of the system on a generation that calls for a loud voice and greater freedom. 

Mohammad bin Salman could therefore be prepared to promulgate laws to give more space to 

youthful institutions, gaining support and generating the feeling of a generational political change 

with great innovations. 

This, moreover, could strengthen its role and diminish the relevance of the clergy and the complex 

system of balances that, through the Ulema community, legitimize the kingdom and its sovereign. 

 

 


