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Figure 1.
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this thinking goes, he or she might not drive as hard 
a bargain as the incumbent Democrat; alternatively, 
if Biden wins a second term, legacy will be even 
higher on his personal agenda, perhaps lowering  
the costs along the way. 

This, however, is faulty strategic reasoning. At  
one level, waiting would open the door for an  
incalculable number of variables to complicate 
the diplomatic picture, potentially depriving Saudi 
Arabia of the substantial benefits of a deal. At a 
deeper level, purposefully choosing the midwifery 
of a Republican president would deny the Saudis 
the huge, long-term political advantage that comes 
with having a Democrat bless the new U.S.-Saudi 
partnership that would be part and parcel of the 
normalization agreement. (Here, the analogue is the 
political benefit Israel derived by reaching a ten-year  
memorandum of understanding on strategic  
partnership with President Obama, a Democratic 
hero who had an often prickly relationship with 
Israel.) If President Biden is willing to invest time, 
resources, and political capital in reaching an  
understanding on peace and normalization with 
Saudi Arabia and Israel in his first term, Riyadh 
would be wise not to wait for a hypothetical better 
deal.55

In the end, with some ingenuity and a willingness 
by each party to address the needs of the others, a 
three-way deal is possible in which Riyadh receives 
most of what it seeks, Israel gains the enormous 
benefit of full peace with the custodian of the Two 
Holy Mosques, and the United States makes  
substantial gains on regional security, Israeli-
Palestinian relations, and emotive human rights 

and political issues. It would not be easy, but this 
win-win-win deal is certainly possible. 

While the Biden administration will be focused on 
the thorny U.S.-Saudi aspects of this deal, the U.S.-
Israel angle deserves special attention. Specifically, 
it is important to underscore the substantial leverage 
the White House wields vis-à-vis Israel as the  
essential third actor in the Saudi-Israeli-American 
triangle, leverage it may choose to apply in its 
complex relationship with the current Israeli  
government. Prime Minister Binyamin Netanyahu 
has not only identified peace with Saudi Arabia as 
one of his top two strategic objectives—the other 
being preventing Iranian nuclear progress—but 
he has reportedly put on notice cabinet ministers 
Bezalel Smotrich and Itamar Ben-Gvir, vocal 
advocates of West Bank settlement expansion and, 
eventually, Israeli annexation, that their policy  
ambitions must be paused while he pursues those 
goals. For Biden, who has known Netanyahu for 
decades and says he “loves” him despite their deep 
policy differences,56 this offers enormous influence—
on the one hand, if he engages fully and seriously 
with the Saudis and Israelis on a three-way peace 
agreement, he will, inter alia, help Netanyahu bottle 
up his most extreme political partners; on the other 
hand, if Biden opts not to invest energy in a Saudi 
deal, he will expose Netanyahu to his right flank 
and deny the prime minister an excuse to deflect 
the Smotrich/Ben-Gvir demands. Ultimately, these 
personal relationships—between the president of  
the United States, the crown prince of Saudi Arabia, 
and the prime minister of Israel—will have as  
much impact on the prospects of Saudi-Israel 
normalization as the strategic stakes on the table.
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While the question of Saudi-Israel normaliza-
tion may not be resolved in the Biden admin-
istration, it cannot be postponed forever; key 

dates on the road to normalization are already on the 
horizon. Saudi Arabia has been awarded the right 
to host the World Combat Games in October 2023, 
an event that will likely see a large Israeli delegation 
descend on the kingdom, given that it encompasses 
sports in which Israelis historically excel.57 In 2024, 
Riyadh will host a major UN conference on desert-
ification (COP16) that Israeli representatives will 
surely want to attend.58 And much bigger events, with 
more consequential political and diplomatic impli-
cations, loom. These include one of the world’s great 
extravaganzas, Expo 2030, which the kingdom has 
ambitiously applied to host in NEOM, a city that does 
not yet exist. If the Israeli pavilion at the Dubai World 
Expo 2020 is any guide, design and planning can 
happen well before normalization does.59

If the kingdom remains true to MbS’s vision for 
growth, development, and expansion on the world 
stage, events with full Israeli participation will 
become less noteworthy and more routine, which 
likely reflects a Saudi strategy to normalize the 
concept of normalization with the Saudi people.  
Even without a high-level diplomatic breakthrough, 
Saudis and Israelis are incrementally building  
ties from the bottom up. Hopefully, these two 
dynamics—greater and more varied people-to-people 
contact and leader-to-leader agreement on a  
trilateral agreement for peace and normalization—
can come together. Perhaps those looking forward  
to the day when the Star of David flies above an 
Israeli embassy in Riyadh’s cloistered diplomatic 
quarter should do what millions of visitors to Saudi 
Arabia may themselves have the chance to do before 
long—say a prayer and take a stiff drink.  v
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