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Introduction
Saudi policy on Palestine/Israel is officially set by the Arab Peace Initiative (API) of 2002, 
which offered normalization between Israel and the Arab world in exchange for Palestinian 
statehood and a just settlement for Palestinian refugees. Under Crown Prince Mohammed 
bin Salman (MBS), however, the kingdom has maintained greater ambiguity about its 
ultimate aims, publicly asserting support for the API while privately entertaining the idea 
of Saudi Arabia–Israel normalization. For a time, this ambiguity served Saudi Arabia by 
encouraging successive U.S. administrations to court the kingdom with various sweeteners. 
As the kingdom has recognized, any deal would still require a face-saving Palestinian com-
ponent, which could be spun as preserving Palestinian national aspirations. However, Saudi 
Arabia would not insist on full statehood as a precondition. 

This ambiguity is no longer in Saudi interests—or those of regional peace and stability, if 
it ever has been. The strategic landscape of the Middle East has shifted in the wake of the 
Hamas-led attacks on October 7, 2023; Israel’s military response, including what the Saudi 
government and MBS subsequently labeled a genocide; and the U.S.-Israeli war with Iran. 
Scenes of devastation in Gaza and Lebanon have inflamed Arab (and Saudi) public opinion, 
while years of Israeli belligerence toward the country’s neighbors and dismissiveness toward 
Saudi Arabia have called into question the direct value of normalization. Nor is it clear 
that normalization would add much to Saudi-U.S. ties. The kingdom has already secured 
significant economic and security advantages from the United States even in the absence of 
normalization, including support for a civil nuclear program.

Ambiguity is no longer in Saudi interests—or those  
of regional peace and stability, if it ever has been.

Despite this reality, supporters of normalization still argue that the United States should 
either encourage or coerce Saudi Arabia to establish ties with Israel. U.S. President Donald 
Trump, for example, intervened last-minute to condition a bilateral nuclear technology deal 
on the kingdom joining the Abraham Accords, the framework that established open ties 
between Israel and Bahrain and the United Arab Emirates (UAE) in 2020. Proponents of 
normalization invariably dismiss the significance of Palestinian statehood, either by arguing 
that Saudi Arabia will settle for less or by ignoring Palestinians entirely. A whisper campaign 
from anonymous U.S. and Israeli sources has also suggested Saudi Arabia may need Israeli 
security assistance to confront Houthi forces in Yemen.

These arguments misread new Saudi red lines regarding the kingdom’s support for 
Palestinian national aspirations and its concerns about Israeli and Iranian regional bellig-
erence. Even MBS may now value Palestinian statehood in its own right, rather than as a 
bargaining chip with the United States or as a public relations talking point within the Arab 

https://www.un.org/unispal/document/auto-insert-181223/
https://www.spa.gov.sa/en/N2112460
https://www.spa.gov.sa/en/N2112460
https://edition.cnn.com/2024/11/12/middleeast/saudi-mbs-accuses-israel-genocide-gaza-intl
https://carnegieendowment.org/emissary/2026/09/saudi-nuclear-deal-us-gold-standard-congress
https://www.pbs.org/newshour/world/trump-adds-new-condition-to-saudi-nuclear-deal-says-kingdom-must-normalize-relations-with-israel
https://www.theatlantic.com/international/2026/07/america-israel-election-netanyahu-eisenkot/687930/
https://www.thefp.com/p/the-middle-east-is-ready-for-the?utm_source=google&utm_medium=paid-search&utm_campaign=dsa&utm_adgroup=all&utm_term=&utm_matchtype=&gad_source=1&gad_campaignid=24256022137&gbraid=0AAAAApHxamEP2YEPmDBDOvCc32-709Lxr&gclid=Cj0KCQjwlNPVBhCMARIsAPZ5RqgxB54NbWcTkmG-nd_YaiaCKP0LKHleNErmw0LJk0NMt_w2bM4IXMAaAmfTEALw_wcB
https://www.al-monitor.com/originals/2026/09/how-netanyahu-leveraging-houthi-threat-secret-saudi-normalization-push
https://www.jpost.com/middle-east/article-909237
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world. Changing regional realities, as well as public opinion shifts in the United States and 
abroad, make a clear statement of Saudi aims and interests more advantageous. By working 
to shape the diplomatic agenda on Palestinian statehood, Saudi Arabia can both reinforce its 
credibility and demonstrate its commitment to Palestinian self-determination.1 

Definitive Saudi action now could help redraw the geopolitical map and remove a major 
driver of Middle East conflicts, whereas simply playing defense against Iranian, Israeli, 
U.S., and Houthi aims cannot. Flipping the script on normalization, by putting the Trump 
administration on notice of Saudi Arabia’s requirement that Israel first end its occupation 
over the Palestinian territories, is certain to cause short-term Saudi-U.S. tension. The 
alternative, however, means accepting Israel’s campaign to ethnically cleanse Gaza and much 
of the West Bank, strengthening the legitimacy of political actors in Sanaa and Tehran, and 
undermining Saudi Arabia’s credibility. 

Definitive Saudi action now could help redraw the 
geopolitical map and remove a major driver of  
Middle East conflicts.

The kingdom has a limited window to seize the initiative between election dynamics in the 
United States and Israel, the mounting costs of war in the Gulf, and Israeli efforts to estab-
lish new facts on the ground in Palestine. Close coordination with Palestinian leadership is 
essential to both the political success of the project and its perceived legitimacy in the eyes 
of other regional actors and Arab constituencies. The kingdom could achieve diplomatic 
traction by partnering with other stakeholders in Europe and the region through existing 
mechanisms such as the Global Alliance for the Implementation of the Two-State Solution. 
A broad coalition, buoyed by international frustration over the U.S.-Israeli war with Iran, 
could provide political cover and seasoned diplomacy in addressing one of the region’s 
thorniest and longest-standing challenges. While overtly pressing for Palestinian statehood is 
not risk-free, Saudi Arabia is well positioned to argue that a true “grand bargain” would both 
neutralize an important Iranian talking point and offer a better chance for Trump to claim a 
diplomatic win by the end of his term—so long as he is willing to deploy pressure on Israel.

Historical Background: The  
Balancing Act (1920s–2015)
From the outset of U.S.-Saudi relations through the mid-2010s, the kingdom’s policy toward 
the Palestinian issue was a balancing act: signaling enough support for the cause to court 
domestic and regional audiences, while also indicating enough pragmatism to keep the 
issue from hindering growing security ties with the United States.2 Still, through the early 
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1970s, the kingdom generally played a less prominent role than the so-called frontline states 
of Egypt, Syria, and Jordan. After 1948, Saudi rulers generally treated Israel’s existence 
as an established fact in private, while making contributions to the United Nations Relief 
and Works Agency in support of Palestinian refugees and (after its formation in 1964) the 
Palestine Liberation Organization (PLO).3 

Developments in the 1970s pushed Saudi Arabia to play a more prominent regional role, 
while generating expectations among Palestinian leaders that the kingdom could wield 
significant leverage on their behalf. Having tested the efficacy of an oil embargo amid the 
1967 Arab-Israeli War, various Arab states again deployed that leverage in response to U.S. 
support for Israel during the 1973 Arab-Israeli War. While Saudi Arabia’s King Faisal initial-
ly resisted joining in, he eventually became the public face of “the oil weapon.”4 The Arab oil 
embargo proved to Arab constituencies across the Middle East—in particular, Palestinians 
within the occupied territories and in host Arab countries—that Saudi Arabia and the Gulf 
states had meaningful agency on the world stage, if they chose to deploy it.

For the time being, however, Saudi Arabia adopted the role of regional coordinator, working 
to maintain the Arab consensus on the Palestinian issue while signaling its “pragmatism” 
toward the United States. After the Camp David Accords established diplomatic relations 
between Egypt and Israel, this meant bowing to other Arab states in boycotting Egypt and 
relocating the Arab League headquarters to Tunisia as punishment. Saudi Crown Prince 
Fahad also offered his own proposal for addressing Palestinian national aspirations, which 
held out the possibility of “peace between all states of the region” conditioned on what 
would become the API formulation: an end to the occupation, support for the right of 
return, and the establishment of an independent Palestinian state.

Decades later, the Saudi-backed API would offer “normal relations” between Israel and all 
Arab states in exchange for the establishment of an independent Palestinian state. Jordan 
had tried advancing a similar plan years earlier. However, it was the second Palestinian 
uprising against the Israeli occupation (following Israeli prime minister Ariel Sharon’s 
provocative tour of the Al Aqsa mosque compound in 2000) and the ensuing violence that 
would give the offer of Arab normalization with Israel in exchange for an end to the occupa-
tion some urgency.5 Support for the API also provided Saudi Arabia a way to begin to repair 
the damage done to the kingdom on the international stage by the role some Saudi citizens 
played in the 9/11 terrorist attacks on U.S. soil. 

Saudi officials were also motivated by concern at the reaction of Arab (and Saudi) public 
opinion to images of embattled Muslims in Jerusalem—broadcast region-wide by Qatar’s 
newly established Al Jazeera television station. Even before the 9/11 attacks, Saudi Crown 
Prince Abdullah privately accused the George W. Bush administration of setting the U.S. 
national interest “100-percent based on Sharon” and doing little to restrain Israeli violence, 
especially in Jerusalem. Championing the API was thus a way for the Saudi monarchy to 
demonstrate regional leadership and burnish its legitimacy at home.

https://doi.org/10.1080/13530190903338946
https://doi.org/10.1080/13530194.2022.2053502
https://www.un.org/unispal/document/auto-insert-181223/#:~:text=Arab States of-,normal relations,-in the context
https://www.washingtonpost.com/archive/politics/2002/02/10/saudi-leaders-anger-revealed-shaky-ties/a570bab2-c7c4-4111-b9bc-c03a3cab5ce2/
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Saudi support for ending Israeli occupation, however, remained limited to broad proposals 
and occasional efforts to mediate intra-Palestinian disputes. Crown Prince Abdullah helped 
secure collective Arab support for the API and subsequently lobbied Bush on its importance, 
ensuring that the U.S. administration’s subsequent road map for a comprehensive resolution 
to the Arab-Israeli conflict referenced “the initiative of Saudi Crown Prince Abdullah” as 
part of the basis for a just settlement. At the same time, Abdullah’s advisors made it clear 
that Saudi lobbying would not be backed up with overt pressure like the “oil weapon.” The 
farthest Abdullah would go, in 2007, was to host the two main Palestinian political factions, 
Hamas and Fatah, for a meeting aimed toward a reconciliation agreement—much to the 
frustration of U.S. officials eager to sideline Hamas.

In the early 2000s, Saudi commitments to the  
Palestinian cause rested more than ever on the  
personal beliefs of individual rulers.

Furthermore, Saudi fears about Iran’s regional influence began to rival any concerns over the 
fallout from the ongoing Israeli occupation. The U.S.-led overthrow of Saddam Hussein’s 
Ba‘athist regime in Iraq removed a powerful counterweight to the Islamic Republic of Iran, 
empowering what King Abdullah of Jordan dubbed a Shi‘a “crescent” of Iranian-aligned 
regimes and non-state actors such as Hezbollah in Lebanon. Hezbollah’s show of force 
against Israel in the 2006 Lebanon war “rang alarm bells” for numerous Gulf decisionmak-
ers, leading to initial hints of intelligence coordination with Israel.6 The revolutions and civil 
wars of the Arab Spring exacerbated these fears, with Iran perceived as benefiting from the 
weakening of traditional Arab powers (in Egypt), exploiting political divisions amid regime 
change (in Yemen), and expanding its control over closely aligned governments (in Syria 
and Iraq). Israeli officials shared Gulf concerns about Iran, with some even speaking of an 
“unofficial alliance” with the Gulf states on that basis.

The pursuit of a nuclear deal with Iran by U.S. president Barack Obama between 2013 and 
2015 spurred quiet engagement between Israel and the Gulf states (including Saudi Arabia). 
Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu and various Gulf leaders, including those of 
Saudi Arabia, opposed the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA), convinced that it 
represented a U.S. intent to abandon security partnerships in the Middle East. Public signs 
of coordination between Saudi Arabia and Israel would soon ensue.7 At the same time, the 
Israel-Palestine issue slipped further down the U.S. agenda; not wanting to further antag-
onize Israel, Obama failed to empower then secretary of state John Kerry amid high-level 
talks between Israel and the PLO.

In the early 2000s, Saudi commitments to the Palestinian cause rested more than ever 
on the personal beliefs of individual rulers. Despite his strident opposition to Iran, Saudi 
Arabia’s King Abdullah was personally invested in the Palestinian cause, establishing various 
funds to benefit Palestinians and reportedly clashing with U.S. administrations over lack of 

https://www.un.org/unispal/document/auto-insert-186742/
https://www.haaretz.com/2002-04-26/ty-article/foreign-minister-peres-fails-in-bid-to-meet-saudi-counterpart/0000017f-f972-d460-afff-fb767d970000
https://www.brookings.edu/articles/the-honeymoons-over-for-bush-and-the-saudis/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/archive/politics/2004/12/08/iraq-jordan-see-threat-to-election-from-iran/7e0cc1bc-aeb3-447a-bc9e-cfa5499699bc/
https://www.huffpost.com/entry/israel-and-saudi-arabia-f_b_5582049
https://www.reuters.com/article/world/us-politics/cut-off-head-of-snake-saudis-told-us-on-iran-idUSTRE6AS02B/
https://www.upi.com/Archives/2002/04/14/US-Saudi-Prince-Abdullah-to-cancel-visit/5491018756800/
https://www.brookings.edu/articles/the-honeymoons-over-for-bush-and-the-saudis/
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progress on Israeli-Palestinian negotiations. Abdullah’s successor, King Salman, had headed 
various committees collecting donations for Palestinian families dating as far back as 1967, 
and received the Star of Jerusalem award from Yasser Arafat in recognition of donations 
collected in support of the First Intifada. Yet as hinted by long-serving Saudi ambassador to 
the United States Prince Bandar bin Sultan, younger generations of Saudi royals already held 
a wider range of views on the Palestinian cause. 

New Leadership, New Openings  
(2016–2020)
The death of Saudi Arabia’s King Abdullah brought these new views to the fore, as MBS—
with his father’s help—quickly became the kingdom’s de facto ruler. Born in 1985, MBS 
grew up with limited direct experience of the Palestinian cause or concern about Israel’s re-
gional role compared to his father, born in 1935, or preceding kings. Like younger royals in 
neighboring Bahrain and the UAE, MBS instead experienced Iran as the prevailing regional 
threat; accordingly, he embraced an openly confrontational posture toward Tehran as part of 
his rise to power. This included advocating a military intervention against an Iranian-linked 
faction in neighboring Yemen, detaining the sitting prime minister of Lebanon as leverage 
against Iran within Lebanese politics, and telling a U.S. media outlet that Iran’s supreme 
leader “makes Hitler look good.” MBS also pursued greater U.S.-Saudi alignment against 
Iran, particularly given incoming president Trump’s pledge to tear up the JCPOA and force 
a “better deal” on Iran.

Born in 1985, MBS grew up with limited direct  
experience of the Palestinian cause or concern  
about Israel’s regional role.

A quieter aspect of MBS’s appeals to the first Trump administration was the suggestion 
that Saudi Arabia could normalize ties without meaningful resolution of the Palestinian 
issue—setting aside the API. An MBS-linked delegation visited the United States soon after 
Trump’s 2016 election, reporting back on the political importance of Trump’s son-in-law 
Jared Kushner and the delegation’s sense that “the Israeli-Palestinian conflict was among the 
most important issues to draw Kushner’s attention.” Kushner in turn cultivated a relation-
ship with MBS over the course of 2017, coinciding with the Saudi royal’s sidelining of key 
rivals and elevation to the position of crown prince. Soon, U.S. media outlets and think 
tanks began to relay stories of MBS’s private frustrations with Palestinians and openness to 
normalization. Reports also circulated of Saudi Arabia gradually reducing foreign aid to the 
Palestinian Authority (PA).

https://www.brookings.edu/articles/the-honeymoons-over-for-bush-and-the-saudis/
https://www.al-jazirah.com/2002/20020706/ln19.htm
https://sabq.org/article/F514V0n
https://sabq.org/article/F514V0n
https://www.brookings.edu/articles/the-honeymoons-over-for-bush-and-the-saudis/
https://www.theatlantic.com/international/archive/2018/04/mohammed-bin-salman-iran-israel/557036/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/post-politics/wp/2016/04/02/transcript-donald-trump-interview-with-bob-woodward-and-robert-costa/#:~:text=it could%E2%80%99ve been-,a much better deal,-%2C Bob. They could%E2%80%99ve
https://www.nytimes.com/2018/12/08/world/middleeast/saudi-mbs-jared-kushner.html
https://www.wsj.com/articles/for-arab-gulf-states-israel-is-emerging-as-an-ally-1494004246
https://www.al-monitor.com/originals/2016/11/palestinian-authority-saudi-arabia-halt-aid.html
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To be sure, both the Trump administration and MBS initially understood normalization as 
requiring at least some Israeli-Palestinian component. Trump was keen to achieve such an 
agreement, which he dubbed the “Deal of the Century”; Saudi counterparts believed they 
could at least secure limited benefits for Palestinians. MBS asked PA officials whether they 
would accept a deal that entailed U.S. recognition of Palestine while deferring questions of 
borders and sovereignty over Jerusalem; a temporary Palestinian capital could be sited near 
the Holy City. PA President Mahmoud Abbas responded with his standard red lines: a state 
with pre–June 4, 1967, borders (albeit with land swaps) and East Jerusalem as its capital. 

Saudi policy toward Palestine proceeded on parallel  
tracks—continued official support for the Palestinian  
cause alongside MBS’s greater openness on normalization.

The U.S. rejection of Abbas’s position, and subsequent recognition of Jerusalem as Israel’s 
capital (exact borders to be determined), in turn triggered years of acrimony between the 
Saudi crown prince and the Palestinian president. MBS felt that Abbas had misled him on 
how U.S. counterparts would approach negotiations, and had undermined him by appealing 
directly to King Salman. Hence, despite Salman’s private assurances to Abbas, Saudi Arabia 
continued to limit financial support to the PA, while MBS continued to signal frustrations 
with the PA to private audiences. During a subsequent visit to the United States, he com-
mented to leaders of Jewish organizations that Palestinian leaders had “missed one oppor-
tunity after the other” and should either engage with proposals on the table or “shut up and 
stop complaining.”

Saudi policy toward Palestine thus proceeded on parallel tracks—continued official support 
for the Palestinian cause alongside MBS’s suggestions of greater openness and flexibility on 
normalization. In 2017, Salman bluntly warned the United States against moving its embas-
sy to Jerusalem; MBS, by contrast, drew the lesson that Arab publics were broadly indiffer-
ent to the Palestinian cause, given the lack of public protests in Saudi Arabia or elsewhere. In 
April of 2018, Salman both reiterated Saudi support for Palestinian statehood in a phone call 
with Trump and opened an Arab League summit aimed at affirming Palestinian sovereignty 
over East Jerusalem and backing up Abbas’s political positions. Yet during remarks on tour 
in the United States that same year, MBS insisted to the Atlantic that Israelis—no less than 
Palestinians—“have the right to have their own land.” Beyond his personal views, and great-
er concern with the threat posed by Iran, MBS’s position was informed by two main factors. 

First was the belief that the Palestinian cause no longer resonated with the broad Saudi 
public. Any remaining critics of normalization could be coerced into silence, courted as 
potential allies, or convinced that maintaining Saudi support for Palestine wasn’t worth sac-
rificing other foreign policy priorities. Saudi television shows and newspaper columns began 
to reflect MBS’s private views. When the Trump administration finally released its so-called 
Deal of the Century in early 2020, for example, official Saudi responses praised “positive 
elements” but stressed that Palestinian leaders had rejected the plan and noted Saudi Arabia’s 

https://doi.org/10.1080/19436149.2023.2261082
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/12/03/world/middleeast/palestinian-saudi-peace-plan.html
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-israel-paelestinians-usa-saudi/as-us-pushes-for-mideast-peace-saudi-king-reassures-allies-idUSKBN1KJ0F9/
https://www.reuters.com/article/world/as-us-pushes-for-mideast-peace-saudi-king-reassures-allies-idUSKBN1KJ0JV/
https://www.axios.com/2018/04/29/saudi-crown-prince-tells-jewish-leaders-palestinians-should-take-what-they-are-offered-or-stop-complaining-1525025098
https://www.axios.com/2018/04/29/saudi-crown-prince-tells-jewish-leaders-palestinians-should-take-what-they-are-offered-or-stop-complaining-1525025098
https://www.reuters.com/article/world/saudi-king-warns-trump-against-us-embassy-move-to-jerusalem-agency-idUSKBN1DZ2T8/
https://www.wsj.com/articles/will-netanyahu-go-to-riyadh-11546804745
https://questdev.palestine-studies.org/en/overallchronology%3F%26sideid%3D30263
https://www.theatlantic.com/international/archive/2018/04/mohammed-bin-salman-iran-israel/557036/
https://www.middleeastmonitor.com/20200214-saudi-foreign-minister-praises-deal-of-the-century/
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“duty to support the Palestinians.” Many social-media influencers and newspaper colum-
nists, however, suggested that Saudi Arabia had done enough for the Palestinian cause, and 
that the PA should take what it could get.

The second factor was MBS’s calculation that his support for normalization increased his 
(and Saudi Arabia’s) political value in the eyes of the Trump administration and the United 
States more generally. MBS’s political survival amid the fallout from the murder of Jamal 
Khashoggi, reportedly at his behest, reinforced this view, with Netanyahu defending MBS 
and Trump couching his own defense of MBS at least partly in terms of Israel’s security. The 
fanfare surrounding the Abraham Accords further suggested an enthusiastic U.S. reception 
for any Arab country that normalized ties with Israel. Saudi official silence was supplement-
ed by commentators’ praise for the UAE’s diplomatic breakthrough, as well as continued 
criticism of Palestinians for yet more missed opportunities. That October, Prince Bandar 
even appeared on Saudi television to denounce Palestinians’ criticisms of the Abraham 
Accords, prompting consternation among PA officials.

Toward a Grand Bargain  
(2021–October 6, 2023)
As the region emerged from the COVID-19 pandemic, and a new U.S. administration 
took office, the idea of Saudi Arabia–Israel normalization again took hold in Washington. 
Concerns about oil market stability eventually overcame Democratic president Joe Biden’s 
initial labeling of Saudi Arabia as a “pariah” over the murder of Khashoggi and a disastrous 
military intervention in Yemen. Saudi officials once again hinted at normalized ties with 
Israel, mindful of U.S. officials’ desire to surpass Trump and Kushner in striking a major 
Middle East peace deal. Saudi Arabia embraced these overtures with small but significant 
signals like allowing commercial flights from Israel to use Saudi airspace and facilitating 
visits to the kingdom by Israeli commercial delegations. By mid-2023, these negotiations had 
begun to sketch out a “grand bargain” whereby Saudi Arabia would receive substantial U.S. 
security guarantees and other policy concessions—such as access to U.S. nuclear technolo-
gy—in exchange for normalizing ties with Israel.

As for Palestine, the kingdom’s public and private positions again diverged. Official policy 
remained clear; Foreign Minister Faisal bin Farhan stated in 2023 that normalization 
“requires giving the Palestinians a state.” MBS likely expected at least some concessions 
from Israel toward Palestinians—which would have enabled him both to argue that any 
move toward normalization was in Palestinians’ own interest, and to demonstrate that Saudi 
Arabia could outdo the UAE in extracting commitments from Israel. Private signaling 
by other Saudi leaders, however, suggested that Saudi Arabia expected little more than 
token steps by Israel. Visiting U.S. think tank delegations reported Saudi officials making 

https://thebitterlake.wordpress.com/2020/01/30/the-deal-of-the-century/
https://orientxxi.info/netanyahu-rides-to-the-rescue-of-the-saudi-crown-prince,2812
https://trumpwhitehouse.archives.gov/briefings-statements/statement-president-donald-j-trump-standing-saudi-arabia/#:~:text=The United States intends to remain a steadfast partner of Saudi Arabia to ensure the interests of our country%2C Israel and all other partners in the region.
https://web.archive.org/web/20200926151602/https:/www.okaz.com.sa/articles/authors/2037235
https://aawsat.com/home/article/2450476/%D8%B9%D8%A8%D8%AF%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%84%D9%87-%D8%A8%D9%86-%D8%A8%D8%AC%D8%A7%D8%AF-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%B9%D8%AA%D9%8A%D8%A8%D9%8A/%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%A5%D9%85%D8%A7%D8%B1%D8%A7%D8%AA-%D9%88%D8%A5%D8%B3%D8%B1%D8%A7%D8%A6%D9%8A%D9%84-%D8%B5%D9%86%D8%A7%D8%B9%D8%A9-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%B3%D9%84%D8%A7%D9%85
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=edKZbu5OM1c
https://www.politico.com/news/2022/07/15/a-fist-bump-at-the-palace-biden-squares-off-with-mbs-00046106
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2023/sep/21/saudi-arabia-getting-closer-to-normalising-relations-with-israel-crown-prince-says
https://foreignpolicy-com.ceip.idm.oclc.org/2026/04/09/brett-mcgurk-middle-east-israel-gaza-iran/
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2023-01-19/saudi-arabia-says-a-palestinian-state-is-key-to-ties-with-israel
https://www.nytimes.com/2023/06/06/opinion/israel-saudi-arabia.html
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“dismissive” comments about Palestinians, while anonymous Saudi officials hinted at 
ongoing concerns about Iran and openness to security cooperation with Israel. “If Hamas 
builds a relationship with Iran to protect themselves, then why don’t we have a relationship 
with Israel against Iran to protect ourselves?” said one Saudi official.

PA officials seemed resigned to normalization between Israel and Saudi Arabia as a clear 
possibility. With the Biden administration reversing few Trump-era policies toward the PA 
and maintaining pressure in pursuit of a trilateral deal, Abbas reluctantly concluded that 
his political position was too weak to insist on the API as the basis for any talks with Israel. 
Political adviser Hussein al-Sheikh conveyed Palestinian requests to Saudi National Security 
Adviser Musaed al-Aiban by early summer, focused on slight shifts in territorial control 
and diplomatic representation while relinquishing Palestinian statehood as a precondition. 
U.S.-Palestinian and Saudi-Palestinian diplomacy accelerated, with Palestinian and Saudi 
diplomatic delegations trading visits in September of 2023. Riyadh sought to reassure PA 
officials that it would not “abandon” the Palestinian cause, taking steps like naming its 
first-ever ambassador to Palestine (expanding the responsibilities of its ambassador to Jordan) 
and raising the possibility of restoring funding to the PA.

On the eve of October 7, 2023, many Saudi officials  
likely assumed that the Palestinian issue could be safely  
left on the back burner.

Although it is impossible to know MBS’s precise plans for the fall of 2023, September also 
brought indications that he sought to prepare the Saudi public for eventual normalization. 
To be sure, the Saudi delegation at the United Nations in turn continued to promote the 
API in coordination with European and Arab diplomats, contradicting claims by U.S. 
and even some Saudi sources. Still, in an interview with Fox News, MBS for the first time 
referred directly to “real” and “serious” talks with the Biden administration about normal-
ization with Israel, noting that “every day we get closer” to a deal. While noting that “for us, 
the Palestinian issue is very important,” MBS spoke only of Israeli concessions that would 
“ease the life of Palestinians”—mirroring language used by Israeli officials. Just days later, 
Netanyahu’s speech at the United Nations General Assembly talked up the possibility of 
normalization with Saudi Arabia, while insisting that “we must not give the Palestinians a 
veto over new peace treaties with Arab states.”

A domestic Saudi media campaign drove home the idea that the kingdom should put 
its own interests first and address Palestinian concerns later. Abdulrahman al-Rashed, a 
well-connected columnist at the Saudi newspaper Al-Sharq al-Awsat, explicitly warned that 
“the Saudi approach may not achieve a Palestinian state,” and that a defense agreement with 
the United States was a higher priority for Saudi Arabia. Other established commentators 
soon chimed in on a similar note (often a sign of official talking points circulating behind 
the scenes) to insist on Saudi Arabia’s limited ability to advance the Palestinian cause. 

https://www.wsj.com/articles/saudi-arabia-seeks-u-s-security-pledges-nuclear-help-for-peace-with-israel-cd47baaf?st=9gwXE9&reflink=desktopwebshare_permalink
https://www.wsj.com/world/middle-east/saudi-arabia-moves-toward-eventual-ties-with-israel-11654517783
https://www.wsj.com/world/middle-east/saudi-arabia-moves-toward-eventual-ties-with-israel-11654517783
https://www.axios.com/2023/08/30/saudi-israel-megadeal-palestinians-biden-list
https://www.timesofisrael.com/officials-saudis-assured-palestinians-they-wont-be-abandoned-in-normalization-talks/
https://www.timesofisrael.com/officials-saudis-assured-palestinians-they-wont-be-abandoned-in-normalization-talks/
https://www.eeas.europa.eu/eeas/mepp-european-union-saudi-arabia-arab-league-cooperation-egypt-and-jordan-launch-peace-day-effort_en
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Y_u8ghPr3HE
https://www.wsj.com/world/middle-east/saudi-arabia-deal-palestinians-1f7473da
https://www.timesofisrael.com/full-text-of-netanyahus-un-address-on-the-cusp-of-historic-saudi-israel-peace/
https://aawsat.com/%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%B1%D8%A3%D9%8A/4579666-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%B9%D9%84%D8%A7%D9%82%D8%A9-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%AB%D9%86%D8%A7%D8%A6%D9%8A%D8%A9-%D9%85%D8%B9-%D8%A5%D8%B3%D8%B1%D8%A7%D8%A6%D9%8A%D9%84
https://thebitterlake.wordpress.com/2023/10/05/op-ed-series-on-bilateral-normalization/
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Numerous articles repeated talking points about Palestinian miscalculations, while commit-
ting Saudi Arabia only to securing Palestinian “necessities,” enabling a “real and verifiable 
framework for peace,” or merely offering “a step in the right direction.”

On the eve of October 7, 2023, many Saudi officials likely assumed—as did their U.S. and 
Israeli counterparts—that the Palestinian issue (and especially Gaza) could be safely left 
on the back burner, or at least sidelined amid direct economic and security cooperation. 
Yet Hamas leaders in the Gaza Strip also believed that Saudi-Israeli talks were “progressing 
significantly,” and that normalization between the countries would lead to the lasting 
marginalization of the Palestinian cause. While Hamas had been planning a major attack on 
Israel for years, Hamas’s Gaza chief Yahya Sinwar—in a meeting shortly before October 7—
emphasized the need for an “extraordinary attack” to derail normalization talks.

Post–October 7 Diplomacy  
(2023–Present)
Despite the Biden administration’s efforts to salvage some form of the grand bargain 
during his term, MBS steadily backed away from the possibility of normalized ties. While 
Saudi Arabia immediately called for Israeli de-escalation after the October 7 attacks and 
suspended normalization talks a week later, initial Saudi media coverage framed the attacks 
as a disastrous mistake by Hamas. As Israel’s attacks continued, however, Saudi officials 
condemned the devastation of Gaza in increasingly harsh terms—hosting an Arab-Islamic 
summit on the subject in November 2023 (with Iranian officials in attendance), re-assert-
ing the necessity of Palestinian statehood by early 2024, and describing Israeli actions as 
“genocidal” by May of 2024. MBS himself used ever more strident language as well, from 
decrying “Israeli aggression” in a late 2023 speech, to calling for an end to “heinous crimes” 
against Palestinians in an annual Hajj address in June 2024, to condemning Israel’s “collec-
tive genocide” against the Palestinian people at a second Arab-Islamic summit on the crisis 
in November 2024.

Public backlash over devastation in Gaza was a clear motivation for the backtracking. Saudi 
officials were no doubt mindful that years of government messaging had mostly suppressed 
criticism of Israel instead of building meaningful support for normalization. In available 
polling (see figure 1), support for normalization never exceeded 12 percent, while the 
aftermath of October 7 undermined even already limited support for economic cooperation 
between Saudi Arabia and Israel. By the summer of 2024, MBS was telling U.S. policymak-
ers that he feared assassination if he pursued normalization.

https://www.al-jazirah.com/2023/20231004/ria1.htm
https://www.al-jazirah.com/2023/20231005/ria1.htm
https://www.arabnews.com/node/2385421
https://www.arabnews.com/node/2385421
https://www.alwatan.com.sa/article/1134886
https://www.wsj.com/world/middle-east/hamas-wanted-to-torpedo-israel-saudi-deal-with-oct-7-attacks-documents-reveal-a70ec560
https://www.wsj.com/world/middle-east/hamas-wanted-to-torpedo-israel-saudi-deal-with-oct-7-attacks-documents-reveal-a70ec560
https://www.wsj.com/livecoverage/israel-hamas-gaza-rockets-attack-palestinians/card/saudi-arabia-calls-for-de-escalation-amid-talks-on-normalization-with-israel-dlOw0NP66IGNaMq7U0Yk
https://www.france24.com/en/middle-east/20231014-saudi-arabia-pauses-normalisation-talks-with-israel-amid-ongoing-war-with-hamas
https://www.alarabiya.net/politics/2023/10/26/%D9%88%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%A2%D9%86-1-5-%D9%85%D9%84%D9%8A%D9%88%D9%86-%D9%81%D9%84%D8%B3%D8%B7%D9%8A%D9%86%D9%8A-%D8%A8%D9%84%D8%A7-%D8%B3%D9%83%D9%86-%D8%A3%D9%88-%D8%AA%D8%B7%D8%A8%D9%8A%D8%A8-%D8%A3%D9%88-%D9%83%D9%87%D8%B1%D8%A8%D8%A7%D8%A1
https://www.reuters.com/world/middle-east/saudi-arabia-host-extraordinary-joint-islamic-arab-summit-riyadh-saturday-2023-11-10/
https://www.reuters.com/world/middle-east/saudi-arabia-says-there-will-be-no-diplomatic-relations-with-israel-without-an-2024-02-07/
https://www.reuters.com/world/middle-east/saudi-arabia-says-there-will-be-no-diplomatic-relations-with-israel-without-an-2024-02-07/
https://www.spa.gov.sa/en/N2112460
https://www.thenationalnews.com/gulf-news/saudi-arabia/2023/12/27/saudi-crown-prince-mohammed-bin-salman-gives-annual-royal-speech-on-behalf-of-king-salman/
https://www.arabnews.com/saudi-arabia/saudi-crown-prince-renews-call-for-immediate-halt-to-attacks-in-gaza-at-annual-hajj-reception-2532271
https://english.alarabiya.net/News/saudi-arabia/2024/11/11/arab-muslim-leaders-arrive-in-saudi-arabia-for-summit-on-gaza-lebanon-
https://english.alarabiya.net/News/saudi-arabia/2024/11/11/arab-muslim-leaders-arrive-in-saudi-arabia-for-summit-on-gaza-lebanon-
https://www.washingtoninstitute.org/policy-analysis/new-poll-sheds-light-saudi-views-israel-hamas-war
https://www.washingtoninstitute.org/sites/default/files/pdf/PolicyNote160Cleveland.pdf#page=14
https://www.politico.com/news/magazine/2024/08/14/saudi-prince-mbs-israel-deal-00173898
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While Saudi Arabia outwardly welcomed Donald Trump back to the U.S. presidency in 
2025, it did not return to its pre–October 7 positioning on Palestine. Nevertheless, the 
shifting emphasis on the importance of Palestinian statehood has contributed to continued 
U.S. beliefs that a “less-than” deal can prevail.

The result has been a balancing act between playing up the economic potential of closer 
U.S.-Saudi ties to court the Trump administration and periodically risking Trump’s ire to 
make some efforts toward Palestinian statehood. Almost as soon as Trump took office, for 
example, MBS was quick to pledge almost $600 billion in new investments in the United 
States. But Trump’s subsequent comments about displacing Palestinians from Gaza (and 
insistence that Saudi Arabia would be “very helpful” on regional politics even without a 
Palestinian state) triggered a blunt response from the Saudi foreign ministry, restating Saudi 
Arabia’s “firm and unwavering” position on the issue. Later that year, the kingdom hosted 
Trump for a return visit to Riyadh that focused mainly on new technology deals between 
U.S. firms and the Saudi state; on regional politics, Saudi officials prioritized the stabiliza-
tion of post-Assad Syria during the visit. Yet while Palestine was scarcely mentioned during 
the visit, Saudi diplomats continued to work with European counterparts on addressing the 
Palestinian issue.

Figure 1. Shifting Saudi Public Opinion on Normalization with Israel, 2010–2025

Source: Arab Opinion Index, Arab Center for Research and Policy Studies, last modified 2026, arabindexdb.dohainstitute.org/
dashboard.

https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/2025/01/23/saudi-arabia-us-trump-mbs/
https://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/documents/the-presidents-news-conference-with-prime-minister-benjamin-netanyahu-israel-0#:~:text=So Saudi Arabia is going to be very helpful%2C and they have been very helpful
https://x.com/KSAmofaEN/status/1886953044484473007
https://www.amchamksa.com/amcham-saudi-arabia-key-highlights-from-president-trumps-2025-saudi-arabia-visit
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These efforts bore fruit over the summer of 2025, as Saudi diplomats worked with French 
counterparts to build new diplomatic momentum behind Palestinian statehood. Already, the 
kingdom had joined the European Union and Norway to spearhead the new Global Alliance 
for the Implementation of the Two-State Solution, co-chairing several high-level summits 
on the International Court of Justice’s advisory opinion condemning Israeli occupation of 
Palestinian land. Combined Saudi and French efforts culminated in a major July conference 
hosted by the UN, which put forward a framework to first achieve a ceasefire in Gaza and 
then ensure “tangible, timebound, and irreversible steps” to establish a Palestinian state and 
resolve all claims between Israel and the Palestinians by way of a two-state solution. Despite 
vocal opposition from the U.S. and Israeli governments, Saudi diplomats continued to 
advance efforts to recognize Palestine through the September meeting of the United Nations 
General Assembly, marshalling support for Palestinian statehood from almost all states 
present and securing adoption of the New York declaration in favor of a two-state solution.

While Saudi Arabia outwardly welcomed Donald Trump  
back to the U.S. presidency in 2025, it did not return to  
its pre–October 7 positioning on Palestine.

Saudi narratives framed these efforts as offering Israel and the United States alike an alter-
native to international condemnation or perpetual violence. For Faisal Abbas, editor-in-chief 
of the Saudi newspaper Arab News, the New York declaration offered a “way out” for Israel 
that could lay the groundwork for regional peace while sidelining Hamas. Abdulrahman 
Al-Rashed, the Al-Sharq al-Awsat columnist, likewise portrayed Saudi Arabia’s diplomatic 
efforts as providing an alternative to Israeli and Hamas intransigence alike—siding with 
the international community in defense of Palestinian rights while offering a positive vision 
for the region in contrast to Hamas’ “sabotage.” Other prominent Saudi commentators 
offered strategic logic for the move, such as the importance of ending Israeli occupation to 
ensure “long elusive regional stability.” Once the Trump administration finally pressured 
Netanyahu into accepting a ceasefire in Gaza, however, Saudi Arabia (along with many other 
signatories of the New York declaration) readily accepted the U.S.-backed “Comprehensive 
Plan to End the Gaza Conflict” despite its many contradictions. 

On the eve of the U.S.-Israeli war with Iran, Saudi policy on Palestine and Israel once 
again prioritized the kingdom’s commitment to Palestinian statehood above normalization 
with Israel, though the kingdom had done little to encourage the United States or pressure 
the Israelis to act beyond lending its support for ill-defined PA “administrative reforms.” 
While criticism of Israel flared up periodically in the domestic Saudi media scene, typically 
as part of a mounting dispute with the neighboring UAE, Saudi officials were sensitive to 
U.S.-based criticism that Saudi Arabia is reverting to its “Islamic” past or opposed to U.S. 
interests in the region. This balancing act is reflected even in Saudi Arabia’s approach to the 
Trump-backed Board of Peace: signing on to support the effort, yet dragging its heels when 
it comes to providing meaningful funding.

https://www.arabnews.com/world/saudi-arabia-france-call-for-iran-diplomacy-reaffirm-support-for-palestinian-state-in-joint-statement-2655742
https://www.spa.gov.sa/en/N2566327
https://www.un.org/unispal/high-level-conference-two-state-solution-july2025/
https://www.nytimes.com/2025/09/22/world/middleeast/unga-palestinian-state.html
https://www.spa.gov.sa/N2430342
https://www.un.org/unispal/document/un-high-level-international-conference-new-york-declaration-29jul2025/
https://www.semafor.com/article/08/01/2025/why-the-saudi-led-plan-for-palestine-offers-israel-a-way-out
https://www.arabnews.com/opinion/to-recognize-palestine-is-to-recognize-israel-2616585
https://www.arabnews.com/opinion/to-recognize-palestine-is-to-recognize-israel-2616585#:~:text=war and the-,sabotage,-of the negotiations
https://www.nytimes.com/2025/11/01/world/middleeast/mohammed-bin-salman-us-visit.html
https://www.whitehouse.gov/releases/2025/10/global-support-for-president-trumps-bold-vision-for-peace-in-gaza/#:~:text=The visionary plan has been embraced by key leaders from the Arab world to the West%3A
https://carnegieendowment.org/research/2026/07/gaza-refugees-displacement-board-of-peace-trump-netanyahu-palestine-israel
https://boardofpeace.org/gaza-pledges
https://www.ft.com/content/5ba3bd2c-0e0e-4306-84be-99d6d89b0d49?syn-25a6b1a6=1
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Conclusion
Since the outbreak of the U.S.-Israeli war on Iran and Iran’s wide-ranging attacks on the 
Arab Gulf monarchies, the Palestinian cause has fallen in priority for Saudi officials. It has 
probably fallen even further down the Saudi agenda amid renewed fighting with Houthi  
(or Ansar Allah) forces in Yemen, given the direct economic and security fallout for  
Saudi Arabia.

Yet leaving this issue on the back burner risks squandering Saudi Arabia’s diplomatic in-
terventions on behalf of Palestine and miring Saudi policy in the hopeless task of trying to 
advance ill-defined Palestinian reforms that are unlikely ever to satisfy the United States 
or Israel. Palestinian self-determination and statehood is deeply unpopular among Israelis 
across the political spectrum. Even Gadi Eisenkot, the preferred candidate in the upcoming 
elections for those hopeful about a post-Netanyahu Israel, vowed, “there is no Palestinian 
state, and under the government we establish, there will be no Palestinian state.” 

Worse, Saudi focus on reformism feeds into policymakers’ perceptions in the United States 
and Israel that sooner or later MBS will return to his pre–October 7 focus on face-saving 
measures toward Palestinians rather than genuine steps toward statehood. Unsurprisingly, 
Saudi struggles in deterring or ending Houthi attacks have renewed calls from within the 
United States and Israel for Saudi normalization as a foundation for security cooperation 
against the group and other actors in the region.

However, any return to the “grand bargain” framing would be a strategic mistake for Saudi 
Arabia. Even a Senate-ratified treaty binding Washington to Riyadh’s defense would hold 
little value at a time when the United States has exhausted its realistic military options 
against Iran and is unwilling to restrain Israel’s destabilizing activities in the rest of the 
region or to do much about the threat posed by the Houthis. Nor is access to U.S. nuclear 
technology worth the reputational damage of seeming to fully abandon the Palestinian 
cause—especially not as the kingdom is struggling to deliver on the economic promise of its 
Vision 2030 reforms. 

By contrast, successfully advancing Palestinian statehood or other means of ending Israeli 
occupation would pay both popular and strategic dividends for Saudi Arabia: blunting a 
major theme of Iranian propaganda messaging against the kingdom and other Gulf monar-
chies, defusing a constant driver of regional conflicts, and paving the way for more peaceful 
relations between Israel and surrounding states. Regional peace is also a foundational step to 
enact Saudi Arabia’s ambitious development goals, including its interest in driving interna-
tional tourism to the kingdom, which would be benefited by Saudi Arabia’s active support 
for Palestinians.

https://www.haaretz.com/israel-news/elections/2026-08-22/ty-article/.premium/eisenkot-vows-no-palestinian-state-after-arab-party-leader-urges-recognition/000001a0-2ad2-d293-a1e7-3ad27a6a0000
https://www.wsj.com/opinion/saudi-arabia-houthis-iran-israel-u-a-e-centcom-f910504e?st=FiE8f2&reflink=desktopwebshare_permalink
https://www.haaretz.com/middle-east-news/2026-10-12/ty-article/.premium/netanyahu-seeks-to-join-saudis-fight-against-houthis-crown-prince-opposes-move/000001a1-3117-d20b-a1ff-f557b0810000?gift=36494238dbde4668a8af1986e9c8f9eb
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Saudi Arabia should seize its opportunity in the next two years to lobby the Trump ad-
ministration to prioritize “tangible, timebound, and irreversible” steps toward Palestinian 
statehood. The president desperately needs a foreign policy win to burnish his legacy as a 
dealmaker and distract from the enduring quagmire posed by the endless confrontation with 
Iran. Rather than simply trying to weather Trump’s occasional outbursts regarding normal-
ization, Saudi diplomats resident in Washington or visiting from Riyadh should consistently 
point to Israeli intransigence on the slightest concessions toward Palestinians as the obstacle 
to normalization. Trump is also willing and able to use pressure on Israeli leaders whenever 
their actions clash with his own priorities. Trump has proven adept at managing critics 
within the Republican Party and the right-wing media ecosystem in the United States and is 
well positioned to put greater pressure on Israel to engage in negotiations. Democrats would 
be hard pressed to mount any opposition to such an effort given the level of frustration they 
have recently shown against Israeli actions. 

Successfully advancing Palestinian statehood or other  
means of ending Israeli occupation would pay both 
popular and strategic dividends for Saudi Arabia.

The U.S. midterm elections in November 2026 are likely to produce a Congress with fewer 
supporters of Trump and substantially more Democrats. Such a Congress is likely to impose 
more constraints on Trump as he enters his final two years in office, leaving him with fewer 
opportunities for “quick wins” to burnish his reputation. Congressional representatives will 
also be all too familiar with the public opinion shifts that have left Israel viewed unfavorably 
by large segments of the U.S. electorate—including a majority of younger Americans who 
identify as Republican. Tangible progress on the Israel-Palestine issue will likely meet with 
less Congressional resistance, further incentivizing the president to seek a foreign policy 
accomplishment in this area as expensive wars, costly trade policies, and corrupt dealings 
come under greater scrutiny.

Seizing these opportunities will mean unifying Saudi messaging across different levels. 
Saudi officials in Washington can lean into telling their audiences what they want to hear, 
playing up the eventual possibility of normalized ties with Israel while downplaying the 
concessions Israel will have to make toward Palestinians to make this a reality. While aimed 
at blunting criticism of the kingdom, this dual message has the effect of undermining any 
statements that the Saudi foreign minister or even MBS himself make about the importance 
of Palestinian statehood. Strategic ambiguity regarding Saudi Arabia’s Palestine policy is 
no longer strategic, and mainly serves to allow other actors to project their own preferred 
policies onto Riyadh’s intentions. Saudi Arabia need not risk backlash from outright coer-
cion or threats to consciously and consistently reshape the narrative around normalization 
from something that the United States and Israel are “owed” to something that is possible if 
Palestinian statehood is once again within reach.

https://www.un.org/unispal/high-level-conference-two-state-solution-july2025/#:~:text=tangible%2C timebound%2C and irreversible steps
https://www.pewresearch.org/short-reads/2026/04/07/negative-views-of-israel-netanyahu-continue-to-rise-among-americans-especially-young-people/
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