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Would President Obama have adopted a different approach to Saudi Arabia and the Khashoggi

murder?

Many foreign policy specialists point out that under Obama, the U.S. approved Saudi Arabia initiating

a brutal war in Yemen due to larger strategic priorities. What were those priorities? To stay in good

graces with a critical regional ally and maintain a bulwark against Iranian ambition.

The current predicament is rooted in decisions made by Obama, in particular providing too much

leeway to the Saudi crown prince. But the similarities stop there.

Based on how the Obama administration managed other vexing partners in the region – such as 

Egypt, where it had to balance keeping the country as a security partner while admonishing it for

human rights violations – I believe U.S. policy likely would have followed an alternative path.
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First, the Obama administration would have consistently condemned Saudi actions.

It is hard to imagine Obama publicly contradicting a high-level intelligence report from the CIA

pinning culpability on the Saudis, as President Trump has done. In fact, it is highly unlikely that such

an intelligence leak would have happened at all under Obama’s watch – he always gave serious

attention to recommendations from his bureaucracy.

President Barack Obama shakes hands with Saudi Arabia’s then-Crown Prince Mohammed bin Nayef in the White House
in 2015. AP/Jacquelyn Martin

Second, Obama would have pursued a more nuanced approach by making more deliberate use of

existing diplomatic and economic tools to signal concern to the Saudis.

President Trump asserts that the U.S. either had to cut ties with Saudi or give them a free pass. That is

a false choice.

The U.S. has many intermediate measures at its disposal – such as halting arms sales and increasingly

punitive sanctions. Obama would have taken fuller advantage of these instruments.

Third, while Obama would have taken pains to preserve the relationship, he would have quietly sent a

franker message to Saudi Arabia: Such behavior is intolerable, there must be accountability and this

cannot happen again. For example, in response to the execution of 47 prisoners, former deputy

national security adviser Ben Rhodes recalls, “In blunt language, Obama protested these actions, and

warned the king that Saudi Arabia’s human-rights record was going to bring greater international

isolation.”
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Trump has unmistakably set the U.S. down a road that breaks longstanding foreign policy precedent.

His implicit endorsement of Saudi Arabia’s reckless behavior runs the risk of emboldening other

leaders to pursue similar policies.

And Trump’s basis for letting Saudi Arabia off the hook – its strategic importance – is shaky. Many

experts rightly point out that Saudi’s usefulness to the U.S. is limited and Saudi’s regional standing is

exceptionally dependent on U.S. support.

So why give away U.S. leverage for free and dispense with decades of policy precedence based on a

flimsy premise? That is something only Trump can answer.
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What Obama would not have done is publicly assert that the only values worth defending are national 

interests. And that powerful – and rich – countries will receive preferential treatment from the U.S. 

even if they commit egregious human rights violations such as murder.
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