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ABSTRACT
In the midst of a constantly changing global landscape, the reforms in Saudi Arabia and the
evolving Saudi-US relationship continue to provoke scholarly agitation and stimulate
conflicted debates. This dissertation aims to investigate the interconnected and continuous
nature of reforms in Saudi Arabia, the distinctive leadership style observed in the country,
and the dynamics influencing Saudi-US relations. By examining historical events, societal
trends, and the imperative of survival, this study reveals that the implemented reforms in
Saudi Arabia were part of an ongoing and interrelated process. To achieve this objective,
the research analyzes Mohammed bin Salman's pursuit of power and the Saudi-US
relations within the context of past reforms in Saudi Arabia and the historical trajectory of
the US-Saudi relationship. The theoretical framework employed encompasses Michel
Foucault's theory on power and Pratto's conceptualization of survival needs. The findings
underscore that the regime under the leadership of Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman
has been marked by a constructive vision to propel the Kingdom forward with regard to the
Saudi identity. Furthermore, the study highlights that the Saudi-US relations have been
driven by survival needs and shaped by the inherent characteristics of the American
political system. In conclusion, this research emphasizes the significance of history,
culture, global trends, and survival needs in shaping leadership styles.

Key words: Leadership, power structures, reform, constructive power, survival needs.
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GENERAL INTRODUCTION

Throughout the annals of human civilization, leaders played a paramount role in
shaping the trajectory of history. Their dynamic agency and profound influence left an
indelible imprint upon the collective consciousness of societies. With sagacity and strategic
acumen, these exceptional individuals navigated the treacherous terrain of governance,
orchestrating transformative paradigms and steering nations towards unprecedented
heights. Their resolute decisions, visionary perspectives, and resplendent charisma
galvanized nations, mobilizing the masses to transcend the limitations of the present and

embrace the possibilities of a brighter future.

In this context, reforms in Saudi Arabia attempted to design a brighter future for
the Kingdom. Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman, upon assuming higher monarchical
roles, initiated remarkable political, economic, and social reforms with the aim of elevating
the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia on a global scale. His widely acknowledged Vision 2030
sought to elevate the Saudi Kingdom in all aspects, positioning it as a global power. The
Crown Prince dedicated his efforts to establishing Vision 2030, accelerating the pace of

reform for Saudi Arabia to reach a promising destiny.

The reforms maintained a steadfast focus on reviving the economy by
decreasing reliance on oil through the promotion of investment opportunities and the
unlocking of new sectors, such as tourism. Similarly, the vision centered around upgrading
the Saudi political system, emphasizing credibility, transparency, and meritocracy.
Furthermore, Prince Mohammed introduced a wide range of social reforms aimed at
modernizing the Saudi society while respecting its unique culture and identity. These
reforms achieved significant results, and the Crown Prince’s ambition for further upheavals

was evident.



Arguably, understanding the Saudi history of reforms required a discussion on
the US-Saudi relationship as well. Throughout history, both nations defined each other
through their strategically tied bond in politics and economy. They cooperated to face
global challenges across various domains. During the reign of King Abdulaziz, the
foundations of the economic ties between the nations were established, while the reign of
King Abdullah saw joint efforts in combating terrorism and extremism. Overall, the
nations managed to overcome significant challenges and cooperated to maintain regional

and global economic and security stability.

However, the relationship between the two nations witnessed cracks as a result
of several mutual experiences, including the Second Gulf War, the 9/11 attacks, the murder
of Jamal Khashoggi and more. These events weakened the bond and rendered the ties less
robust, particularly with the arrival of President Joe Biden, whose approach to the
relationship emphasized human rights. Indeed, with each monarchical reign or presidential

administration relations became permeable and subject to constant adjustments.

This research sought to unveil Mohammed bin Salman’s quest for power and
analyze the US-Saudi relations following his appointment. To provide a thorough
understanding of the Crown Prince’s quest, this study would employ Michel Foucault’s
theory on power and power relations as a theoretical lens. As Michel Foucault (1970)
defined it, power was not an entity possessed by individuals or groups, but rather a
relational and discursive phenomenon that permeated social structures and institutions. He
conceived power as a productive force that was dispersed throughout society, shaping and
regulating the behaviors, knowledge, and subjectivities of individuals within specific

historical and social contexts.



Additionally, Felicia Pratto’s conceptualization on the need for power to satisfy
survival needs would be utilized to interpret the driving forces behind the history of
reforms in Saudi Arabia, Mohammed bin Salman’s specific reforms, and the historical and
present dynamics of the US-Saudi relations. These theoretical frameworks served to
address the ambiguities surrounding these complex issues. Pratto et tal (2011) posited that
power was intricately tied to individuals' fundamental survival needs, which were shaped
by evolutionary processes and socio-cultural influences. According to the
conceptualization, power served as a means to fulfill these survival needs, such as safety,
resources, and social connection, and individuals were driven to acquire and maintain
power to secure these necessities. Both lenses shaped the research approach with the data

available.

To end with, the selection of this topic and these theories in specific supported
the area of investigation and provided the insight and motivation to reveal the realities
concerning the situation of the Saudi reforms and the U.S.-Saudi relations. this section
would provide a background to the study through the discussion of the background and
context, followed by the research problem, the research aims, motivation, aims and
objectives of the study, research questions, literature review, research design and

methodology, and the plan of the research.

Statement of the Problem

The Saudi Arabian political landscape, marked by its unique history, cultural
context, and dynamics of governance, was subject to various interpretations and
misrepresentations in the existing literature. The complexity of the Saudi reforms

introduced under the leadership of Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman, as well as the
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evolving US-Saudi relations, necessitated an analysis to uncover the underlying realities

and shed light on the dynamics at play.

Firstly, there was a significant need to address the misperceptions and
stereotypes surrounding the Saudi political system and the reforms initiated by Mohammed
bin Salman. Existing literature often portrayed Saudi Arabia as an authoritarian regime
with a royal family suppressing the population and impeding their basic rights. These
simplistic depictions failed to capture the nuances of Saudi culture, history, and the societal
context within which the reforms were implemented. Therefore, it was crucial to unravel
the complexities of the Saudi structural mechanism of leadership and assess the reforms

introduced by MbS to present a more accurate understanding of the realities involved.

Secondly, the US-Saudi relations had undergone fluctuations and faced
challenges over the years, impacting regional and global stability. While both nations
cooperated historically on various fronts, recent events and policy shifts, such as the
Second Gulf War, the 9/11 attacks, and the murder of Jamal Khashoggi, strained the bond
between them. Moreover, the arrival of President Joe Biden and his emphasis on human
rights in foreign policy introduced new dynamics and uncertainties to the relationship.
Therefore, it was imperative to investigate the basis of the US-Saudi relations during
different reigns, examine the recent conflicts and misunderstandings, and predict the future

trajectory of this crucial alliance.

To address these gaps in the existing literature, this paper aimed to provide an
analysis of Mohammed bin Salman's quest for power, the Saudi reforms, and the evolving
US-Saudi relations. By employing theoretical frameworks such as Michel Foucault's
theory on power and power relations, and Pratto’s conceptualization on the desire for

power to fulfill survival needs, the study sought to reveal the underlying driving forces



Xl

behind these phenomena. By doing so, this research aimed to dispel misunderstandings,
challenge simplified narratives, and contribute to a more nuanced understanding of the

Saudi Arabian mode of governance and the dynamics of the US-Saudi relations.

Motivation

The choice to focus on Mohammed bin Salman's reforms and the US-Saudi
relations stemmed from the remarkable transformations initiated by the Crown Prince in
Saudi Arabia, which garnered global attention and generated extensive discussions. By
examining these reforms, it became possible to shed light on the motivations, objectives,
and implications behind this transformative agenda. Furthermore, understanding the US-
Saudi relations was crucial given the historical cooperation and strategic ties between the
two nations, which faced challenges and uncertainties in recent times. By investigating the
basis and dynamics of this relationship, valuable insights could be gained into the future

trajectory of this critical alliance that shared an influence on the global order.

This research was motivated by the need to dispel misperceptions and
stereotypes surrounding the Saudi reforms initiated by Crown Prince Mohammed bin
Salman, as well as to provide a more accurate understanding of the Saudi structural
mechanism of leadership. As demonstrated earlier, existing literature often portrayed the
Saudi political system as authoritarian and oppressive, failing to consider the cultural and
historical context within which these reforms were implemented. By conducting an
analysis, this study aimed to contribute to the body of knowledge by offering a nuanced

portrayal of the Saudi reforms and their implications on Saudi society.

Additionally, the study was motivated by the significance of the US-Saudi

relations and the recent dynamics that strained this alliance. Understanding the basis of the
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US-Saudi relations during different reigns and investigating the factors influencing recent

conflicts and uncertainties was crucial.

Aims and Objectives of the Study

This study aimed to contribute to the understanding of the Saudi Arabian mode
of governance and the US-Saudi relations by analyzing the reforms and structural
mechanisms in Saudi Arabia, as well as the driving forces behind the relationship with the
United States. The primary aim of this study was to develop an understanding of the Saudi
style of leadership in relation to its history and culture, with a specific focus on
Mohammed bin Salman's role. Additionally, the research aimed to investigate the US-
Saudi relations throughout history, particularly in the context of the current Biden

administration.

To achieve these aims, several objectives would be addressed. Firstly, the study
aimed to establish connections between past and present reforms in Saudi Arabia,
identifying the factors that ensured the stability of the Kingdom despite potential
challenges. This objective sought to provide insights into the historical context of reforms

and the resilience of Saudi Arabia's governance structures.

Secondly, the study aimed to analyze Mohammed bin Salman's regime,
examining the reforms he introduced and the driving forces behind them. By applying
Michel Foucault's theory on power and power relations as a theoretical framework, this
objective sought to provide an understanding of the Crown Prince's quest for power and his

transformative agenda.

Thirdly, the research aimed to investigate the historical context of US-Saudi

relations, examining the basis of the relationship during different reigns. By exploring the
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dynamics between Saudi Arabia and the United States over time, this objective sought to
shed light on the factors that influenced the nature of their relations and the implications

for both countries.

Another objective was to explore the previous social contract in Saudi Arabia
and assess how it evolved under Mohammed bin Salman's leadership. This objective aimed
to provide insights into the societal changes brought about by the Crown Prince's reforms

and the shifting dynamics between the state and its citizens.

Furthermore, the study aimed to evaluate the challenges faced by the Crown
Prince's regime of truth and assess its constructive or destructive nature. By analyzing the
impact and consequences of the reforms introduced by Mohammed bin Salman, this
objective aimed to provide a critical assessment of their outcomes and implications for

Saudi society.

Additionally, the study aimed to analyze the basis of the Saudi-US relation
during the presidencies of Trump and Biden, considering their respective approaches and
implications. By examining the policies and actions of both administrations, this objective
sought to provide insights into the shifting dynamics of the US-Saudi relationship and the

factors driving these changes.

Finally, the research aimed to predict and assess the future of the US-Saudi
relations, taking into account the present state of the relationship and its historical
dynamics. By drawing on the findings from the historical analysis and theoretical
framework, this objective aimed to offer informed predictions and recommendations for

the future of the US-Saudi ties.



XV

To achieve these aims and objectives, the study would utilize a theoretical
framework that included Michel Foucault's theory on power and power relations, as well as
Pratto's conceptualization on the desire for power to fulfill survival needs. These
theoretical lenses would provide a critical perspective and analytical tools to interpret the

driving forces behind the reforms in Saudi Arabia and the US-Saudi relations.

Research Questions

This dissertation sought to provide answers for the following main questions:
What were the reforms introduced in Saudi Arabia since the establishment of modern
Saudi Arabia until the present and what shaped the trajectory of the reform process? And

how were the Saudi-US relations during each reign of the Saudi monarchy?

In order to answer these questions, the study would attempt to answer the
following main questions: What characterized the previous Saudi social contract, and how
did it evolve over time? What characterized Mohammed bin Salman's social contract, and
what were its implications? What were the challenges faced by Mohammed bin Salman'’s
regime of truth? Could the Crown Prince's regime be classified as constructive or
destructive? What were the bases of the Saudi-US relation during the presidency of
Trump? What were the bases of the Saudi-US relation during the presidency of Biden?

How did the future of the Saudi-US relation appear?

Literature Review

The topics of Mohammed bin Salman's leadership and the United States-Saudi
Avrabia relations captured the attention of numerous researchers. Scholars showed great

interest in understanding the reforms initiated under Mohammed bin Salman'’s tenure and
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the dynamics of the US-Saudi relations. However, despite this interest, there was a notable

gap in the examination of these subjects.

The reforms introduced by Mohammed bin Salman were viewed as significant
departures from the progressive history of reforms in Saudi Arabia. Researchers,
particularly those with a Western perspective, saw these reforms as an opportunity for the
Kingdom to align with global standards, especially in terms of human rights. However,
criticisms arose, highlighting concerns about the nation's governance system and the

potential neglect of basic human rights.

David Ottaway (2021) delved into the analysis of the Crown Prince's pursuit of
power in his book Mohammed bin Salman: The Icarus of Saudi Arabia? Ottaway depicted
the Crown Prince's ambition for progress as a double-edged sword, comparing it to a
Trojan Horse that had the potential to undermine his own power. According to Ottaway,
Mohammed bin Salman displayed an unbridled ambition to establish a new futuristic Saudi
kingdom and attain global recognition as a prominent world leader. However, Ottaway
argued that the Crown Prince had already experienced a significant setback due to his
boundless ambition, hubris, and recklessness (Ottaway, 2021, p. 9). Ottaway went on to
suggest that Mohammed bin Salman might face a turbulent and challenging journey, akin
to floundering in a tumultuous sea. Importantly, Ottaway's analysis failed to fully address
the multifaceted pressures surrounding the reform process, including historical imperatives

and the influence of domestic and international affairs.

In his book "MBS: The Rise to Power of Mohammed bin Salman,” Ben Hubbard
(2020) offered valuable insights into the motivations of the young leader. Hubbard
suggested that Mohammed bin Salman aimed to cultivate a distinctive public image, one

that portrayed him as "harder working, more strategic, more willing to shatter traditions,
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and, at times, more brutal than anyone else—a truly Machiavellian prince™ (Hubbard,
2020, p. 277). According to Hubbard, the Crown Prince took calculated risks by
challenging established norms and rules, demonstrating his willingness to break with
tradition. Again, this work failed to address the complex dynamics of rule and governance
in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia. Significantly, it was important to approach studies on the
Saudi royal family with caution. Such works often failed to regard Mohammed bin
Salman's position within a larger system, highlighting the complex dynamics of

governance rather than viewing him as a centralized authority.

In terms of the US-Saudi relations, an extensive body of literature addressed the
Saudi human rights record, predominantly focusing on the accelerated stance taken by the
United States in pressuring Saudi Arabia to improve its human rights practices. However,
many of these papers neglected to consider the intricate political and economic dynamics
that influenced the approach towards the Saudi human rights record, as well as the

evolving foreign policy stance adopted by successive US presidential administrations.

A noteworthy example of such research was the article titled "Ten ways that
Saudi Arabia violates human rights” published by Amnesty International UK (2020). This
article offered readers a glimpse into the human rights violations that occurred within the
Kingdom, including instances of torture as a form of punishment and the restriction of free
speech and human rights organizations. While this article shed light on specific violations,
it often failed to provide a comprehensive analysis of the underlying political and

economic factors that accelerated the American emphasis on human rights in Saudi Arabia.

To gain a more nuanced understanding of the US-Saudi relations and the
complexities surrounding the Saudi human rights record, it seemed crucial to consider the

broader context of political and economic dynamics. This included examining the
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geopolitical interests of the United States, the strategic importance of the Gulf region, and
the changing priorities and foreign policy approaches of each US presidential
administration. By delving into these multifaceted factors, the paper would develop a
clearer understanding of the intricate relationship between the United States and Saudi

Arabia and its impact on human rights considerations.

In this review, it became apparent that both critics and researchers often
approached the reforms in Saudi Arabia and the US-Saudi relations with a limited
perspective, primarily emphasizing present observations without delving into the rich
historical context, major influences, and the underlying survival needs that shaped the

approaches of both entities.

The analysis of reforms in Saudi Arabia often overlooked the historical
trajectory of the nation, neglecting to consider the profound influence of past reforms on
the current landscape. Moreover, the examination tends to disregard the complex interplay
between domestic imperatives, external pressures, and the broader geopolitical
environment that shaped the reform process. By focusing predominantly on present-day
observations, these analyses failed to capture the intricate historical tapestry that sat the

stage for the transformative changes witnessed in Saudi Arabia.

Similarly, when scrutinizing the US-Saudi relations, researchers often
disregarded the historical context and major influences that shaped the dynamics between
these two nations. This limited perspective neglected the crucial role of shared interests,
strategic considerations, and historical alliances that underpinned the relationship over
time. Moreover, researchers tended to overlook the underlying survival needs, such as
energy security and regional stability, that guided the approaches of both Saudi Arabia and

the United States.
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To obtain a more comprehensive understanding, it is imperative for scholars to
expand their purview beyond immediate observations and delve into the historical,
geopolitical, and economic factors that informed the reforms in Saudi Arabia and the US-
Saudi relations. By doing so, researchers could discern the nuanced interplay between
historical imperatives, major influences, and the survival needs that shaped these complex
phenomena. With such an examination an understanding of the reforms in Saudi Arabia

and the multifaceted dynamics of the US-Saudi relations could be attained.

Research Design and Methodology

This research plan adopted a qualitative research design with a primary focus on
utilizing secondary sources to investigate the reforms initiated by Mohammed bin Salman
in Saudi Arabia and the dynamics of the US-Saudi relations. The research design aimed to
conduct an analysis of existing literature, scholarly articles, books, and reports to gain

insights into the research topic.

The primary data collection method for this study was the systematic review and
analysis of existing secondary sources. A literature review would be conducted to identify
and gather relevant scholarly works on the reforms in Saudi Arabia and the US-Saudi
relations. The literature review would encompass historical perspectives, major influences,
theoretical frameworks, and empirical studies. Reputable databases, academic journals,
journalistic papers and other reliable sources would be accessed to ensure a comprehensive

coverage of diverse perspectives.

The collected secondary data would undergo a rigorous analysis using thematic
analysis. This qualitative data analysis method involved identifying common themes,
patterns, and key concepts within the literature. The data will be systematically coded and

categorized to extract meaningful insights and develop a nuanced understanding of the



XX

reforms and the US-Saudi relations. Through this analysis, significant themes and trends

would be identified, enabling a thorough exploration of the research topics.

The chosen research design and methodology were justified based on the
primary use of secondary sources to explore the research topic. By drawing on existing
literature and scholarly works, the study aimed to conduct an analysis of the reforms
initiated by Mohammed bin Salman and the dynamics of the US-Saudi relations. The
reliance on secondary sources allowed for a comprehensive examination of historical
context, major influences, and theoretical frameworks, contributing to a well-rounded

understanding of the research subjects.

Thematic analysis was an appropriate method for analyzing the collected
secondary data. This approach enabled the identification and interpretation of recurring
themes and patterns within the literature, facilitating a nuanced understanding of the
research topics. The systematic nature of thematic analysis ensures that the analysis is

rooted in the data, enhancing the reliability and validity of the findings.

It seemed important to acknowledge the limitations associated with using
secondary data, such as potential biases or gaps in the literature. To address these
limitations, a critical evaluation of the credibility and reliability of the sources will be
conducted. This evaluation will ensure the inclusion of reputable sources that provided
valuable insights to the research. Additionally, the findings would be interpreted and

discussed in light of the limitations, ensuring a balanced and informed analysis.

Overall, the research plan employed a qualitative research design centered on the
use of secondary sources and thematic analysis. The comprehensive analysis of existing
literature aimed to provide valuable insights and contributed to a nuanced understanding of

the reforms in Saudi Arabia and the dynamics of the US-Saudi relations. By utilizing this
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approach, the research aimed to generate meaningful findings and make a valuable

contribution to the existing body of knowledge in the field.

Plan of the Research

To attain the aforementioned aims, this dissertation established a set of
objectives. The primary objective was to apply Foucault’s theory on power and Pratto’s
conceptualization on survival needs. Subsequently, the work would be divided into two
main chapters. The first chapter explored the historical context and theoretical framework.
It provided insights into the history of reforms in Saudi Arabia, the US-Saudi relations
from the reign of King Abdulaziz to King Salman, and the specific focus on Crown Prince
Mohammed bin Salman. The theoretical framework utilized Foucault’s theory and Pratto’s
conceptualization to analyze the quest for power and the driving forces behind the reforms

and relations.

The second chapter delved into an analysis of the historical context, using the
theoretical lenses of Michel Foucault and Felicia Pratto. This analysis explored the
sequence and interrelatedness of the Saudi reforms, the mode of governance, Mohammed
bin Salman’s regime, and the US-Saudi relations during the emergence of the Crown
Prince as the de facto ruler of the Kingdom. Additionally, this chapter investigated the

Saudi power structures at the domestic level.

This study aimed to contribute to a deeper understanding of the Saudi Arabian
mode of governance, the history and culture of Saudi Arabia, and the dynamics of the US-
Saudi relations within the context of the present era under President Joe Biden’s
administration. Through this analysis, this research sought to address the current shortage
of research in this area and provide a more accurate interpretation of the ongoing complex

interactions and dynamics.



CHAPTER ONE

HISTORICAL CONTEXT AND THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

1.The History of Reforms in Saudi Arabia

The history of reforms in Saudi Arabia and the dynamics of US-Saudi relations
provided essential context for understanding the current socio-political landscape of the
nation. This section offered a concise exploration of the historical foundations that shaped
Saudi Arabia, from its early human presence in the Arabian Peninsula to the emergence of
Islam and subsequent Muslim conquests. Furthermore, it highlighted the establishment of
the First and Second Saudi States, followed by the formation of the modern Kingdom of
Saudi Arabia under Abdulaziz. By examining this historical background, this research
aimed to provide insights into the ongoing reforms initiated by Mohammed bin Salman

and the evolving nature of US-Saudi relations.

1.1. Setting the Stage: Glimpses on the Saudi States

The first human presence in the Arabian Peninsula was recorded about 20,000
years ago, where bands of hunters used to hunt animals and gather plants for living.
However, the area faced drastic climate changes after the melt of icebergs during the last
Ice Age in Europe, deserts and heathlands replaced grasslands while wild animals
vanished. Settlers were obliged to move to small islands and mountain valleys to survive as
the attempts to create another system of survival evolved, subsequently, they focused on
the development of agricultural strategies that spread from Mesopotamia to the Nile River
Valley and later the Middle East. The evolvement of agriculture led to other advances such
as pottery, the domestication of animals like horses, camels, and techniques of intensive

farming. Settlements grew, people constructed and learned languages, writing and political



systems that served the gradual formation of what could be labelled ‘civilization’ (The

Embassy of the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, n.d.).

Even during ancient times, the Arabian Peninsula shared the strategic geographical
location and trade preferences that placed it at a beneficial position. The peninsula was
located between the Nile River Valley and Mesopotamia, the previously acclaimed
civilization centers of the ancient world. Trade was one of the valuable skills that enriched
the area, people developed sophisticated trade routes and transported with huge caravans to
trade goods such as almonds, dates, aromatics, and spices. In addition, the peninsula was
safe from political conflicts due to its expanded deserts which formed a barrier for
potential rivals, mainly, people of the area focused on the selling of goods and services
regardless of central powers be it Babylon, Rome, Greece, or Persia (The Embassy of the

Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, n.d.).

One of the most pivotal points in the history of the kingdom was the birth of Islam.
During 610 CE (Common Era), the native son of the commercial center Makka, Prophet
Muhammad Peace Be Upon Him was chosen by Allah (God) to declare the oneness of His
existence universally. Eventually, in 622 CE, the prophet migrated to Madinat Al-Nabi,
previously known as Yathrib after his knowledge of an assassination plan against him.
Therefore, during the next few years the prophet and his followers fought for the
unification of Madinah and other tribes under the Islamic religion where he grew stronger
then entered Makkah peacefully in 628 CE (The Embassy of the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia,

n.d.).

About 100 years later, Muslim conguests and entrances established the Islamic
Empire that extended from Spain to parts of India and China. Trade remained central to the

area while political power shifted to other areas. Pilgrims initiated frequent visits to the



peninsula whilst few of them settled in the Two Holly Cities of Makkah and Madinah. The
pilgrims eased cultural exchanges and ideas between Arabs and Muslims, they
strengthened the bond of common values. In addition, the Arabic language added its
unique touch to the peninsula’s culture, the language became a pioneering tool for Arab
and Muslim scholars who built the ground of modern sciences, such as medicine,
astronomy, and philosophy during the Muslim ‘Golden Age.” Until the 17th century, the
Islamic Empire shattered into small kingdoms provided that the Arabian Peninsula
remained the spiritual core of the Islamic world (The Embassy of the Kingdom of Saudi

Arabia, n.d.

1.2.The First Saudi State

In the early 18th century, a Muslim scholar and reformer, Shaikh Muhammad bin
Abdul Wahhab, presented his case for a return to the original form of Islam. Nevertheless,
local religious scholars and leaders opposed Shaikh's proposition, viewing it as a threat to
their authority. Muhammad bin Saud, the ruler of Diriyah, a modest settlement in Najd,
home to fewer than seventy households of merchants, farmers, artisans, and religious
scholars, provided protection to the Shaikh and embraced his mission. Under these
circumstances, bin Saud and bin Abdul Wahhab reached an agreement to revive the
authentic teachings of Islam, marking the inception of the First Saudi State in 1727.
Geographical expansion commenced, and by 1788, the state had gained control over Najd.
By the early 19th century, the ruler had extended his influence across most of the Arabian
Peninsula, including Makkah and Madinah. Regrettably, the Ottomans, who were part of
the Ottoman Empire, grew wary of the Saudi expansion. Consequently, they directed their
attention to the western region of Arabia and laid siege to Diriyah in an attempt to contain
Saudi influence and restrict their expansion (The Embassy of the Kingdom of Saudi

Arabia, n.d.).



1.3.The Second Saudi State

The Al-Saud family regained control of central Arabia in 1824 with the rule of
Turki bin Abdullah Al-Saud and his son Faisal, the ruler moved his capital to Riyadh and
established the Second Saudi State. He dedicated eleven years of his lifetime to return the
rest of the lands from the Ottoman rule and to assure prosperity for his people. Turki
worked on the flourishment of agriculture and trade while the population enjoyed a decent
time of comfort and peace. In 1865, the Ottoman Empire sought to expand its rule from the
Middle East to the Arabian Peninsula, as a result, the Empire controlled parts of the state
ruled by Faisal’s son Abdulrahman. With the help of Al-Rashid family (The Rasheed
dynasty settled in the Arabian Peninsula between 1836 and 1921), pressures forced
Abdulrahman bin Faisal Al-Saud to surrender in 1891. Subsequently, the Bedouin tribes
provided shelter for the ruler in the desert of eastern Arabia, later on, they settled in Kuwait

until 1902 (The Embassy of the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, n.d.).

1.4.Saudi Arabia: the Modern Kingdom

Abdulrahman’s son, Abdulaziz planned to regain the rule of Saudi Arabia from Al-
Rashid family. In 1902, young Abdulaziz, with the help of forty men, wielded an attack on
the military post, known as the Masmak Fortress, in Riyadh (Kishk, 1981). Later, in May
1902, Abdulaziz’s father arrived in Riyadh to confirm his son’s positioning as the ruler of
the town (Al- Rasheed, 2010). This crucial event marked the initial formation of Modern
Saudi Arabia. Abdulaziz reclaimed Riyadh, Hijaz, Makkah, and Madinah between 1924
and 1925 (Troeller, 1976). At the same time, he worked on the unification of antagonistic
tribes into one nation. On the twenty third of September 1932 the country was named the
kingdom of Saudi Arabia with Arabic as its national language and the Holly Qur’an as itS

constitution (The Embassy of the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, n.d.).



2.Tracking Reform Attempts in Modern Saudi Arabia

The history of reforms in modern Saudi Arabia held significant importance in
comprehending the current socio-political landscape of the nation. This part provided an
overview of key reform attempts throughout different reigns, offering insights into the
political, economic, social, and international developments that shaped the Kingdom of

Saudi Arabia.

The first section focused on the era of King Abdulaziz, the founding father of Saudi
Arabia, who dedicated his life to liberating and unifying the nation. From 1932 to 1953,
King Abdulaziz's leadership brought about substantial advancements in various aspects of

the kingdom, laying the foundation for its future growth and development.

The subsequent sections delved into the reigns of King Saud, King Faisal, King
Khalid, King Fahd, King Abdullah, King Salman, and Crown Prince Mohammed bin
Salman. Each monarch's rule brought its own set of challenges and opportunities, shaping
the trajectory of reforms in Saudi Arabia. From efforts in modernization and economic
diversification to social reforms and foreign policy engagements, their contributions had

lasting impacts on the nation's development.

Furthermore, this part explored the dynamics of the Saudi-U.S. relationship during
the administrations of Donald Trump and Joe Biden. It analyzed the efforts made to
strengthen bilateral ties, the challenges faced, and the subsequent recalibration of the
relationship, particularly in light of human rights concerns, regional stability, and

economic relations.

By examining the historical context of reforms in Saudi Arabia, this part sought to

provide an understanding of the nation's journey towards transformation. It aimed to shed



light on the initiatives undertaken by each monarch and the broader socio-political

circumstances that influenced their decision-making.

2.1. King Abdulaziz: The Founding Father 1932-1953

The founding father and “the desert warrior who created the modern Kingdom of
Saudi Arabia,” Abdulaziz bin Abdulrahman Al-Saud, was born in January 1876 in the
capital city of Riyadh. He fought for the liberation and unification of Saudi Arabia,
considering it his primary goal. At the age of fifteen, the ambitious young man witnessed
the Ottoman-Rashidi attack on his homeland. In response, he and his family settled in
Kuwait for more than twenty years, during which his desire to free Arabia grew (Darlow &

Bray, 2010).

As mentioned earlier, starting from 1901, Abdulaziz planned for gradual invasions
to return the Saudi territories from the Ottoman-supported Al Rashidi establishment and
restore the name of the Al-Saud family. However, without the support of the British, the
mutawwa’a, and the Ikhwan the establishment of the Saudi state would become harder to
achieve (Al-Rasheed, 2010). When the First World War began, political dynamics shifted
to the side of 1bn Saud, the British interest to end the Ottoman rule drove it to look for
allies in the area of Najd (Al-Rasheed, 1991). As a result, Ibn Saud signed the Anglo-Saudi
Treaty in 1915, in which the British government acknowledged Abdulaziz’s territorial
ownership of Najd, Hasa, Qatif, Jubayl, and others minor areas, also, Britain provided
protection for the area against potential attacks, granted monthly financial support and
provided Ibn Saud with arms. In exchange, Ibn Saud was not allowed to maintain ties with
other nations nor aggress or interfere in the affairs of the nations who signed protection

treaties with Britain (Troeller, 1976).



With Britain's determination to bring an end to Ottoman rule, the power of the
Rashidi family weakened. In 1921, Ibn Saud succeeded in capturing Hail, followed by the
capture of Hijaz in 1925 (Troeller, 1976). Troeller (1976) asserted that one of the reasons
Abdulaziz decided to incorporate Hijaz was the financial situation in his realm. When
Britain ceased providing financial aid to Saudi Arabia in 1924, the potential income from
pilgrimage taxes and custom duties in Jeddah appeared enticing to lbn Saud. Upon
capturing Jeddah, Hijaz, and Madina by the close of 1925, he proclaimed himself the King
of Hijaz and gained recognition from major powers such as the USSR, France, Great

Britain, and the Netherlands (Troeller, 1976).

As Al-Rasheed (2010) contended, "Britain played a pivotal role in Ibn Sa'ud's
expansion into Hail and Hijaz. Its subsidies, ammunition, and weaponry disrupted the
balance of power between Ibn Sa'ud and 1bn Rashid" (p. 44). Indeed, without British
support and their earlier victory over the Ottomans, Abdulaziz might not have been able to
overcome the Rashidi rule, which was the Kingdom's most formidable rival in the region.
In November 1925, the British government sought to delineate the frontiers between
Abdulaziz and his northern neighbors through the signing of the Bahra and Hadda

Agreements (Troeller, 1976).

Another factor that contributed to Ibn Saud’s expansion was the support of the
mutawwa’a of Najd. As Al-Rasheed (2010) defined them “A mutawwa’ was a volunteer
who enforced obedience to Islam and performance of its rituals,” meaning, a religious
volunteer who taught and applied Hanbali jurisprudence (p, 47). The solidarity of the
mutawwa’s members survived for a long time as they shared the same religious affiliation
and tribal belonging, in fact, the majority of the mutawwa’a belonged to the oasis of Najd
and were highly influenced by the teachings of the radical reformer Muhammad bin

Abdulwahhab since the eighteenth century (Al-Juhany, 1983).



From 1902 until 1932, these members were vital for the process of state formation.
Their method of ‘discipline and punishment” succeeded in joining a large range of tribes to
the Arabian land and helped to behave and organize society under united beliefs (Al-
Rasheed, 2010). When it came to religious structures, Ibn Saud’s conceptual framework
was built as follows, the mutawwa’a and religious specialists considered Abdulaziz their
political and military leader while he championed in the application of Islamic teachings
and rituals (Al-Azmeh, 1993). The mutawwa’a focused on the spread of obedience and
submission for both God and the ruler, the payment of zakat, jihad, and the application of
physical punishment if needed. While religious specialists or shaykhs maintained the
spread of prayer, fasting, jihad and zakat, both cultivated a method of discipline and
punishment which formed the core of the Saudi religious police or the Committee for the

Propagation of Virtue and Prohibition of Vice (Al-Rasheed, 2010).

The mutawwa’a, religious enforcers, exhibited exceptional performance, prompting
Ibn Saud to grant them formal salaries and show them respect (Helms, 1981). Even for Ibn
Saud, the ruler, the mutawwa’a's authority was not an exception. When the ruler donned a
lengthy shirt, he was obliged to trim it in accordance with the precise requirements of
sharia law. More precisely, the practical application of sharia occurred when the
mutawwa’a trimmed the ruler's shirt while he was wearing it, ensuring the appropriate
length. In reality, Ibn Saud's legitimacy was intricately connected to his recognition and

implementation of sharia law (Almana, 1980).

As for the IKhwan, they were composed of Bedouins who embraced the Hanbali
school and the religious doctrine of the reformer Abdulwahhab through interactions with
religious missionaries and the receipt of material support from Ibn Saud (Habib, 1978).
Their military training was overseen by the mutawwa’a, and they were conditioned to

adapt to a settled lifestyle (Abd Al-Aziz, 1993). Ibn Saud's hold on power was consistently



under the threat of tribal uprisings. The Ikhwan, functioning as a 'force of conquest," made
vigorous efforts to subdue these groups while striving to disseminate and uphold the
authentic teachings of the Hanbali school. In recognition of their contributions, they

received material support from Ibn Saud (Habib, 1978).

The Ikhwan approached and interpreted the religious teachings imparted by the
mutawwa’a quite literally. The key distinction between the mutawwa’a and the Ikhwan lay
in the fact that the Ikhwan employed physical coercion, whereas the mutawwa’a relied on
psychological influence. According to Madawi al-Rasheed (2010), both groups were

involved in what she termed a 'system of terror' (p. 59).

However, the alliance did not end as planned where Ibn Saud managed to set the
bedrock for the Saudi leadership dynamics for times to come. After the capture of Hijaz in
1926, Ibn Saud’s power and foreign recognition grew remarkably especially after he was
labelled by religious specialists as the king of Hijaz and Sultan of Najd. Internal entities
began to question the ruler’s expansion and their conflicting perception of Ibn Saud’s rule
forged an inevitable conflict between Ibn Saud, religious and tribal leaders came to the

surface. For this issue, Al-Rasheed (2010) noted:

“Ibn Saud himself thought of it as ‘restoring his ancestors’ glory and
domination over most provinces of the Arabia peninsula’. His mutawwa’a
perceived it as an expansion of the boundaries of the Muslim umma, faithful to the
principles of shari’a, under the auspices of an imam, the guardian of the Islamic

legacy and prosecutor of their will.” (P, 63)

In essence, Ibn Saud aimed to reclaim the former glory and authority held by his
forefathers over a large portion of the Arabian Peninsula, while the mutawwa’a saw their

efforts as expanding the influence of the Muslim community in accordance with shari’a,
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guided by an imam who safeguarded Islamic traditions and upheld their objectives. 1bn
Saud’s ultimate aspiration was to centralize power around his authority while the tribal
leaders expected to acquire moykre power and formal recognition as Ibn Saud elevated on
a territorial level. Similarly, the Ikhwan expected to remain legitimate contributors to the

present realm (Kostiner, 1985).

These contradictory perceptions resulted in the Ikhwan rebellion after the capture
of Hijaz. The Ikhwan leaders held a meeting were they evaluated and criticized lbn Saud
over his ties with Britain, the nature of kingship and taxes in relation to shari’a, his lavish
lifestyle and successive marriages, the expansion of jihadism and other issues (Shamiyyah,
1986). In response, Ibn Saud held a conference where he requested the transfer of these
issues to the religious specialists of Riyadh (1927), these shaykhs framed the concerns of
Ikhwan in relations to Islamic teachings, and most vitally, the specialists demonstrated that
Ibn Saud had the authority on the issues of jihad and taxes to decide these matters as long

as they did not oppose with Islamic teachings (Al-Rasheed, 2010).

The Ikhwan refused the shaykhs’ formal fatwa and proceeded their oppositional
quest against Ibn Saud. Surprisingly, the ruler sent letters over Najd to announce his
abdication in 1928. After hearing this announcement, a range of Najdi tribal leaders,
religious specialists and notables gathered in Riyadh to support Ibn Saud. Eventually, the
ruler made a speech where he highlighted his achievements and contributions to the
present state of the land, the notable conquer of Riyadh, his economic and religious
accomplishments, the Bedouin traditions, and the distinction between the leader and his
people, for according to the Wahhabi creed, Muslim communities are required to submit to
their leader. Ibn Saud concluded to the attendants for if they were not satisfied with his
mode of governance they were allowed to choose another member of his family to rule the

Arabia (Al-Zirkili, 1972).
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The ruler’s pioneering speech demarcated the role of each power structure within
the Kingdom and especially on the religious sphere for the long term. The religious
specialists announced that the Ikhwan’s rebellion must be fought until they would submit
to the rule of Ibn Saud. Since 1928, the role of shaykhs was centered around matters of
technological innovation and religious rituals while the mutawwa’a were responsible for
containing the public realm. Indeed, the last conference framed the role of religion and

primacy of politics (Vassiliev, 1998).

Ibn Saud determined to curb the Ikhwan, worried they would expand within Kuwait
and Iraq, both Britain and Ibn Saud cooperated to end the Ikhwan rebellion (1929). In
1930, Britain captured the Ikhwan leaders who escaped to Kuwait and handed them to Ibn
Saud, and the latter imprisoned them (Leatherdale, 1983). This event signaled that Ibn
Saud shared different goals from that of the Ikhwan, while the Ikhwan aspired for
expansion in the name of Islam, Ibn Saud aspired to expand in the name of the Saud
family, where the Ikhwan according to the latter proved to be an instrument (Al-Rasheed,
2010). An instrument that became problematic in the near future and for generations to

come.

Also, this event marked the end of the ‘holly alliance’ between Ibn Saud, the
mutawwa’a, and the Ikhwan. For Ibn Saud ceased from territorial expansion after he
reached restricted borders of earlier treaties he signed with Britain and its protectorates.
Unaware of established grounds, the Ikhwan continued to wage rebellions in their quest of

expansion, in this regard Madawi al-Rasheed (2010) clarified:

“The Ikhwan rebels had made the serious mistake of not recognizing the

political realities of the new situation. Driven by political ambition and religious
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zeal, they continued to raid tribal groups and towns in the north in areas where Ibn

Sa’ud had no authority or claim recognized by Britain.” (P, 67)

Driven by political ambition and religious fervor, the Ikhwan rebels conducted raids in
northern areas where Ibn Saud had no recognized authority under any formal recognition,
overlooking the political realities of the situation. Therefore, After the restriction of the
religious atmosphere, Ibn Saud declared the territory under his rule to be the Kingdom of
Saudi Arabia in September 1932, where he confirmed the establishment of a sole state

under his authority and rule (Leatherdale, 1983).

When the mission of the mutawwa’a and the Ikhwan was completed, Ibn Saud
needed other strategies to finalize his authority and curb potential threats through the
elimination of his paternal side from the throne and the creation of his own line of descent.
In 1908, Ibn Saud’s paternal cousins and half-brothers allied with their maternal side the
Ajman tribe to perform a rebellion against Abdulaziz in the eastern province. Not until a
range of military campaigns and marriages that the problem was solved. Saud bin
Abdulaziz al Saud, Ibn Saud’s rebellious paternal cousin, married Ibn Saud’s sister Nura,
and Muhammad, Saud bin Abdulaziz’s brother married Munira another sister of Ibn Saud
(Al-Qahtani, 1988). Evidently, Ibn Saud managed to end potential threats from the side his

paternal cousins.

As for his brothers and half-brothers, Ibn Saud had several, including Saad,
Abdullah, Ahmed, Muhammad, Saud, Ahmed, Musaid, and Abd al-Mohsin (Hamza,
1936). Among these, Saad was Ibn Saud's only full brother, who met his end on the
battlefield in Hijaz. Subsequently, Ibn Saud married Saad's widow, Jawhara bint al Sudayri

(al-Rasheed, 2010).
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Among his main rival half-brothers, Abdullah was a commander in the Hijazi
conquest and contributed to quelling the Ikhwan rebellion. However, he was later
marginalized from positions of authority, becoming a 'symbolic figure." Muhammad, on the
other hand, participated in military campaigns against the Rashidi emirate in 1921 and,
between 1933 and 1943, mounted a challenge to Ibn Saud's rule by promoting his son
Khalid as an alternative to Ibn Saud's son Saud (Hamza, 1936). Following the appointment
of Saud, Muhammad and his son harbored hostile sentiments toward 1bn Saud and settled
in Makkah. Khalid's demise in 1938 under mysterious circumstances, along with
Muhammad's death in 1943, raised questions (Bligh, 1984). Evidently, Ibn Saud pursued

measures to restrict royal succession to his own lineage actively and intentionally.

In this process, Ibn Saud indulged in the creation of his own royal lineage through
an active strategy of polygamy and concubinage. And whether intentionally or
unintentionally, this line aimed to foster the social hierarchy of the kingdom and maintain
alliances with powerful social structures ranging from famous tribal groups, the sedentary
nobility, and the religious elite. It was recorded that the king married twenty-two wives and
although some marriages were not of vitality nor recorded historically it was important to

highlight those with social and political significance (Al-Rasheed, 2010).

Earlier in Kuwait, Abdulaziz married from the well-known Banu Khalid tribe to
Wadha bint Urayir who gave birth to the future King Saud. After the capture of Riyadh,
Abdulaziz married from the religiously established Al Shaykh family to Tarfa bint
Abdullah who gave birth to the future King Faysal, this marriage was considered one of the
most strategic marriages that intended to cement alliance with the Saudi religious structure.
And another series of marriages from the Kingdom’s greatest rival back then, the Rashidis
after its decline. By 1953, Abdulaziz had forty-three sons and fifty daughters (Al-Rasheed,

2010).
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Similarly, even Ibn Saud’s daughters were married within the house of Saud and to
potential rivals as well for the same intentions. These marriages were considered a political
strategy to strengthen and affix ties with the varying Saudi structures, as Al-Rasheed

(2010) put it:

The King’s marriages could only be seen in terms of a general policy to
subordinate the Arabian population through a systematic appropriation of its most
cherished and valued members, women. Marriages were part of a political strategy
to dominate and control in a country where as yet there were very few resources to

achieve this objective. (Pp,76)

Meaning, the marriages undertaken by the King were not mere personal unions. Instead,
they were integral to a broader political strategy. The objective was to exert control and
dominance over the Arabian population by strategically incorporating highly esteemed

individuals, particularly women, into the royal family.

This approach was especially significant in a context where the available resources
for achieving such control were limited. In essence, these marriages were a means of
political maneuvering, enabling the King to assert his authority in a region with few
alternative avenues to exert influence. Indeed, whether intentionally or unintentionally
these marriages managed to create deep alliances which in return resulted in a dependence
to the house of Saud, especially that these unions occurred when the tribes where in a time

of decline and subordination.

After the unification of Saudi Arabia, King Abdulaziz focused on the formalization
of the legal system. He implemented legal and judicial reforms, including the appointment
of qualified judges, the establishment of Sharia courts in major cities, and the adoption of

Sharia law as the cornerstone of the kingdom's legal dynamics. Abdulaziz aimed to
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improve access to justice and sought alignment with the international legal system (Al-

Zirkili, 1972).

Economically, the state aimed to diversify the Saudi economy beyond nomadic
skills and agriculture by promoting the prosperity of the oil industry. The exploration of oil
resources led to the establishment of the Arabian American Oil Company (ARAMCO) in
1933 through a Concession Agreement signed between Saudi Arabia and the Standard Oil
Company of California (CASOC) (Aramco, n.d.). This cooperative endeavor revitalized
Saudi Arabia's prominence and generated remarkable revenues to accelerate
modernization. The kingdom embarked on infrastructure development, initiating
unprecedented projects for transportation improvement, communication enhancement, the
construction of bridges and ports to facilitate trade and travel, as well as the introduction of
modern technology and healthcare. The newfound petroleum wealth brought about a

radical transformation for the kingdom (Al-Zirkili, 1972).

King Abdulaziz placed great emphasis on formal educational reforms. He
established the first modern schools in the Kingdom and established educational
institutions across Saudi Arabia, with a particular focus on religious teachings. The pursuit
of modernization also encompassed social reforms and human rights, with efforts made to
abolish certain traditional practices that contradicted Islamic values. These included
initiatives to improve women's rights, denounce repressive attitudes towards women,
impose regulations on polygamy and forced marriages, and promote education (Al-Zirkili,

1972).

Internationally, King Abdulaziz maintained pragmatic ties with different nations to
preserve peace and stability in the region. He sought external alliances with major powers

to protect Saudi Arabia from potential threats. The ruler signed security and territorial
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recognition agreements with Britain (the Treaty of Darin, The Darin Pact 1915), which
proved instrumental in defeating rivals. The United States of America became another key
partner due to shared economic and strategic interests (Al Rasheed, 2010, Reidel, 2017,

Bray & Darlow, 2012).

The relationship between the United States and Saudi Arabia began to flourish
during the Second World War. The United States aimed to secure access to Saudi Arabia's
oil resources, while King Abdulaziz sought allies to help him consolidate his power and
safeguard his kingdom. By the conclusion of the Second World War in February 1945,
King Abdulaziz held a confidential meeting with President Franklin D. Roosevelt on board
the USS Quincy in Egypt. During this meeting, Roosevelt had multiple objectives,
including securing King Abdulaziz's approval of the new post-war political order. Of
utmost importance was the negotiation of American security in exchange for access to oil,
a vital necessity for post-war global energy needs, and Saudi political support to maintain

stability in the Middle East (Riedel, 2017).

In return, King Abdulaziz had in mind the financial benefits that could arise from
granting Americans access to Saudi oil. During a period marked by the Great Depression,
the war, and declining Saudi-British relations, the potential wealth from oil resources
appeared promising. Beyond economic considerations, the kingdom's security was under
threat in a region often described as a 'rough neighborhood' (p. 4). Various actors,
including the Hashemite, Yemen, and Britain, had their sights on Saudi oil, posing a
security risk to the Kingdom. In light of these concerns, both leaders agreed to uphold
peace and security in the region. The United States provided security guarantees to the
Kingdom, and in return, Saudi Arabia ensured American access to its oil resources (Riedel,

2017)
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Concretely, the United States was authorized to use the Dhahran air base for
operations in the Middle East, U.S. oil companies began to operate in the Kingdom while
ago, and two weeks after the meeting, Saudi Arabia declared war on Imperial Japan and
Nazi Germany, a declaration that secured the kingdom a seat in the United Nations (Riedel,
2017). Since the leaders established personal connections and reached useful conclusions
during the meeting. Roosevelt highlighted the issue of the Jews, the future of Europe’s
Jewish survivors of the Holocaust and the question of a Jewish homeland in Palestine. 1bn

Saud declined firmly and demonstrated that instead they should:

“make the enemy and the oppressor pay; that is how we Arabs wage war.
Amends should be made by the criminal, not by the innocent bystander. What
injury have the Arabs done to the Jews of Europe? It is the Christian Germans who

stole their homes and lives. Let the Germans pay.” (Lippman, 2005, p. 8)

Abdulaziz’s firm answer pointed his determination to the Jewish matter, for him, the Arab
world was not part of the conflict nor would it be included for there were other players
who should solve the problem. Franklin respected Ibn Saud’s standpoint and argued that
his government would “make no change in its basic policy in Palestine without full and

prior consultation with both Jews and Arabs.” (Lippman, 2005, p. 9)

The leaders discussed other issues like the French colonization in the Middle East
and by the end of a promised meeting that lasted five hours they exchanged gifts (Riedel,
2017). Franklin Roosevelt’s impression on the king was remarkably unique, in a discussion
with his special adviser Bernard Baruch, he said that “among all the men that I had to deal
with during my lifetime, 1 have met no one than this Arab monarch from whom I could

extricate so little: the man has an iron will” (Kechichian, 2008, p. 46).



18

After Ibn Saud’s meeting with president Franklin D. Roosevelt, the Saudi king
went to meet the British prime minister Winston Churchill in Cairo, Egypt which shared
less fruitful outcomes. Churchill exerted pressure on Ibn Saud to promote for a Jewish state
in Palestine. He evidenced that the nations were allies for twenty years and the British
kingdom provided subsidies for Saudi Arabia during these years, in return, Saudi Arabia
ought to help in the situation of the Jewish. Again, Ibn Saud refused for he shared Islamic
and Arab sentiments that were against the establishment of a Jewish state in Palestine
(Riedel, 2017). Ibn Saud asserted that the support of Zionism would “bring bloodshed” and

“widespread disorder” in the Arab world (Lippman, 2005, p. 11).

When the meeting with Churchill ended, on board of the American destroyer USS

Murphy, Ibn Saud told the American consul to Saudi Arabia Colonel William Eddy that:

he was struck by “the contrast between the President and Mr. Churchill. Mr.
Churchill speaks deviously, evades understanding and changes the subject to avoid
commitment, forcing me repeatedly to bring him back to the point. The President
seeks understanding in conversations, his effort is to make the two minds meet, to
dispel darkness and shed light upon this issue.” He continued, “I have never met the
equal of the President in character, wisdom and gentility.” (Lippman, 2005, pp. 10-

11)

Indeed, the American pragmatism proved to be influential especially that Roosevelt
regarded the preservation of the interests of both parties. Unlike Churchill, who was
occupied by his Imperial and Victorian ideals which were irrelevant to Ibn Saud strategic
interests, ranging from his kingdom’s interests to the Arab and Islamic interests as a whole.
Eventually, these meetings resulted in the transfer of the Arabian Peninsula from an

English preserve to an intimate ally of the U.S.
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However, although the historical meeting signed the beginning of a fruitful relation
for both nations. Bruce Riedel (2017) highlighted the fundamental differences these
nations come to inhibit, between an absolute monarchy and a vibrant democracy, religious
devotion and religious freedom, restricted expression and free speech on the other side,

fundamental paradoxes that rendered it an “uneasy partnership” for times to come.

King Abdulaziz became a symbol of authenticity for the Saudi identity.
Throughout history, Saudis regarded him as an ideal figure, considering his character traits,
such as bravery, pragmatism, resistance, and determination to uphold Saudi dignity and
prosperity, as the primary reference for an ideal Saudi ruler. To this day, Saudis consider
him the "visionary leader who transformed a band of brothers into a mighty nation of great

wealth, prosperity, and ambition” (The House of Saud, n.d.).

2.2. King Saud: The Tactless Ruler 1953-1964

Saud bin Abdulaziz Al Saud, the second son of the founding father, was born in
January 1902 in Kuwait City. During his upbringing, he received an early education on the
pillars of Islam from Sheikh Abdul Rahman Mufaireej and accompanied his father to
political meetings to cultivate the essense of the Saudi political character for his future role

(King Saud bin Abdulaziz, n.d.).

At the age of thirteen, Saud led a delegation to Qatar and participated in eight wars
before his eventual ascension to the throne. These conflicts included the Grab War, Yabet
War, Truba, Alkuras, Hail, Alhijaz, Almahmal, and the Ikhwan Revolt. Following the
death of his elder brother Prince Turki in 1919, Saud became his father's designated
successor. He represented the king in neighboring countries and governed the Najd area

under his father’s supervision. In 1933, his father appointed him as Crown Prince, and
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upon his father's death in 1953, Saud assumed the throne with a vision for future reforms

(King Saud bin Abdulaziz, n.d.).

During his reign, King Saud continued his father's legacy of focusing on
modernization, with a particular emphasis on the formalization of the political structure.
He established and headed the Council of Ministers in 1953, thereby shedding light on the
ministerial aspect of governance. Additionally, he oversaw the establishment of the
Ministry of Communication (1953), Agriculture and Water (1953), Education (1953),
Petroleum and Mineral Resources (1960), Pilgrimage and Islamic Endowments (1960),
Labor and Social Affairs (1962), and Information in 1963 (King Saud bin Abdulaziz,
2012). Recognizing the importance of education, Saud facilitated the establishment of
numerous schools and founded King Saud University in Riyadh in 1957 (King Saud bin
Abdulaziz, 1956). The state provided scholarships for Saudi students to study abroad and

gain the necessary skills for the country's development (Al-Ghamdi, n.d.).

Economically, King Saud launched infrastructural projects, including the
construction of roads, airports, and bridges, and aimed to diversify the Saudi economy
away from its heavy reliance on oil. This diversification involved focusing on sectors such
as agriculture and manufacturing. The First Development Plan was drafted in the late
1960s to guide these efforts. King Saud also initiated large-scale projects to modernize
cities and supported the construction of modern housing complexes, public buildings, and

urban infrastructure, particularly in Riyadh (King Saud bin Abdulaziz, 2017).

Financial reforms were also on King Saud's agenda. In 1948, the first Saudi budget
was introduced, and in 1952, the Saudi Arabian Monetary Agency (SAMA), the nation's

central bank, was established. The Ministry of Labor and Social Affairs was created to
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address labor issues and provide health care and housing assistance for the welfare of the

population (King Saud bin Abdulaziz, 1960).

King Saud implemented ongoing legal, judicial, and social reforms. He established
new courts and expanded female education to promote the rule of law and modernize
society (King Saud bin Abdulaziz, n.d.). Moreover, he actively promoted Islamic culture
and heritage, supported Islamic institutions, renovated mosques, established Islamic
research centers, and promoted Islamic literature. These efforts were crucial for Saudi

Arabia’s position as the core of Islam (King Saud bin Abdulaziz, 1953).

Within the royal family, in 1957 King Saud granted his sons governmental
positions, appointed some as governors of provinces like Riyadh and Makkah, while others
served as ministers. For example, his son Fahd was appointed in the Ministry of Defense,
Khalid led the National Guard, Musaid commanded the Royal Guard, and Saad served in
the Special Guard. These appointments, however, created tensions within the Royal
Family, and led to political turmoil. Moreover, King Saud's lavish and extravagant lifestyle
in palaces contrasted with the kingdom's economic struggles, pushing the state to the brink

of bankruptcy and augmented the tension within the house of Saud (Shamiyyah, 1986).

On the international stage, King Saud departed from his father's neutral foreign
policy of non-involvement to another tumultuous scheme. Instead, he focused on
strengthening ties with other Arab countries and was instrumental in the formation of the
Arab League in 1945 (Kechichian, 2008). Saudi Arabia provided foreign aid to Arab and
Muslim nations, in 1955, Saud signed a mutual defense pact with Egypt and Syria,
supporting the Egyptian takeover of the Suez Canal, which went against the Saudi
diplomatic interests. This move led to the imposition of an oil export embargo on Britain

and France, severing diplomatic ties (Riedel, 2017).
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However, the rise of Arab nationalism and military revolutions, driven by Gamal
Abdel Nasser's influence, presented challenges that Saud had not anticipated. During the
1950s to 1967, the kingdom faced Soviet-supported Egyptian propaganda with calls for
democracy and the withdrawal of the system of monarchy. Despite these complexities,
Saud sought to maintain friendly relations with the United States and the United Kingdom
to safeguard Saudi Arabia's political and economic interests and support Arab countries
against Israel (Riedel, 2017). Indeed, it was difficult for King Saud to balance international

ties with respect to the Saudi interests.

While relations between the United States and Saudi Arabia remained positive in
general for they shared mutual standpoints concerning international conflicts, in addition to
the mutual interests both nations come to experience. The protection U.S. came to offer for
Saud seemed irresistible, Saudi Arabia’s firm stance against communism in the Cold War
was not only because of the Kingdom Islamic background, rather, it was also due their
recognition of the security the U.S. provided. With the threat of Arab nationalism, the
Soviet Union, and British imperialism the sole provider of safety was the U.S. (Riedel,

2017).

Additionally, President Dwight Eisenhower played a key role in the resolve of the
British, French, and Israeli military coup against Egypt, also known as the Suez Crisis
which took place in November 1956. As Saudi Arabia shared the same stance,
Eisenhower’s popularity grew within the Kingdom. Most importantly, the economic
interdependence between Saudi Arabia's oil resources and the United States as a major
customer ensured the maintenance of strong relations. Both countries shared an interest in
regional stability, cooperating to counter communism and resolve regional disputes

(Riedel, 2017).
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As international challenges mounted, members of the royal family began to
question King Saud's leadership conduct, which they viewed as tumultuous and self-
centered. They criticized the appointment of his inexperienced sons, his failure to address
the nation's increasing national debt, and his inadequate response to Nasser's socialist
expansion. Anti-Saud propaganda circulated among the royals, spearheaded by Saud's
brother Prince Faisal, who mourned the kingdom's financial situation and advocated for

political participation to counter his brother's centralized leadership (Al-Rasheed, 2010).

In 1962, Prince Faisal, along with Prince Fahd and Prince Sultan, formed a cabinet
and began drafting fundamental reforms and laws for the future. Despite King Saud's
rejection of their proposals and his threats to deploy the Royal Guard, the princes
mobilized the National Guard against him, ultimately forcing him to abdicate the throne in
March 1964. King Saud later passed away in Greece in 1969 and was buried in Makkah

alongside his father in Al-Oud cemetery (Yizraeli, 1997).

Overall, King Saud's reign was characterized by personal and self-centered
decision-making, overlooking the principle that governmental concerns should supersede
familial interests. Mainly, the Saudi history remembered him for his contributions in the
field of educational advancements rather than political or economic contribution (The

House of Saud, n.d.).

2.3. King Faisal: The Ambitious Reformer 1964-1975

King Faisal bin Abdulaziz Al Saud, the third son of King Abdulaziz Al Saud, was
born in April 1906 in Riyadh. His mother, Tarfa bint Abdullah bin Abdullatif Al Sheikh,
came from the Al Sheikh family, known for their religious lineage. Faisal's upbringing,
under the guidance of his grandfather Abdullah in Abdullatif, instilled in him the values of

tribal leaders and a deep understanding of Islam and the Quran (kechichian, 2008).
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Throughout his life, Faisal held various positions of importance. He served as the
viceroy of Hejaz from 1926 to 1932, and later became the Foreign Minister in 1930. In
1954, he assumed the role of Prime Minister but resigned in response to King Saud’s
tumultuous approach in 1960. However, he returned to the position in 1962 and held it
until his death. Faisal became the Crown Prince in 1953, following his brother Saud's
ascension to the throne. Also, He was also involved in territorial victories, including those

in Hail, Asir, and Hejaz (Kechichian, 2008).

Upon King Saud's abdication, Faisal became the official King of Saudi Arabia in
1964. He focused on reviving the country's economy and stabilizing its financial situation,
using oil revenues to support these efforts. Faisal played a pivotal role in the modernization
of the country's administrative system and introduced the Second Development Plan
(1970-1975) to promote economic diversification and attract foreign investment. His reign
witnessed advancements in infrastructure, agriculture, industrialization, and social welfare

(Kechichian, 2008).

Faisal prioritized judicial reforms to enhance the rule of law in Saudi Arabia. This
included the establishment of specialized courts, such as the labor court, and the
modernization of legal procedures. Efforts were made to counter corruption, including the
creation of the General Auditing Bureau in 1971 to oversee government spending and

promote transparency (Beling, 1980).

Despite opposition, Faisal initiated educational reforms that allowed for the formal
education of females in the early 1960s. to maintain stability and compromise, religious
leaders were given control over the curriculum. In addition, he restricted royal members
from receiving foreign education, encouraging them to study within the kingdom, a gesture

that promoted local education among Saudis. Scholarships were provided for Saudi
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students to pursue education abroad, contributing to increased literacy rates and expanded

educational opportunities (Beling, 1980).

Faisal focused on the promotion of Islamic values and principles through various
initiatives. He established the Islamic University of Madinah, founded the Muslim World
League, and emphasized moderation, peace, and coexistence. Faisal introduced television
to Saudi Arabia and launched the first national television channel, Al Saudiya, which

featured cultural and Islamic programs (Beling, 1980).

Faisal advocated for women's empowerment and social reforms, supported female
education and encouraged women's participation in the workforce. As well, he prioritized
cultural activities, built libraries, museums, and cultural centers. Environmental
conservation was another area of focus, with efforts made to protect natural resources and

the Saudi wildlife (Beling, 1980).

On the international stage, Faisal pursued a Pan-Islamist, anti-communist, and pro-
Palestinian foreign policy. He opposed communism and rejected political ties with the
Soviet Union and other communist nations. Faisal worked to strengthen Saudi Arabia's
international position, forged connections based on common objectives and values, and

fostered close relations with the United States.

During Faisal's reign, U.S.-Saudi relations experienced fluctuations driven by
external conflicts, including the Cold War and the Soviet Union's support for Arab
nationalism, particularly Gamal Abdel Nasser's endeavor to eliminate monarchical
structures in the Arab world. In 1961, John Fitzgerald Kennedy assumed the presidency.
Kennedy's stance on the Cold War was more tense than that of his predecessor, Dwight
Eisenhower; he engaged with the nationalist movements in the Third World (Riedel, 2017).

In July 1957, President Kennedy delivered a speech advocating for the decolonization of
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the French colony of Algeria. He asserted that Algeria's struggle for independence
mirrored American ideals of freedom and urged the U.S. to support this quest for freedom,

especially within the context of the Third World (Kennedy, 1957).

In the Middle East, President Kennedy initiated discussions with Egyptian
President Gamal Abdel Nasser to promote regional stability, to deter the Republic of Egypt
from aligning too closely with the Soviet Union, and to cultivate stronger ties with a potent
and influential ally in the region, as opposed to the Arab monarchies which appeared to be
in a state of decline. This decline stemmed from the wave of nationalism that led both
Egypt and Iraq to adopt republican systems, placing even traditional kingdoms such as
Saudi Arabia, Iran, Libya, Yemen, and Jordan at risk. Specifically, the friction between
King Saud and Crown Prince Faisal at that time left the United States uncertain about the
survival of the Saudi monarchy (Bass, 2003). Bass (2003) highlighted that this Middle East

initiative had also left Saudi Arabia uncertain about its relationship with the White House.

The peak of Saudi-Egyptian tensions occurred during the Yemen crisis of 1962,
characterized by a nationalist coup against the Yemeni monarchy. Egypt capitalized on the
situation by supporting the Yemeni nationalists, while Saudi Arabia, along with the United
Kingdom and Israel, sided with the royalists. Although the U.S. initially sought a
compromise, it ultimately provided support to the Saudis. Concurrently, in this same
period, Faisal successfully asserted his authority over his brother, King Saud, establishing

himself as a pivotal figure in the decision-making process (Riedel, 2017).

The Republic of Egypt and the Soviet Union collaborated in providing assistance to
the Yemeni nationalists. A significant turning point occurred following the death of
Yemen's King, Imam Ahmad bin Yahya, in September 1962, which marked the onset of a

new political era in the region. Egypt played a pivotal role in aiding Yemen in establishing
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a fresh government led by Abdallah al Sallal. The nationalists and revolutionaries were
resolute in their aim to expand their influence into Southern Yemen and Saudi Arabia, a
development that deeply concerned both the Saudi kingdom and Britain, particularly due to
Southern Yemen's status as a British colony. In response, Faisal opted to forge a coalition
of states to support the royalists in Yemen. He directed his efforts toward garnering
support from the Islamic world, Islamic institutions, and international Islamic summits to
counteract the influence of the Arab nationalist movement. Concurrently, he consolidated
his authority over his brother, King Saud. These initiatives were deemed indispensable for

the Kingdom's survival (Riedel, 2017).

On October 5, 1962, Faisal and Kennedy convened at the White House. During
their meeting, Faisal underscored the Soviet Union's military assistance to Egypt in support
of the nationalist revolutionaries in Yemen, which he perceived as a menace to the stability
of the Arabian Peninsula if the royalists were not assisted. In contrast, Kennedy proposed
that the Kingdom's primary threat did not stem from Nasser's nationalist expansion, but
rather from internal challenges, akin to those that had caused the downfall of previous
Arab monarchies (Bass, 2003). Additionally, Kennedy affirmed the United States'
readiness to offer aid and security to the Kingdom, regardless of whether the threat

originated internally or externally (Kechichian, 2008).

Consequently, Faisal initiated a series of reforms encompassing various sectors and
legislative changes. The monarchy imposed stringent taxes on slave ownership, aimed at
gradually reducing this practice. These reforms extended to the restructuring of the
religious police and the judiciary system. Additionally, the government ensured the
availability of free medical care and education (Vassiliev, 2015). Collectively, these
endeavors were perceived as Faisal's commitment to enhancing the efficiency of the

monarchy's governmental apparatus in response to fundamental threats.
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Furthermore, the confidential discussions between Kennedy and Faisal regarding
the necessity of reforms in Saudi Arabia were viewed as pivotal moments that fortified and
deepened the rapport between the House of Saud and the White House. According to
Riedel (2017), "The president also employed discretion and tact; by presenting his case
privately within the intimate confines of the White House family quarters, he spared Faisal
from any public embarrassment” (p. 41). This underscored the significance of privacy and

diplomacy in their relationship.

With the majority of King Saud's power and authority diminished, Faysal
succeeded in positioning himself and his trusted associates in higher monarchical roles,
with his brothers assuming positions as governors of major cities and heads of ministries
(Yergin, 1991). This practice of placing and displacing loyalists was a customary tradition
for each ruler of Saudi Arabia. Moreover, Faysal terminated relations with Egypt and

rekindled ties with the British Kingdom.

The Saudi leadership engaged in clandestine discussions with the British, seeking
military support for the royalists in Yemen (Davis, 2011). Simultaneously, the Saudis
reached out to the Israelis for military assistance, and the latter consented to provide
official aid to the royalists in Yemen against Nasser (Bergman, 2015). Riedel (2017)
observed that Saudi Arabia’s collaboration with Israel was "a striking illustration of Saudi
realpolitik in action and Faisal's readiness to engage with any partner to thwart Egypt in the
early 1960s" (p. 42). Faysal's decision to collaborate with unexpected allies illustrated

Saudi Arabia’s prioritization of practical interests over ideological disparities.

In contrast to Britain and Israel, who aligned with the coalition, the United States
opted for a diplomatic approach by engaging in dialogue with Nasser in an attempt to find

a compromise. Kennedy proposed an arrangement wherein both Faysal and Nasser would
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cease military support for their respective factions in Yemen. The U.S. dispatched a
squadron of fighter aircraft to Faysal, with the condition that he withdraw from the Yemeni
crisis. Although the Saudi leader agreed to this condition, convincing Nasser to accept a
compromise proved exceedingly challenging, ultimately resulting in the failure of

Kennedy's initiative (Ferris, 2013).

When Egypt initiated attacks on Saudi border towns, the United States deployed
military jet fighters to safeguard the security of the Saudi kingdom. This mission continued
for a duration of six months (Bass, 2003; Kechichian, 2008). Following Kennedy's
assassination in 1963, President Lyndon Johnson persisted in pursuing dialogue with
Egypt, but his approach mirrored that of his predecessor and proved ineffective. After a
prolonged period of struggle, Saud officially abdicated the throne in 1964, handing it over
to his brother Faysal (Kechichian, 2001). Nasser's defeat by Israel in 1967 left him eager
for a peace agreement with the Saudis (Kechichian, 2008). Despite the initial American
intent to maintain a neutral stance rather than siding with any party, the United States

ultimately sided with Saudi Arabia.

In the subsequent era under U.S. President Lyndon Johnson and King Faisal, these
leaders convened for the first time in June 1966 in Washington. They arrived at mutually
agreeable terms pertaining to the Soviet Union's expansion and Nasser's sway over the
Arab World. President Lyndon expressed his interest in the state of education within the
kingdom. Notably, Washington increasingly held a deep appreciation for King Faisal's
efforts and accomplishments in Saudi Arabia, perceiving him as a leader who had
"transformed the Kingdom from an unstable regime ripe for revolution into a stable and
reliable ally" (Riedel, 2017, p. 47). Additionally, the U.S. harbored the conviction that
Saudi oil resources would propel substantial economic advancements (Office of the

Historian, 1966).
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It wasn't until the Arab-Israeli war in June 1967 that a significant shift occurred in
international relations. Following his defeat, Nasser attributed his loss to the U.S. and the
United Kingdom, accusing them of supplying weapons to Israel. In response to Nasser's
accusations, Arab states collectively decided to curtail their oil exports to the U.S. and the
UK. Saudi Arabia took the lead in negotiating an agreement with other Arab nations to lift
the oil embargo during the Khartoum Arab summit, and both Faisal and Nasser publicly
reconciled (Kechichian, 2008). The Arab oil embargo had a profound impact on Britain,
prompting the British government to make a decision in January 1968 to withdraw its
military forces from the east of Suez (Bryan, 2015). Following President Lyndon Johnson's
term, the subsequent President, Richard Nixon, had to contend with the repercussions of

the Arab-Israeli conflict (Riedel, 2017).

Richard Nixon came into office in 1969 and unlike former U.S. presidents, his
foreign policy was not focused on affairs with the Arab world. Nixon was much occupied
with the Vietnam war and the setting of ties with Russia and China. During his presidency,
Israel was remarkably the strongest in the Middle East, while the Soviets favored the
Arabs, the U.S. preferred Israel. Nixon adopted another ally in the region, Iran, the U.S.
backed and armed both of Saudi Arabia and Iran with much more attention to the Iranian

nation (Riedel, 2017).

However, King Faisal was remarkably occupied with the Arab-Israeli conflict and
was determined to return Jerusalem to the Arab and Muslim control. Concretely, he
highlighted his worry right after Nixon was elected the president of the U.S., he met with
the American ambassador in 1969 and noted that Nixon’s administration should take a fair
approach toward the Arab-Israeli conflict. Due to the Israeli victory in 1967, Arab states

became less friendly to the U.S. for the Soviet Union became a better alternative. Faisal
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mentioned the notable Soviet expansion and argued that Saudi Arabia was the only Arab

nation that did not become a loyal ally to the Soviet Union (Department of State, 1969).

Furthermore, the Saudi leader noted his persistent decision to free Jerusalem from
the Israeli occupation. He was determined to return east Jerusalem and reach a compromise
with the Israelis, Faisal explained that the Arabs were willing to ally for such quest and any
agreement that would not return east Jerusalem to the Arab and Muslim rule would not

suffice (Department of State, 1969).

In October 1973, a direct military conflict erupted, but President Nixon was
preoccupied with the Watergate scandal. Over the ensuing months, King Faisal began to
issue direct threats to the U.S. He cautioned Nixon's national security adviser, Henry
Kissinger, that Saudi Arabia would reduce its oil exports unless the U.S. took action to
address the Arab-Israeli conflict. In April 1973, Faisal dispatched his son, Saud al Faisal,
and the Saudi Minister of Oil, Ahmed Zaki Yamani, to Washington. They made it clear
that the U.S. needed to modify its policy toward Israel; otherwise, Faisal would employ oil

as leverage against the U.S. (Kechichian, 2008).

Tensions escalated as the Soviets supplied military resources to support Syria and
Egypt against Israel, prompting the U.S. to provide military aid to Israel in response.
Subsequently, in that same month, the oil ministers from the Organization of Arab
Petroleum Exporting Countries gathered to announce their intention to reduce oil exports
to the U.S. They pledged to decrease exports by an additional five percent each month
unless the Nixon administration adjusted its policy regarding Israel. However, when the
U.S. announced a substantial package of military aid for Israel, Saudi Arabia fully cut its
oil exports. The Kingdom also reduced oil exports to other countries supporting Israel,

including South Africa, Rhodesia, Netherlands, and Portugal (Yergin, 1991). The oil
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embargo evidently had significant repercussions on the American economy, persisting for

a period of two years.

In November 1973, Kissinger traveled to Riyadh and extended an invitation to
King Faisal for a summit in Washington with President Nixon. During their discussions,
Nixon proposed that Faisal publicly announce the termination of the Arab oil embargo.
However, Faisal ultimately declined this suggestion (Yergin, 2008). The embargo
eventually came to an end in the spring of 1974, following the Israelis' decision to return a
portion of Syrian territory (Riedel, 2017). King Faisal's steadfast refusal to prematurely end

the embargo, paired with its eventual conclusion in 1974, significantly redefined global oil

policy.

Faisal's reign was marked by his modernizing reforms, efforts to promote justice
and welfare, attempts to address the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, support for female
education, and the limitation of religious officials’ power. He was assassinated in March
1975 by his nephew Faisal bin Musaid, and his half-brother Khalid succeeded him as the

King of Saudi Arabia (Al-Rasheed, 2010).

2.4.King Khalid: The Men of the Desert 1975-1982

King Khalid bin Abdulaziz Al Saud, the fifth son of King Abdulaziz, was born in
February 1913 in Riyadh. He was raised under the careful guidance of his father, where he
imbibed Islamic values, morals, and character that influenced his political personality and
decision-making. At the age of 14, his father sent him on missions to gather complaints
and represent the Saudi monarchy among desert tribes. In 1934, he participated in the

Saudi expedition to Yemen alongside his brother Faisal (House of Saud, 2021).



33

Khalid, known as the "man of the desert,"” did not pursue education abroad but
instead continued his exploration of desert tribes and involvement in desert projects. In
Riyadh, he dedicated much of his time to charity work. These authentic experiences shaped
his modest and calm reasoning nature, traits that were reinforced through his efforts in
conflict resolution among royal families within the kingdom. Observing his personality,
family members regarded him as the political figure Saudi Arabia aspired to be represented
with. Therefore, when Faisal ascended to the throne, he appointed Khalid as Crown Prince,
despite the potential capabilities and contributions of his brothers Fahd and Sultan (House

of Saud, 2021).

In addition to his experiences, Khalid served as an assistant to Prince Faisal when
he was the Foreign Minister and viceroy of Hijaz in 1930. In 1943, he visited the United
States alongside his brother Faisal. In 1962, Khalid was appointed Deputy Prime Minister
and later assumed the roles of Interior Minister and representative of Saudi Arabia in peace
negotiations. He represented Saudi Arabia in various foreign missions, including visits to
the United Nations. Consequently, he became an internationally recognized figure (House

of Saud, 2021).

In 1965, King Faisal appointed Khalid as Crown Prince and Deputy Prime Minister
after their brother Mohammed stepped aside from the royal succession. During this period,
Khalid governed and organized the Council of Ministers and supervised the affairs of
Makkah under the king's supervision. After the assassination of King Faisal, Khalid was
declared the King of Saudi Arabia in March 1975, with the agreement of senior members

of the Al Saud family (House of Saud, 2021).

Khalid initiated governmental decentralization as a reform measure, granting more

political power to regional and municipal governors to decentralize government authority
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and empower local political structures. In the bargain, he implemented measures to combat
governmental corruption, including the establishment of the Control and Investigation

Board agency to ensure transparency and accountability (Hamad, 2010).

Under Khalid's reign, Saudi Arabia achieved remarkable economic growth,
becoming one of the wealthiest countries. He established the Ministry of Industry and
Electricity and built industrial cities such as Jubail and Yanbu in 1975. The Second Five
Year Plan (1975-1980) and a development plan with a budget of 250 million dollars were
instituted to further infrastructural and healthcare developments, promote private
entrepreneurship, and implement investment policies. Domestically, the kingdom initiated
social welfare programs to improve the quality of the Saudi life, expand healthcare
services, and provide social support, housing, and financial aid. The development of the
army and the National Guard was also prioritized. Economic diversification and job

creation were key goals (Rumayh, 2010).

Agricultural and environmental achievements were pursued through the
modernization of agricultural techniques, agricultural research promotion, and the national
consumption of wheat production. Efforts were made to address environmental protection,
water scarcity, desertification, and wildlife conservation (Rumayh, 2010). Likewisw.
Khalid played a vital role in the support of Islamic charities both nationally and

internationally, founding multiple organizations for humanitarian aid (Duraywish, 2010).

Education was a primary focus for King Khalid. He expanded educational
opportunities and training programs, established King Faisal University in Dammam and
Ummul Qurra in 1975, and improved education facilities. By 1980, there were 456 high

schools, 1,377 secondary schools, and 5,373 elementary schools in Saudi Arabia. Women's
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empowerment and female education were encouraged, enabling increased participation of

women in sectors such as education, healthcare, and public administration (Fawzan, 2010).

U.S.-Saudi ties during Jimmy Carter’s presidency and King Khalid’s reign
encountered significant challenges that tested their bond. In the late 1970s and early 1980s,
U.S.-Saudi relations faced complex challenges involving oil pricing, regional tensions, and
the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan. These events influenced diplomatic ties, leading to

remarkable shifts during this period.

At the OPEC summit in Qatar in December 1976, Saudi Arabia opposed Iran's call
for a hike in oil prices. To reinforce its stance on maintaining stable oil prices, the
Kingdom even ramped up its oil production (Cooper, 2011). While Saudi Arabia hoped
this decision would persuade the U.S. to broker a peace agreement regarding the
Palestinian-Israeli conflict, President Jimmy Carter remained resolute in seeking

productive resolutions on the matter (Carter, 2010).

In November 1977, Egyptian President Anwar Sadat made a groundbreaking visit
to Jerusalem to address the Knesset. This move sparked significant public outrage in the
Arab World. Many Arab nations berated Sadat for his initiative, interpreting his visit as an
attempt to negotiate a peace deal with Israel specifically for the return of the Sinai desert,
while leaving them to confront Israel on their own (Riedel, 2017). As for President Jimmy
Carter, he traveled to Riyadh in January 1978 and met with King Khalid. However, the
crux of the discussions, which included issues like oil policy, the Soviet presence in the
Middle East, and arms deals, was delegated to Crown Prince Khalid (Foreign Relations of

the United States, 1977).

Conversely, in 1978, there was a mounting sense of unrest in Iran. Similar to other

Middle Eastern states and monarchies, Iran's intricate history and social dynamics were
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contributing to widespread social upheaval. This protest took the form of a national
uprising, with support from the Iranian religious establishment and leadership by Ayatollah
Ruhollah Khumeini. The situation posed a significant concern for the United States
because Iran had been an ally in the struggle against the Soviet Union and its Arab partner

nations (Riedel, 2017).

In the fall of 1978, Carter hosted the Israeli prime minister Menachem Begin and
the Egyptian president Anwar Sadat in Camp David Maryland to negotiate peace
initiatives. The summit resulted in the Israeli-Egyptian peace treaty which consisted
granting autonomy and for Palestinians who lived in Gaza Strip and the West Bank. In the
Arab world, the agreement was perceived as a betrayal toward the Palestinian cause and
Arab solidarity. An Arab summit was organized in November 1987 to discuss the Camp
David agreement. Arab nations together with Saudi Arabia decided to freeze the Egyptian
membership in the Arab League and urged Sadat to withdraw for the agreement for Camp

David was considered harmful to the Palestinian cause (Riedel, 2017).

The unrest in Iran escalated rapidly and widely, with millions of Iranians taking to
the streets to demand the abdication of the Shah. By the end of February, the monarchy
was abolished, and an Islamic Republic was established under the leadership of Khomeini,
who vowed to eliminate all monarchies in the Arab world (Riedel, 2017). Saudi Arabia
remained convinced that the USSR was involved in a strategy to encircle the Kingdom,
while the U.S. was not taking adequate steps to ensure Saudi security and stability (CIA,
1979). In response, in February 1979, U.S. Secretary of Defense Harold Brown visited
Riyadh to affirm and strengthen military ties with the Kingdom. In March 1979, Sadat
signed the peace treaty with Israel in Washington, which resulted in Arab states severing
diplomatic relations with Egypt and suspending its membership in the Arab League

(Riedel, 2017). As these events unfolded, U.S.-Saudi ties improved over time.
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On November 20, 1979, hundreds of armed religious extremists launched an attack
on the Holy mosque, the Kaaba, as they believed the Mahdi, an awaited figure who was
believed to eradicate all forms of evil before the Final Day of Judgment, had arrived. The
attack was orchestrated by two Saudis: Juhayman al Utaybi, a former soldier in the Saudi
National Guard, and his brother, the self-proclaimed Mahdi, Muhamad Abdallah Qahtani.
Juhayman held divergent views about the House of Saud due to perceived corruption and
close ties with the U.S. (Hegghamer & Lacroix, 2011). With assistance from bin Laden's
construction company, Saudi authorities obtained detailed plans of the mosque's structure,

which enabled them to encircle the attackers (Sardar, 2014).

Subsequently, the Saudi royal family sought religious authorization from the ulema
to employ force for the mosque's retrieval. A few days later, the religious shaykhs issued a
religious decree permitting the Saudi authorities to use force to regain control of the
mosque. With the assistance of the French, King Khalid successfully recaptured the
mosque and apprehended the masterminds behind the attack (Trofimov, 2007). Juhayman
was captured, while his brother perished in the battle. In 1980, sixty-three rebels were
publicly executed, including forty-one Saudis, ten Egyptians, six individuals from South
Yemen, three from Kuwait, and three from Sudan, Irag, and North Yemen (Hegghamer &
Lacroix, 2011). Although allegations were made about Iran's involvement in the attack, the
Saudi Arabian embassy in Jeddah denied direct Iranian involvement or influence over the
seizure of the mosque. The attackers did not have foreign support, indicating that it was a
localized event (The Embassy of Saudi Arabia, 1979). The attack "unveiled the tension

between the state and its own religion™ (Al-Rasheed, 2002, p. 11).

On December 24,