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Mohammed bin Salman Between Reform 

and the Iron Fist. 
 

Mohammed bin Salman, who according to a recent US intelligence report, authorized the 

killing of Saudi journalist Jamal Khashoggi, implemented a series of unprecedented 

economic, social and religious changes in the conservative kingdom after he became 

crown prince, followed by a violent crackdown on dissidents and activists. 

 

"We came to the conclusion that the Crown Prince of Saudi Arabia, Mohammed bin Salman, 

authorized an operation in Istanbul, Turkey, to arrest or kill Saudi journalist Jamal 

Khashoggi," said the declassified four-page US National Intelligence report. 

 

The report added that the crown prince considered Khashoggi a threat to the kingdom 

and generally supported resorting to violent measures if necessary to silence him. 

 

 

Fast Rise 
 

Prince Mohammed was born on August 31, 1985, holds a law degree 

from King Saud University, and is the father of two sons and two 

daughters. 

 

On June 21, 2017, with the support of his father, he managed to 

remove the crown prince, his cousin, Muhammad bin Nayef, and 

replace him in power. In March 2020, bin Nayef and the king's brother, 

Prince Ahmed bin Abdulaziz Al Saud, were arrested on charges of 

orchestrating a coup aimed at ousting him. 

 

Prince Mohammed has already combined powers that previous Saudi rulers did not enjoy, 

including the Ministry of Defence and the chairmanship of the board of directors of the 

huge Public Investment Fund. He is said to work 16 hours a day. 

 

Within a short period, the crown prince developed close relations with the White House, 

especially with the President Donald Trump and his son-in-law and advisor Jared Kushner. 

These relationships helped him avoid repercussions when his direct involvement in the 

killing of Khashoggi was discovered.  
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Crackdown on potential opponents 
 

Saudi Arabia's 35-year-old de facto ruler has overseen the most fundamental 

transformation in the Gulf state's modern history while simultaneously, alienating all of his 

rivals since becoming the Crown Prince in 2017. 

 

“With young Crown Prince 

Mohammed bin Salman’s rise to 

power, he promised an embrace 

of social and economic reform. 

He spoke of making our country 

more open and tolerant and 

promised that he would address 

the things that hold back our 

progress, such as the ban on 

women driving. But all I see now 

is the recent wave of arrests.” -

Jamal Khashoggi, 2017 

 (https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/global-opinions/wp/2018/10/06/read-jamal-

khashoggis-columns-for-the-washington-post/) 

 

The Crown Prince faced a storm of condemnation following the crackdown on his critics 

and potential opponents. This disapproval reached a new fervency after Khashoggi was 

murdered inside the kingdom's consulate in Istanbul in October 2018. 

 

 

Dramatic Changes 
 

The young prince had pledged to transfer the conservative kingdom to "moderate Islam," 

opening the doors of entertainment and tourism and attracting foreign investors to 

diversify the sources of his country's oil-dependent economy. 

 

"We want to live a normal life, a life that translates our tolerant religion, our good customs 

and traditions," he said at a conference in Riyadh in June 2017. 

 

He added, "70 percent of the Saudi people are under 30 years old, and frankly, we will not 

waste 30 years of our lives dealing with any destructive ideas, we will destroy them today 

and immediately." (https://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-41747476) 

https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/global-opinions/wp/2018/10/06/read-jamal-khashoggis-columns-for-the-washington-post/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/global-opinions/wp/2018/10/06/read-jamal-khashoggis-columns-for-the-washington-post/
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-41747476
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The Crown Prince launched a broad program of economic reforms in his country. Bin 

Salman started a program entitled "Vision 2030” to reduce reliance on oil as a main source 

of revenue. A tenant of this program included listing a small percentage of the Aramco oil 

company on the stock exchange. The revenues from going public would decrease the Saudi 

economy reliance on oil and allow greater integration into other industries. “Mohammad 

bin Salman’s attempt to reform Saudi Arabia depends on the diversification of the Saudi 

Economy which would entail redirecting Saudi oil investments and profits to other various 

businesses.” (https://moderndiplomacy.eu/2021/07/04/examining-the-impact-of-saudi-

aramcos-venture-of-ipo/) 

 

 

Changes from Within 
 

Under his rule, the historic decision to allow women to drive cars, attend sporting events 

and festivals, and obtain a passport without the consent of the "guardian" was passed. 

Under the previous system, women must obtain permission from a male guardian – a 

father, brother, husband, or even a son – to travel abroad, obtain a passport, enroll in 

higher education, get a life-saving abortion, be released from a prison, or marry. 

 

Notably, weeks before women were allowed to drive in 2018, the authorities launched a 

campaign of arrests, targeting at least 11 activists who were calling for lifting the ban on 

women driving. (https://www.nytimes.com/2018/05/18/world/middleeast/saudi-women-

drivers-arrests.html) 

 

Bin Salman worked to reduce the influence of the religious police in the conservative 

kingdom, allowing concerts and reopening cinemas. At the same time, he remains 

intolerant of any opposition or criticism of his policies. 

 

Additionally, bin Salman oversaw a dramatic reshuffle, replacing senior officers, including 

the chief of staff, and the heads of the land forces and air defence. He promoted younger 

commanders loyal to him, increasing his influence within the armed forces. Bin Salman, in 

a very short time, managed to gain exceptional influence and power. 

 

 

 

 

 

https://moderndiplomacy.eu/2021/07/04/examining-the-impact-of-saudi-aramcos-venture-of-ipo/
https://moderndiplomacy.eu/2021/07/04/examining-the-impact-of-saudi-aramcos-venture-of-ipo/
https://www.nytimes.com/2018/05/18/world/middleeast/saudi-women-drivers-arrests.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2018/05/18/world/middleeast/saudi-women-drivers-arrests.html
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Opposition from Within 
 

A group that says it speaks on behalf 

of Saudi scholars opposed to the 

government's "westernization" 

program for reforms has called for 

the removal of Crown Prince 

Mohammed bin Salman over the 

murder of journalist Jamal 

Khashoggi. 

 

In comments posted on Twitter, the 

Saudi Scholars Association blamed 

bin Salman for killing Khashoggi in a 

"horrific" manner that "contradicts morals and humanitarian standards." 

 

The group said that Saudi Arabia is facing crises due to injustice and unjust policies for 

which Mohammed bin Salman bears responsibility. It cited the arrests of religious scholars, 

preachers and writers, and blamed bin Salman for spreading social and administrative 

corruption and spending public money inefficiently. 

(https://carnegieendowment.org/2021/06/07/saudi-arabia-s-religious-reforms-are-

touching-nothing-but-changing-everything-pub-84650) 

 

 

 

Tension with Tehran, Qatar 
 

On the international scene, tensions escalated in the Middle East as he took charge of the 

wealthy country, albeit behind the curtain, that has been competing with its neighbour 

Iran for regional influence for decades. 

 

Mohammed bin Salman is the main architect of the Saudi-led war with a broad military 

coalition against the Iran-aligned Houthi rebels in Yemen. He escalated the confrontation 

with Tehran, and led a three-year boycott against neighbouring Qatar. 

 

At home, the prince oversaw a large number of unpopular austerity measures after citizens 

were receiving generous aid and subsidies, pointing to the need to diversify the resources 

of the kingdom's economy based on oil. 

https://carnegieendowment.org/2021/06/07/saudi-arabia-s-religious-reforms-are-touching-nothing-but-changing-everything-pub-84650
https://carnegieendowment.org/2021/06/07/saudi-arabia-s-religious-reforms-are-touching-nothing-but-changing-everything-pub-84650
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Global Media Reaction 
 

The British Financial 

Times strongly criticized 

the reform process led by 

Saudi Crown Prince 

Mohammed bin Salman, 

calling it superficial and 

fragile. 

 

The newspaper stressed 

that Crown Prince 

Mohammed bin Salman, 

who it referred to as the actual ruler of the kingdom, should face repercussions for the 

murder of journalist Jamal Khashoggi. This crime casts a shadow over bin Salman’s reform 

efforts. Without naming his involvement, the judicial process delivers ambiguous 

accountability at best.  

 

The newspaper went on in its editorial, saying that Khashoggi's crime is not the only issue 

that casts a shadow over Saudi reform efforts; domestic investments declined, attempts 

to liberate the economy from dependence on the oil sector failed, and attempts to urge 

the Saudi elite to invest at home did not work. 

 

It concluded by saying Mohammed bin Salman has embroiled the Kingdom in the war in 

Yemen and understands little about political geography and the sensitivity of the position 

he inherited. Because of this, and the lack of consequence he has seemingly faced after 

Khashoggi’s murder, he should not receive the designation of leading successful reforms 

in Saudi Arabia. https://www.ft.com/content/0dda6e3f-d337-435a-8bf6-d588edc7b944) 

 

 

The UN’s Human Rights Counsel Response 
 

On March 7, 2019, 36 countries at the United Nations Human Rights Council issued the first 

ever joint statement on Saudi human rights abuses, calling on Saudi Arabia “to release all 

individuals, including Loujain al-Hathloul, Eman al-Nafjan, Aziza al-Yousef, Nassima al-Sadah, 

Samar Badawi, Nouf Abdelaziz, Hatoon al-Fassi, Mohammed AlBajadi, Amal Al-Harbi, and 

Shadan al-Anezi, detained for exercising their fundamental freedoms.”  

 

https://www.ft.com/content/0dda6e3f-d337-435a-8bf6-d588edc7b944)
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This report also states… “Mr. Khashoggi’s killing constituted an extrajudicial killing for 

which the State of the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia is responsible. His attempted kidnapping 

would also constitute a violation under international human rights law. From the 

perspective of international human rights law, State responsibility is not a question of, for 

example, which of the State officials ordered Mr. Khashoggi’s death; whether one or more 

ordered a kidnapping that was botched and then became an accidental killing; or whether 

the officers acted on their own initiative or ultra vires.” 

(https://www.ohchr.org/EN/NewsEvents/Pages/DisplayNews.aspx?NewsID=24713 

 

US Congress 
 

In February 2019, a bipartisan group of US Congressional representatives led by 

Congresswoman Lois Frankel issued a resolution calling on Saudi Arabia to immediately 

and unconditionally release jailed Saudi women’s rights activists and hold those 

responsible for abuses accountable. (https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-

congress/house-bill/1392) 

 

A bipartisan group of US Senators led by Senator Marco Rubio introduced a similar 

resolution in the US Senate. Other congressional bills and resolutions pushing for Saudi 

government accountability for the Khashoggi murder remain under consideration at the 

time of writing.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.ohchr.org/EN/NewsEvents/Pages/DisplayNews.aspx?NewsID=24713
https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/house-bill/1392)
https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/house-bill/1392)
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US Administration’s Support 
 

Despite this global condemnation of Saudi Arabia’s escalating domestic repression, Crown 

Prince Mohammed bin Salman has continued to enjoy the unwavering support of several 

key world leaders, including former US President Donald Trump. On November 6, 2017, 

following Saudi Arabia’s “corruption” arrests, Trump tweeted his support, writing, “I have 

great confidence in King Salman and the Crown Prince of Saudi Arabia, they know exactly 

what they are doing.... ...Some of those they are harshly treating have been “milking” their 

country for years!”  

 

On November 20, 2018, during a period of widespread criticism over the Khashoggi murder, 

the Trump administration issued a statement that began with the phrase, “The world a 

dangerous place!” and referred to Jamal Khashoggi as an “enemy of the state” and a 

member of the Muslim Brotherhood. The statement went on to argue that the US should 

continue its arms sales to Saudi Arabia because cancelling them would mean that “Russia 

and China would be the enormous beneficiaries.” 

(https://www.washingtonpost.com/politics/2021/02/26/why-intel-report-jamal-khashoggi-

is-so-damning-trump/) 

 

 

 

Are these Changes Enough? 

The Saudi authorities failed to abide by international fair trial standards in capital cases, 

often holding summary proceedings in secret and without allowing defendants access to 

representation or legal assistance. Foreign nationals often did not have access to 

translation services throughout the various stages of detention and trial. 

Grossly unfair trials continued before the SCC, a counter-terror court notorious for due 

process violations, including mass trials. Among those who continued to be tried or were 

convicted after such trials were a woman human rights defender, religious clerics and 

activists charged with offenses, including capital offenses that arose from the peaceful 

expression of their views. 

The Saudi authorities arbitrarily detained, prosecuted and imprisoned human rights 

defenders and family members of women’s rights activists for their peaceful activities and 

human rights work, including under the Counter-Terrorism Law and Anti-Cyber Crime Law. 

https://www.washingtonpost.com/politics/2021/02/26/why-intel-report-jamal-khashoggi-is-so-damning-trump/)
https://www.washingtonpost.com/politics/2021/02/26/why-intel-report-jamal-khashoggi-is-so-damning-trump/)
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Virtually all Saudi Arabian human rights defenders were in detention without charge or 

were on trial or serving prison terms. 

The Saudi authorities escalated repression of the rights to freedom of expression, 

association and peaceful assembly. This included a crackdown on online expression and 

undue restrictions on freedom of expression related to the government’s responses to the 

COVID-19 pandemic. They harassed, arbitrarily detained and prosecuted government 

critics, human rights defenders, family members of activists and many others. 

The Saudi authorities, under directions of bin Salman, have introduced limited reforms, 

including allowing women to enter some professions previously closed to them as well as 

lifting the driving ban, but the country remains one of the biggest violators of human rights 

and international law. 
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