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U.S. relationship with Saudi Arabia 

Joseph W. Westphal1 
 

The relationship between the United States and Saudi Arabia has always been complex 
and multifaceted due in part to cultural, religious and strategic perspectives. Why 
perspectives, because this relationship differs when speaking to an average American or 
Saudi citizen, members of government, in the case of the U.S., the Executive or the 
Congress and the business and commercial players on both investment and 
procurement side. In addition, it is not just a bilateral relationship, it also incorporates a 
regional and international dimension as in the case of religion given Saudi Arabia’s King 
as the Custodian of the Two Holy Mosques. It’s size, its wealth and its self-isolation from 
the rest of the world, added to the complexity of maintaining a relationship. All that is 
now changing rapidly creating a disruptive yet consequential impact not only to the 
Middle East but around the world.  
 
According to Gallup polls, in 2002, 27% of Americans had a favorable rating of Saudi 
Arabia and today that favorable rating is 31%, nearly the same as it was after the 9-11 
attack. Whatever the reasons, this is not a good prospect for stable relationship. As a 
representative democracy, these views are reflected in how Congress views the 
relationship and although that is impacted by trade and investment deals, there is little 
resolve to view this as a true partnership. For example, although Congressional 
delegations were supportive of our efforts to strengthen the relationship, when the 
Justice Against Sponsors of Terrorism Act (JASTA) came before Congress in 2016, 
President Obama’s veto was overridden by a vote of 97-1. Therefore, the future of this 
relationship is clearly in the hands of the Executive. Here the view is broader and with 
greater attention to strategic, security and economic impacts.  
 
When I went to Saud Arabia as U.S. Ambassador in 2014, I was determined to do three 
things. First, build trust and confidence on the part of the Saudi leadership knowing that 
there were many difficult issues I would need to address with them. Such issues as 
counterterrorism, human rights, as well as the many issues facing the region in Iraq, 
Syria, Yemen and Iran. I also felt that our relationship needed clarity and purpose. This 
was the Saudi Arabia that had supported the spread of Wahhabism and its radical form 
of Islam around the world. President Obama’s speech in 2009 at Cairo University 
presented for me that clarity and purpose. I believe that the voice of the President, the 
Congress and the American people must be delivered through diplomatic channels and 
thus I needed credibility and access to do that. In addition, it must be a whole of 
government effort and under President Obama, we engaged in the most comprehensive 
and extensive fashion possible. From Secretary Kerry and Deputy Secretary Blinken to  
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our civilian and military leaders to the Intelligence Community, Treasury, Energy 
Defense and Homeland Security, we were deeply engaged in support of the Kingdom’s  
effort to modernize and enhance their security and distance themselves from the radical 
past.  
 
I first met Prince Mohammed bin Salman (MbS) when he was an advisor to his father 
who was then the Crown Prince. I met often with Crown Prince Salman and a friendship 
ensued. I found him to be highly educated, well read and accomplished given what he 
had done in modernizing Riyadh as Governor. In my first meeting with his son 
Mohammed, I found him to be also grasping for knowledge and seeking dialogue as to 
how to move the Kingdom to more open and modern state. Yes, he was young and 
inexperienced, but I soon found out he was a quick study and did not fear change. I knew 
when I first met him that he would be the kind of leader the Kingdom would need to 
push what would be a controversial agenda opposed by more fundamentalist member 
of the society. For example, at our urging he sent the Mutawa, the religious police back 
to their barracks and with our assistance began to look at ways to reform and modernize 
their judicial system. After the death of King Abdullah in 2015, we worked closely with 
both the new Crown Prince, Muhammad bin Nayef (MbN), and the new Deputy Crown 
Prince, Mohammed bin Salman. In 2016, when Prince Mohammed issued his plan for 
modernizing Saudi Arabia, Vision 2030, our government was fully supportive and 
engaged in finding ways to help the plan succeed. 
 
During my time there as Ambassador (2014-17) there was incredible change taking place 
and the United States was fully engaged. They agreed to sign the Paris Climate 
agreement in 2016 and enforced new regulations to prevent private funds from going 
to terrorist organizations. They were immensely helpful in protecting our diplomats and 
our Embassy from terrorist attacks by sharing intelligence. While there was a great deal 
of progress on multiple fronts, there were issues in the horizon looming more and more 
dangerous to our relationship. One was the War in Yemen. While President Obama 
initially supported our efforts to help Saudi Arabia defend its border against Houthi 
attacks from Yemen, Saudi bombing and the desperate humanitarian situation along 
with civilian casualties prompted a hold on certain offensive weapons sales to Saudi 
Arabia towards the end of the Administration’s term. 
 
When I left Saudi Arabia in January of 2017, King Salman asked me to thank President 
Obama for his leadership and friendship. He also asked me to let President Elect Trump’s 
team know that the Kingdom strongly supported a Palestinian State and believed in the 
right of the State of Israel to exist. As he put it, we know that Christianity and Islam both 
emerged from Judaism. I also left realizing the Prince Mohammed was ambitious and 
his power and influence had grown significantly with the support of his father the King.  
 
Trump’s first trip as President was to Saudi Arabia to establish a path for a purely 
transactional relationship. Only it was one sided. We want to sell, and we want you to 
buy. Trumps international policy of not interfering in other countries internal matters  
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meant we want to be good trading partners and we will insure your national security 
with weapons sales in the billions. The President did not appoint an Ambassador until 
April 2019, two years after he was elected. Many senior counselors’ terms required 
movement to other posts and so you had an Embassy without its leader and very good 
but unsupported staff. Many speculated that the substitute ambassador was really Jared  
Kushner, the President’s son-in-law directed to shape a new Middle East Peace Plan.  
 
If our government had truly been interested in good governance, regional stability, 
protecting people’s human rights and building a strong partnership with Saudi Arabia, it 
would have focused on helping its economic transformation and not building up its 
military arsenal. It would have focused on helping the Saudis end the war in Yemen.  
 
The Biden Administration has stated “we’re going to recalibrate our relationship with 
Saudi Arabia.” On February 4, in remarks at the Department of State, President Biden 
stated “We’re also stepping up our diplomacy to end the war in Yemen. This war has to 
end, and to underscore our commitment, we are ending all American support for 
offensive operations in the war in Yemen, including relevant arms sales.” Secretary 
Blinken named Tim Lenderking at a special envoy to the Yemen conflict. Choosing 
someone with great experience in the region and in Saudi Arabia and Yemen (Tim 
Lenderking was my Deputy Chief of Mission while I was Ambassador) is clearly an effort 
to strengthen diplomatic efforts to gain a ceasefire. In one of her press briefings, Press 
Secretary Jen Psaki responded that at some time in the future, the President will call his 
counterpart in Saudi Arabia, King Salman. Apparently, there was speculation as to 
possibly a conversation with MbS. Appropriately, the President, as head of state would 
call his counterpart. When and if this call takes place, there is no doubt that briefing and 
preparing the King for this conversation will be Crown Prince Mohammed. 
 
The likely topics of this conversation will be ending the conflict in Yemen, a frank and 
clear emphasis on human rights in the Kingdom and regional security issues which are 
likely to include Iran and any future effort to renegotiate JCPOA. President Biden must 
be well aware of the contents of the intelligence report on the 2018 killing of journalist 
Jamal Khashoggi and the “recalibration” of the U.S. – Saudi relation will likely include an 
assessment of actions to determine the path forward. 
 
One factor should be clear, the Crown Prince, MbS and the Council of Ministers are 
experienced and know and follow our politics well. They have been anticipating these 
changes and preparing for them. They know that there is no better partner than the 
United States, despite all the issues mentioned earlier. We are a top trading partner, 
most Saudis have studied, traveled and lived in the United States and have a great 
fondness for this country. China, Russia and Europe do not offer the same confidence in 
a future of mutual growth. In addition, with so much of their military training and 
equipment coming from the United States, their ability to defend their borders is 
enhanced by the inoperability of our mutual defense forces which no other country can 
offer. Congress also has an important voice in this relationship. They must confirm an  
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Ambassador and approve future military weapons sales. Most importantly, they are the 
voice of the American people. 
 
Given all the events of the last four years, what can President Biden do now that he has 
had an initial reaction to the Director of National Intelligence report “Assessing the Saudi 
Government’s Role in the Killing of Jamal Khashoggi?” In my view, the President along 
with a very experienced team can continue to set clear boundaries and expectations for 
improving the U.S. – Saudi relationship. These would include such matters as human 
rights including the role of women and religious freedom, ending the war in Yemen and 
support for modernization of government such a judicial reform. The President has 
already stated support for protecting the Kingdom’s sovereignty and can continue to 
work with the Saudis on support for his climate initiatives and their economic 
transformation as well as regional issues related to terrorism and military conflict. 
 
If American’s unfavorable rating of Saudi Arabia has not reduced, it’s because of the 
events of the last four years. This may change as the Biden Administration with its very 
experienced team, its focus on diplomacy, and its efforts to “recalibrate this 
relationship,” a partnership with Saudi Arabia can change for the better.  
 


