
In his 1976 essay entitled 
“A Word for the Sake of Art,” 
Saudi modernist Mohammed 
al-Saleem declared that culture 
“is built on foundations of faith 
and thought,” foundations that 
usually manifest “in the cus-
toms and traditions of nations.”1 
Al-Saleem’s statement re!ects 
the prevailing vision of many 
20th century Saudis, who saw 
the development of a nation-
al art scene rooted in cultural 
heritage as central to forming a 
distinct Saudi identity. Endemic 
poverty and tribal antagonism 
have rendered early attempts 
at de"ning what it meant to be 
“Saudi Arabian” vis-a-vis the na-
tion’s cultural heritage relatively 
unsuccessful. But the discovery 
of oil in 1938 and the enormous 
wealth it generated over the next 
few decades revived discussions 
of Saudi cultural identity as the 
!edgling nation quickly trans-
formed into a regional power. 
Indeed, the “customs and tradi-
tions of nations,” as al-Saleem 
described them, continue to 
inform contemporary debates 
about Saudi cultural heritage, 
especially given the conservative 
Kingdom’s decade-long e#ort 
to destroy certain cultural sites 
within and outside its borders. 
$is paper will explore the po-
litical, religious, and economic 

motivations behind the Saudi 
campaign to eradicate speci"c 
cultural heritage, as well as the 
reaction to this campaign both 
domestically and around the 
globe.

$e sheer scale of Saudi 
Arabia’s damaging campaign 
cannot be understated. Schol-
ars indicate that over the last 
30 years, the Saudi government 
has destroyed more than 90% 
of the old centers of Mecca and 
Medina alone, leveling historic 
sites like the Ottoman-era Ajyad 
Fortress, the house of Khadijah, 
the Prophet’s "rst wife, and the 
tomb of his daughter, Fatima.2 
O%cials have even extended 
the pernicious campaign be-
yond the Kingdom’s borders, 
particularly in Yemen, where, 
as Retrospect Journal describes, 
the Saudi-led bombing cam-
paign against Houthi rebels has 
included the destruction of “Sa-
na’a old town,” “the Great Dam 
of Marib,” “700-year-old Sheikh 
Omar Ali al-Saqa# mosque,” 
“the Dhamar Regional Muse-
um,” and perhaps even “some of 
the oldest surviving fragments 
of the Koran.”3 $e presence of 
both Islamic and pre-Islamic 
heritage sites on the list of de-
structions undercuts the claims 
by some narrow-minded West-
ern critics who cite the cam-

paign as yet another aspect of 
some larger East-West divide. 
Turkey’s staunch criticism of the 
campaign (especially regarding 
the Ajyad Fortress’ demolition) 
as well as that of several Middle 
Eastern NGOs con"rms that the 
West does not hold a monopoly 
on criticism of the Saudi cam-
paign.

Importantly, Saudi Ara-
bia has chosen to preserve and 
build around certain heritage 
sites while erasing other rem-
nants. For example, government 
investment has transformed Di-
riya–the historic home of the 
House of Saud (the ruling family 
for whom the country is named) 
and seat of the "rst Saudi dy-
nasty from 1744 to 1818–into 
a vibrant cultural hub replete 
with museums, entertainment 
venues, and art institutions. $e 
Diriya Gate Project, a $20 bil-
lion investment initiative, seeks 
to juxtapose discovery of the 
nation’s tribal past with a lita-
ny of “world-class golf courses, 
picturesque squares, outdoor 
plazas, and tracks dedicated to 
horse riders.”4 Cast by the Sau-
di government-sponsored Arab 
News as “the place where the 
seeds of the great Kingdom were 
sown,” Diriya’s status as a UN-
ESCO World Heritage Site un-
derscores the in!uence of Saudi 

state-building interests over de-
bates about the country’s cul-
tural heritage–especially as the 
Kingdom looks to attract tour-
ists to its shores with exclusive 
events.5 Ultimately, Diriya’s ele-
vation to a historic site demon-
strates the selective nature of the 
Saudi campaign, one rooted in 
three distinct goals.

$e "rst and foremost ob-
jective–one most o&en cited by 
Saudi o%cials themselves–stems 
from safety and economic con-
cerns. As noted by Saudi curator 
Maha al-Senan, the executive 
director at the Saudi Heritage 
Preservation Society, the Saudi 
government “faces [increasing 
numbers] of Muslims who want 
to perform Hajj every year” in an 
ancient space that simply “does 
not allow for that many people 
to be there,” a reality that neces-
sitates the expansion of existing 
sites.6 $e chaotic crowds–of-
ten reaching millions–have 
caused sporadic injury and fatal 
crowd surges around the Kaaba, 
prompting a wave of Saudi in-
vestment in the renovation and 
expansion of the holy sites. Arab 
News reported in 2002 that Sau-
di Arabia has spent upwards of 
“$18.7 billion on the expansion 
of the Grand Mosque and the 
Prophet’s Mosque” alone, which 
shows the enormous "nancial 
backing behind expansion proj-
ects that would inevitably have 
contributed to the destruction 
of ancient buildings.7 But safety 
concerns alone do not explain 
the scale of the Saudi operation 
in Mecca and Medina. When 

considering, as al-Senan does, 
that “more than thirty or forty 
Islamic countries that want to 
send more people [to perform 
the Hajj] every year”–and the 
fact that the Saudi economy 
heavily relies on its huge but "-
nite oil reserve–Saudi’s econom-
ic interests become clear. Just 
outside the plaza of Kaaba now 
stands a Kentucky Fried Chick-
en–a testament to the prof-
it-driven destruction of ancient 
cultural sites that do not gener-
ate the kind of revenue that lux-
ury hotel complexes like Abraj 
al-Bait do.8

$e development of a uni-
form political, and thus cultur-
al identity represents another 
chief concern of Saudi o%cials. 
Al-Senan points to Saudi’s dis-
parate tribal past as a motivating 
factor behind the preservation 
of speci"c cultural sites at the 
expense of others:

“When [people] talk about 
Egypt, everyone knows that 
there were the pyramids. When 
they talk about Iraq or Meso-
potamia, they know there were 
centuries and centuries of civili-
zations. But really, in Arabia and 
Saudi Arabia we had the birth of 
many civilizations. And we were 
very rich, but we became a poor 
nation and then we lost how to 
preserve what we had.”9

In this sense, the Saudi gov-
ernment’s decision to promote 
new artistic sites at Diriya is an 
e#ort to create a kind of Saudi 
“pyramids,” a national icon be-
hind which its citizens can rally. 
Scholar Loring Danforth further 

argues that the Saudi govern-
ment’s historic discovery and 
subsequent coverup of the Jubail 
church–a monumental archaeo-
logical discovery that con"rms 
a signi"cant Christian presence 
in the past–highlights the politi-
cization of cultural heritage that 
dominates the thinking of Sau-
di o%cialdom.10 Whereas other 
nations in Europe and Asia can 
easily rely on century-old iden-
tities that distinguish their citi-
zens from those of other states, 
the Kingdom’s comparatively re-
cent creation necessitates the de-
velopment of not only a unique, 
but also uniform national iden-
tity.

$e third factor motivating 
Saudi destruction of cultural 
heritage relates to the nation’s 
longstanding ties to Wahhabi 
Islam, an austere, fundamental-
ist version of the faith that de-
cries idolatry and polytheism. 
In 1925, King Abdulaziz leveled 
both the al-Mala Cemetery in 
Mecca and the al-Baqi ceme-
tery in Medina, thus destroying 
what had been enormously sa-
cred sites (containing many of 
the Prophet’s ancestors) to many 
Muslims for centuries. Danforth 
contends that the Saudi govern-
ment opposes historical interest 
in the country’s early Islamic 
past expressly because “early Is-
lamic shrines or tombs could be-
come sites for the worship of "g-
ures other than Allah and in that 
way encourage the practices of 
idolatry and polytheism,” a pos-
sibility that unsettles the coun-
try’s in!uential clerics.11 Indeed, 
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researchers Alasdair Brooks and 
Ruth Young believe that Saudi 
arguments for improving Hajj 
infrastructure in Mecca and 
Medina by revitalizing ancient 
locations o&en intertwine with 
religious concerns, with “sites 
su#ering from the taint of idol-
atry (as de"ned by Wahhabis)” 
usually su#ering the worst fate.12 
As Retrospect Journal explains, 
the fact that the destruction of 
early Islamic heritage extends 
beyond “sites popular with tour-
ists and pilgrims, where the 
need for modern facilities could 
be argued to outweigh the pres-
ervation of historic buildings” 
proves the in!uence of factors 
beyond economic ones.13

$e “Roads of Arabia,” an 
international exhibition spon-
sored by the Saudi government, 
encapsulates the irony of Saudi 
Arabia’s cultural campaign. Ac-
cording to Danforth, the exhi-
bition ironically uses artifacts 
taken from the al-Mala cem-
etery, which was destroyed by 
King Abdulaziz in 1925, to “as-
sert a living continuity between 
contemporary Saudi culture and 
both its pre-Islamic and early 
Islamic pasts.”14 $is reveals the 
comical hypocrisy of the Saudi 
regime, which selectively de-
stroys vestiges of the pre-Saudi 
society that may undermine its 
Wahhabi identity.15 Evidently, a 
portion of the Saudi o%cialdom 
believes that the nomadic soci-
ety that has continually changed 
hands among rival imperial 
powers disrupts the narrative of 
a continuous Saudi nation-state. 
$e clerics’ e#ort to prevent 
domestic tourists from visiting 

the ancient Nabatean site Ma-
dain Saleh “on the grounds that 
such activities pose a threat to 
the absolute monotheism they 
demand” exposes the hypocrisy 
of a Saudi government that casts 
itself as an accepting cultural 
force.16

$e reaction of Saudi art-
ist Abdulnasser Gharem to the 
Kingdom’s restrictive political 
sphere further contextualizes 
the campaign targeting much of 
the country’s early Islamic and 
non-Islamic cultural heritage. 
In Gharem’s view, artistic de-
velopments amongst other Gulf 
nations like “the Museum of Is-
lamic Art in Doha, the Sharjah 
Biennial, Dubai Art Fair, the 
Guggenheim and the Louvre in 
Abu Dhabi” have a#ected indi-
vidual Saudis on a personal lev-
el, moving the cultural heritage 
debate into a larger conversation 
about Saudi art.17

“Lots of Saudis, unfortunate-
ly, focus on the future more than 
they do on the past,” according 
to al-Senan, which leads to the 
destruction of ancient sites in 
favor of the kinds of modern, 
luxury cultural experiences (like 
those in Mecca) that character-
ize other Gulf states.18 Gharem, 
for his part, hopes to bridge 
the Saudi past with the future 
through his wildly popular ar-
tistic critiques. His criticism of 
conservative clerical traditions–
embodied in a recent sculpture 
of a stamp inscribed with the 
words “in accordance with Sha-
ria Law”–re!ects the opinion 
of many Saudis who object to 
Wahhabist intolerance and the 
cultural destruction it precip-

itates.19 $e imprisonment of 
fellow artist and friend Ashraf 
Fayadh for apostasy (accompa-
nied by a one-time punishment 
of “800 lashes”) illustrates the 
tenuous space Gharem occupies, 
with the artist himself intimately 
aware of the inherent dangers of 
his creatively repudiating of the 
Saudi regime.20

Opponents might contend, 
as Saudi o%cials o&en do, that 
the country’s attitude regard-
ing cultural heritage represents 
a continuity from past preser-
vation e#orts rather than a de-
parture. Historian F. E. Peters, 
for example, explains that “ev-
ery Sunni dynasty that rose to 
prominence in the Fertile Cres-
cent professed a lively and at 
times aggressive interest in the 
Arabian holy places,” interest 
which naturally included mone-
tary investment.21 Salah al-Din’s 
Ayyubid ancestors in Egypt, for 
example, “invested heavily in 
their capital in Cairo but were 
no less devoted to the holiest 
place in their empire,” which 
brought not just religious and 
political power, but also “con-
siderable economic pro"t.”22 

Scholars Trinidad Rico and Rim 
Lababidi point out that various 
regimes have altered the Kaa-
ba throughout Islam’s fourteen 
centuries of history, including a 
reconstruction before the early 
Umayyads.23 Given these histor-
ical precedents, are contempo-
rary Saudi attempts to improve 
the Hajj experience with shop-
ping centers and hotels really 
such a departure? Is not the idea 
of “cultural heritage” one that 
began in the West, requiring, in 

anthropologist Lynn Meskell’s 
words, “an attitude toward mate-
rial culture that is also distinctly 
European in origin?”24 Indeed, 
the comparatively muted West-
ern reaction to the destructive 
Saudi campaign (thanks to Sau-
di Arabia’s oil ties to the United 
States) undermines its criticisms 
of cultural destruction else-
where and weakens its o&-tout-
ed role as a third party levying 
all manners of impartial cultural 
judgements. Perhaps the West-
ern artistic and historical com-
munity, in the words of Retro-
spect Journal, only cares “about 
the ‘star’ attractions, big name 
archaeological sites that were 
popularized by western archae-
ologists from the time of the 
Enlightenment”–many of which 
feature prominently in the Brit-
ish Museum.25 Regardless of the 
accuracy of these criticisms, 
western apathy certainly plays 
an important role in justifying 
the destruction of cultural her-
itage by Saudi o%cials.

In actuality, however, the 
Saudi campaign represents 
a pattern of cultural erasure 
unique to the regime and its set 
of localized economic, political, 
and religious motivations. De-
spite recent liberalizations em-
bodied in "gures like Gharem, 
the Kingdom’s conservative 
elements still exert enormous 
in!uence over its artistic and 
cultural scene. Danforth points 
out how the planned Museum of 
Contemporary Islamic Art “has 
never opened because of clerical 
opposition, even though the col-
lection has already been assem-
bled and the building to display 

it has already been built,” while a 
display in the National Museum 
in Riyadh continues to empha-
size “the ignorance and darkness 
that, from a Wahhabi perspec-
tive, [characterizes] everything” 
associated with the Kingdom’s 
pre-Islamic past.26 Perhaps 
Crown Prince Mohammed bin 
Salman’s personal interest in the 
arts will forestall future attempts 
at cultural destruction. But for 
now, Saudi Arabia’s sti!ing at-
tempt to hide its rich pre-Islamic 
past appears likely to continue.

Saudi Arabia’s desire to di-
versify the country’s economy, 
formulate a distinctly Saudi na-
tional identity, and placate reli-
gious fundamentalists have all 
advanced a 30-year campaign 
to selectively destroy cultural 
heritage sites within and outside 
its borders. $is campaign has 
not only jeopardized the study 
of the rich pre-Saudi history 
but also undermined the King-
dom’s aspiration of becoming a 
regional cultural arbiter. Rather 
than emphasizing the local ori-
gins of national culture, as Mo-
hammed al-Saleem’s 1976 essay 
suggests, Saudi o%cials have 
chosen to not only disregard, 
but also eliminate cultural sites 
that con!ict with the Kingdom’s 
strict interpretation of Wahhabi 
Islam. Despite recent liberaliza-
tions owing to its desire to be 
seen as a global artistic hub, Sau-
di Arabia’s targeted destruction 
of heritage sites nevertheless 
constitutes an unmistakable as-
sault on the “faith and thought” 
al-Saleem saw as central to any 
national culture’s enduring leg-
acy.27
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