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ABSTRACT

This thesis investigates the first public election in the history of the kingdom of Saudi Arabia,
which are the municipal elections that were conducted in three phases between 10 February
2005 and 21 April 2005. The outcome of the elections showed that only a small proportion
(17 %) of the 4.5 million eligible voters among the Saudi citizens chose to vote. To examine
the reasons behind that low level of participation among citizens, a multi-method approach
was adapted in this study, which included using quantitative (survey questionnaires and
newspaper content analysis) and qualitative (interviews) methods. As a result, 60 semi-
structured interviews were conducted with officials in the government and the private sector,
journalists, winning and losing candidates and members of the public. 1591 completed
questionnaires were collected from a sample of the Saudi citizens. Further, a content analysis
was undertaken of 754 items from four Saudi national newspapers that covered a six-month
period (November 2004 to April 2005).

This research found that Saudis were apathetic for a variety of different reasons, but the main
factors that might have contributed to the citizens’ low level of participation were the
following three factors. First, the lack of political awareness among a considerable number of
citizens was the main reason for their political disengagement. Specifically, their
understanding of the importance of the elections in general, and the role of the municipal
elections in particular. Secondly, the ineffectiveness of the government’s awareness media
campaign before and during the elections might have failed to educate people about the
importance and regulations of the electoral process, and the campaign’s failure to persuade
them to participate in it. Thirdly, the ineffectiveness of the candidates’ electoral campaigns
may have reduced citizens’ enthusiasm towards municipal elections. Moreover, the findings
of this study showed that the factors that contributed to non-participation in Saudi elections
resemble those in other democratic countries around the world, despite the fact that Saudi
Arabia is an absolute monarchy, and a strongly religious and tribal society. Finally, the study
found that Saudi citizens, candidates and voters, as well as other people who were involved in
the election, had different opinions about that process, but the Saudi mass media coverage did

not reflect any of that diversity.
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INTRODUCTION

This study is concerned with the first public elections in the history of the Kingdom of Saudi
Arabia. These were the municipal elections to elect half the municipal council members in
the country in 2005 under the slogan: ‘Participate in the decision-making’. Only a small
number (17 %) of Saudi citizens participated in those elections out of 4.5 million eligible
voters (Menoret, 2006). Many factors might have contributed to the citizens’ high level of
apathy, but I argue in this study that there were three main reasons for that phenomenon.
First, the lack of political awareness among a large number of Saudi citizens. Second, the
ineffectiveness of the government’s awareness media campaign before and during the
elections, which I believe did not have an influential role in educating people about the
electoral process or in highlighting its importance and urging citizens to participate. Third,
the ineffectiveness of the candidates’ electoral campaigns, which may have reduced citizens’
enthusiasm towards those municipal elections. Furthermore, the country experienced the
same factors that led to apathy as many democratic nations on top of Saudi Arabia’s own

religious, cultural, social and political characteristics.

I chose to investigate this issue because public communication campaigns is an area that I
have always wanted to explore. I am fascinated by communication strategies and tactics used
in such campaigns and believe that campaigning strategies can be used in many public or
political issues locally or internationally. When introduced to public relations as an
undergraduate, I learned that it is both an art and a science. It is an area defined by precise
rules and principles, and yet there is a tremendous scope for self-expression in the form of
interpretation and analysis. This feature of public communication intrigued me very much,
and I decided to pursue further studies in effective public communication campaigns. After
completing my Master’s programme in 2001, I went back to my country where I was director
of Public Relations Administration at King Saud University, Riyadh, Saudi Arabia. I was

very eager to see how one might use communication skills to tackle real life issues.

According to Weiss and Tschirhart (1994) public communication campaigns are ‘attempts to
shape behaviour toward desirable social outcomes’ (p. 35). The authors explained that among
the campaigns’ goals are specific policy results that lead to better outcomes for individuals,
families, or communities. Thus, when the King of Saudi Arabia decided to select half of the

municipal councils members in the country through elections, it was considered a

1



revolutionary move in Saudi society because it was the first step towards reform, whether it
was an ‘administrative’ reform, as it was called at home, or ‘a shift towards democracy’ as it
can be seen from abroad. But the low turnout for the municipal elections raised many
questions about the effectiveness of the government’s election campaign and drew my
attention to this issue. Thus, I found it interesting to study the goals, strategies and tactics of

the election process to know more about what actually happened in those elections.

Furthermore, municipal elections were the first political experience of its kind and size in an
absolute monarchy, where political parties, political associations or unions are not allowed as
well as the country did not experience such general elections before (Long, 1997, Rugh,
2004).

Municipal elections were to be held in a very religious and conservative society, where some
of its members consider the elections to be a foreign phenomenon not suitable for their
society. Therefore, some of them did not participate because they believed the elections were
incompatible with Islam and were imposed from Western states on many countries, Saudi
Arabia being one of them (Henderson, 2005). Meanwhile, some citizens welcomed the move

as a first step towards democracy and further political reforms in the Kingdom.

Saudi municipal elections took place in a traditional society, where tribal, familial ties and
customs have a more significant impact than any other affiliation (Gazzaz, 2006, Al
Moaither, 2001, Khan, 2005). So as we shall see throughout this thesis, the voices of the tribe
or family played major roles in the victory of some candidates, especially in rural areas
around the country (Al Ghamdi, 2006).

Moreover, the municipal elections outcome sparked a debate inside and outside the country.
Some observers in the West feared that the elections would provide an opportunity for
Islamists to dominate councils in all regions of the country, and endanger any further moves
towards democracy (Gause, 2005, New York Times, 4 April 2005), But others thought that
even in a Muslim country like Saudi Arabia, citizens would choose the candidates they
trusted and who had contributed to society, for example, by working in the voluntary sector

for a long time before the elections.

Also, the municipal election process excluded women from participating. Many Western
observers looked at this factor as one of the drawbacks of the process (Hamzawy, 2005, BBC,

11 October 2004), but the defenders of the government’s decision to exclude women in the

2



first round of the elections felt that although the first experiment might have some
shortcomings, this could benefit the organising committees and give them more experience in
the second round of the elections (4drab News, 2 October 2004). At the same time, the
government approved the participation of women in the second round of the municipal

elections in September 2011 (4/-Quds Al- Arabi, 7 November 2010).

However, despite the high and diverse expectations, the outcome of those elections which
showed a low level of participation among Saudi citizens is the main cause of interest is this
case study. The low turnout in those elections has raised many questions among observers
about the reasons that might have stopped the majority of the Saudi electorate (83 %) from
participating in that political process. As elections are going to be held again in 29 September
2011, I feel that researching the previous elections is timely and very important, as it might
perhaps enable academics, the government and media strategists to learn more from the past

campaign.

This study examines the views and perceptions of many people in the country through semi-
structured interviews and the use of questionnaires. Those questioned were officials and
members of elections committees from the government side and the private sector as well as
journalists, citizens and candidates. The study also looked at the coverage patterns of the
daily press during the elections through a content analysis of four daily national newspapers.
The Saudi Government, citizens, candidates and media have dealt with a unique event that
happened for the first time in the history of the country and it is interesting to see how all of
these four parties treated an event of this size and shape. I would like this thesis to be a
documentation, not only of an important national political event, but as a part of the modern

history of Saudi Arabia.

No doubt there were varied and complex factors that might have prevented the majority of
citizens from participating in the Saudi elections and it will be impossible to study them all in
one research project. Thus, this study examines the political awareness among Saudi citizens,
effectiveness of the elections media campaign and the implementation of the majority of the
candidates’ campaigns as three main reasons that might have contributed to the citizens’

limited participation in municipal elections.

Chapter Two lays down the theoretical framework of this study, which looks at ideal forms of
democracy. Habermas’ concept of the ‘public sphere’ will help towards an understanding of

the formation of democracy in Western society and based on that, an understanding of the
3



ideal democracy, and in that light the Saudi situation will be examined. In contrasting the
theory of the public sphere with political reform in Saudi Arabia, the chapter will try to
answer some important questions. These are: What is the meaning of democracy in Saudi
Arabia? Were there any attempts to establish democracy in the past? What is the shape of
future democratic reform in the country? Why does this process matter to the Saudi
Government and people? Can a democracy be created without the structures that Habermas

deems necessary for creation?

In some ways, perhaps, this study is a test of Habermas’ theory. If a true ‘public sphere’ does
not exist grounded in a society, can the basis for a democracy be imposed? The chapter
argues that democratic reform in Saudi Arabia is required, but imposing ready-made models
incompatible with the Islamic religion or a conservative tribal society might not be successful
in Saudi Arabia. Thus, creating a free Saudi ‘public sphere’, similar to Habermas’ proposal,
would perhaps help define and introduce more reform to the Kingdom. That democratically-
desired reform would undoubtedly have an Islamic frame of reference because Saudi Arabia
is a deeply religious and conservative Muslim society. However, the new wave of democracy
sweeping the Middle East will have a huge influence on the political situation in Saudi
Arabia. As we have seen recently the Youth revolutions forced two presidents (to this date) to
step down: the Tunisian President Zine El Abidine Bin Ali and the Egyptian President Hosni
Mubarak, who spent 23 and 30 years in power, respectively. Also, the sudden revolution in
Libya might succeed in throwing Muammer Gaddafi out of office after 40 years as a leader of
the country. The continuous uprisings in neighbouring countries such as Yemen, Bahrain and
Oman could have enormous political effects on Saudi Arabia and may speed up any political

reform.

Chapter Three examines voters’ apathy towards elections. The argument in this chapter is that
political apathy is the major factor behind the low turnout in many elections. The chapter
examines the meaning, danger and disadvantages of political apathy in national, local and
parliamentary elections in many countries around the world. The chapter also discusses
various factors behind people’s political apathy. These are the nature of the political system
in the country, voters’ personal characteristics, ineffectiveness of the election campaigns,
ineffectiveness of the mass media, as well as the effects of the population size and the

environment. Furthermore, the chapter will draw out the conceptual framework of this



phenomenon from different democratic and non-democratic societies to analyse the Saudi

situation.

Chapter Four explains the research methods used to answer the study questions and the
necessary procedure adopted for collecting the primary data during the fieldwork. A multi-
method approach had been used in this study to accomplish the goals of this research project.
These methods are semi structured interview as a qualitative method with officials
responsible for municipal election campaign strategies and implementation in the government
and private sector, and a sample of the candidates, journalists and the general public. Also
undertaken was a quantitative method using questionnaire techniques to collect data from a
large group of Saudi people, where 1592 completed questionnaires were collected via this
process. Content analysis approach is the third quantitative method that has been used in this
research project. Analysing the coverage of four main Saudi newspapers (4! Jazirah, Al
Watan, Okaz and Al Yaum) for six months from November 2004 to April 2005 resulted in
754 items for analysis that would show how the Saudi print media framed the election
process in their daily coverage. The argument here is that the multi-method approach which
combines quantitative and qualitative methods enriches the research project and allows for
the triangulation of the study findings (Wimmer and Dominick, 2000).

To understand more about the municipal elections campaign, it is important to point out the
uniqueness of Saudi Arabia, and set the scene for the conduct of the elections. Thus, Chapter
Five is going to provide an overview of Saudi Arabia. It discusses the geographical,
historical, social, economic, cultural and political conditions that shaped the emergence of
Saudi Arabia as a modem state. Also, the social structure of Saudi society and how the Saudi
mass media work within it will be examined. Special attention will be given to the role of
Islam and the existence of the two Holy mosques in the political, cultural and social life in
Saudi Arabia. The chapter will give an idea of how Islam, as a religion, has coloured all

aspects of life in the country.

Chapter Six is going to examine the cultural and political background to the Saudi municipal
election process. The chapter is going to reveal how the Saudi Government, citizens and the
media regarded the elections as new phenomenon in the society. It gives a brief history of the
elections, women’s participation in the elections, the Ministry’s of Municipal and Rural
Affairs’ and other ministries’ preparations for the elections, the election media campaign, and

the tactics and programmes of the candidates’ electoral campaigns. This chapter is going to
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show how the local and international media covered that event and its controversial outcome,

as well as the low level of participation among citizens.

The seventh chapter sheds more light on the first factor that might have increased Saudi
citizens’ non-participation in 2005 municipal elections. I argue in the chapter that the lack of
political awareness among a significant proportion of citizens might have decreased their
participation in 2005 municipal elections. By lack of political awareness, I mean those
citizens who were not interested in municipal elections and who did not understand their
importance or conduct. However, non participation for some citizens does not necessarily
mean lack of political interest or knowledge, as will looked at later in this chapter. Thus, this
chapter is going to find answers to some major questions such as: How interested were
citizens in the 2005 municipal elections? Did they register in those elections? If so, did they
vote? What stopped people from voting? And what are the general public’s perceptions of the
elections objectives, strategies, tactics and implementation? This chapter will draw a picture
of the Saudis’ understanding and their participation in the election process based on the
discussion of some sub-variables. These are: interest in the elections, registration in the
elections, discussion with friends, citizens’ reasons not to participation in the elections and

people’s perceptions of the elections conduct.

Chapter Eight examines the effectiveness of the municipal elections media campaign. I argue
that the ineffectiveness of the elections media campaign might have contributed to citizens’
non-participation in elections. The Municipal elections media campaign might have failed to
attract people’s attention to the elections and did not provide sufficient information to them
about the national political process. Also, the effect of the media campaign on citizens’
attitudes towards their participation (registration or voting) in the elections was minimal or
very limited. In other words, the municipal election media campaign failed to create
awareness among Saudi citizens that the municipal election was a part of a political process
that would benefit them and their country. Also, the campaign was not successful in showing
citizens how the elections were relevant to their present and future. Thus, the outcome of the
election showed that Saudi people were driven to the elections by other social powers and

that religious, tribal and familial ties had the upper hands in people’s voting decisions.

The ninth chapter discusses the poor implementation of the Saudi candidates’ electoral
campaigns as the final factor that might have increased citizens’ disengagement towards

municipal elections . I argue in this chapter that the majority of the candidates’ electoral
6



campaigns were ineffective in attracting citizens to vote for those candidates. In other words,
candidates’ promotional campaigns lacked professional implementation and their
programmes, strategies and tactics were not attractive and too similar to each other
(Alkhudairi, 2007(a), Al Dakheel, 2005). This chapter is going to answer these two main
questions: What were the objectives, strategies and tactics of the candidates’ promotional
campaigns? And what were the Saudis’ perceptions of the effectiveness of those campaigns?
To answer these questions, the chapter discusses some sub-variables including: campaign
length, the candidates’ limited access to the mass media, candidates’ promises, and
candidates’ manipulation of the religious factor, as well as the role of the candidates’

characteristics in their wining.

Chapter Ten examines the Saudi print media’s representation of the 2005 municipal elections.
Surface manifest content analysis was used to answer the last question of my research. How
did the Saudi newspapers cover the municipal election process? In other words, how did
newspapers set their agendas during the municipal election process and how did they frame
the municipal election process to the Saudi public? This chapter presents findings from a
systematic analysis of national print media coverage between November 2004 and April 2005
from four national Saudi newspapers. These are Al Jazirah, Al Watan, Okaz and Al Yaum
newspapers. The chapter focuses on five major categories that the print media covered. These
are the newspapers’ representation of the municipal election process, representation of
citizens’ understanding of the election process, the citizens’ political apathy, the candidates’
campaigns and the effectiveness of the municipal elections media campaign. The aim of this
chapter is to investigate the coverage patterns of the newspapers and compare its findings
(triangulation) to the findings of the other two methods (survey and interviews) employed in
this research project. So the findings of this chapter would support or contradict the other
findings and show to what extent the print media managed to set its agenda, if any, during the

municipal elections period.

I argue in this thesis that the lack of political awareness among the majority of Saudi citizens,
the ineffectiveness of the elections media campaign and the primitive conduct of the majority
of candidates’ campaigns might have decreased Saudi citizens’ participation in the 2005
municipal elections. Furthermore, the country experienced the same factors that led to similar
disinterest as in many democratic nations, on top of Saudi Arabia’s own religious, cultural,

social and political characteristics. Thus, more research is needed to explain why such a
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similar result was reached in spite of the fact that supposedly democratic societies and

absolute monarchies are completely different from each other.



CHAPTER TWO

DEMOCRACY AND SAUDI ARABIA



DEMOCRACY AND SAUDI ARABIA

Introduction

Although Saudi Arabia is an absolute monarchy with no political parties and no previous
political representation, the Kingdom had the municipal elections as the first public elections
in its history. It might be true that what happened in the country is not a complete democratic
reform, but as will be discussed in subsequent chapters, the Saudi election process followed
some democratic strategies and tactics adopted by many nations in the developed world.
Thus, looking at what happened in other parts of the world may add more insight to our
understanding and evaluation of the Saudi reform. From this perspective, democracy is a
significant concept and its practices and theories are considered to be the fundamental bases
for this research. This chapter will briefly discuss the history of democracy throughout
Greece, Rome, the French Revolution and the American Revolution to the present time.
Then, three models of democracy will be examined. These are liberal democracy, deliberative
democracy and participatory democracy. The meaning and critics of Habermas’s concept of
the public sphere and its connections with the previous models of democracy as well as its
existence in non-democratic countries will be discussed. Then a brief look at the role of the
mass media in modern democracies will be undertaken. This chapter is also going to discuss
democracy in the Arab world before an analysis of the meaning of democracy, and the recent

and future political situation in Saudi Arabia.

By doing this I will lay down the theoretical framework of this study, which looks at ideal
forms of democracy. Theories of democracy, specifically, Habermas’ concept of the public
sphere, are going to help produce an understanding of the formation of democracy, and based
on that understanding of the ideal democracy, the Saudi situation will be analysed. As stated
in the introduction, it is also important to examine Habermas’ theory if, as suggested earlier,
his theories on the establishment of a public sphere, and the ramifications for democracy are
still seen to be applicable even to a country very dissimilar to the Western countries in which
he based his theory. In contrasting the theory of the public sphere with the political reform in
Saudi Arabia, this chapter will try to answer some important questions. These are: What is
the meaning of democracy in Saudi Arabia? Is there a form of Saudi democracy which has an

Islamic reference? Were there any attempts to establish democracy in the past? What is the
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shape of future democratic reform in the country? And why does this process matter to the

Saudi Government and people?

What is democracy?

Hansen (1999) stated that ‘democracy’ derives from the Greek words ‘demos’ meaning
people and ‘kratos’ meaning power, and is defined as ‘government or the political system in
which the people have the ultimate power of governance’ (p. 1). Dahl (1989) also noted that
the word ‘democracy’ — rule by the people — became the most appropriate name of the new
system during the first half of the fifth century, when ‘the people’ (the demos) had gradually
gained acceptance as the legitimate authority in ruling (Dahl 1989, p. 14).

Touraine (1997) argued that democracy is a necessary form of modern political organisation.
He pointed out: ‘There is indeed no democracy unless the ruled are free to choose their rulers,
but we cannot speak of democracy if the voters’ only choice is between two factions of the
oligarchy, the army, or the state apparatus’ (p. 7). However, O’Loughlin, et al. (1998)
concluded that although democracy may be a word familiar to most people, ‘it is a concept
still misunderstood and misused by dictators, single-party regimes, and military coup leaders

who assert popular support by claiming the mantle of democracy’ (p. 574).

The history of democracy

Having looked at the meaning of democracy, it is essential to shed some light on the history
of democracy. According to Dahl (1989), modern democracy found its roots among the
ancient Greeks and Romans: ‘during the first half of the fifth century, a transition took place
in political ideas and institutions among Greeks and Romans that was comparable to the
historical invention of the wheel or the discovery of the new world. The change reflected a
new understanding of the world and its possibilities’ (p. 13). Held (1996) wrote that the
history of democracy is confusing because it is an active history (p. 3). He stated that modern
democracy has four historical sources: the direct democracy in ancient Greece, the
republicanism of Roman and Italian city-states in the Middle Ages and the Renaissance, the
theory and practice of representative government, and the idea of political equality (ibid. p.
29).

Democracy began as citizen assemblies in small towns and cities where free adult males
could come together to make decisions, it was a ‘democracy of the patriarchs’ (ibid. p. 23). In

Athens, Held wrote, ‘it was the conjunction of the emergence of an economically and military
11

















































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































