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ABSTRACT

 L'obiettivo di questo lavoro è quello di analizzare la percezione dell'opinione pubblica 

Americana riguardo la relazione nata tra l'Arabia Saudita e l'America stessa. Gli anni 

Settanta del XX secolo sono l'arco temporale preso in considerazione per l'analisi, con 

particolar riferimento agli anni delle presidenze Nixon, Ford e Carter. Da un punto di 

vista organizzativo, la tesi è suddivisa in quattro capitoli. Nel primo viene descritta la 

nascita della relazione tra i due paesi; nel secondo viene esaminata la percezione della 

relazione durante la presidenza Nixon, con particolar riferimento agli anni del post-crisi 

petrolifera; il terzo capitolo studia il fenomeno del riciclaggio dei petrodollari, mentre 

l'ultima parte del lavoro esplora ed analizza momenti di cooperazione e conflitto tra i 

due paesi durante l'amministrazione Carter.

La tesi si basa sull'analisi di articoli di giornale dell'epoca, provenienti da diverse testate 

giornalistiche e periodici quali il New York Times, il Time magazine, il Foreign Affairs, 

la  rivista  Commentary,  Monthly  Review e  Radical  America.  In  aggiunta,  sono  stati 

esaminati diversi documentari di breve durata quali i filmati “Desert Venture” e “Death 

of a Princess”. Lo scopo vuole essere quello di ampliare il più possibile la gamma dei 

mezzi  di  informazione  di  massa  per  avere  un'analisi  completa  ed  esaustiva 

dell'argomento.  Tuttavia è chiaro che i  giornali,  i  periodici  e i  documentari  presi  in 

considerazione per tale  lavoro non sono assolutamente esaustivi  per comprendere la 

totalità dell'opinione pubblica Americana in merito all'argomento trattato.

Il punto di partenza è sicuramente quello di capire che cosa si intende per opinione 

pubblica. A livello generale, secondo la definizione presentata nel libro  Comparative  

Government  and  Politics,  An  Introduction,  per  opinione  pubblica  si  deve  intendere 

quello che il pubblico pensa in merito a un dato argomento.

Definito  questo  primo  aspetto,  ho  ritenuto  necessario  analizzare  quale  fosse, 

innanzitutto, l'idea che l'opinione pubblica Americana aveva nei confronti dell'Arabia 

Saudita come paese. Di fondamentale importanza per esplorare quest'ultimo elemento 

sono stati  i  libri  scritti  da  Edward Said  (Orientalismo)  e  Douglas  Little  (American 

Orientalsim). All'interno del suo studio, Said esplorava, da un punto di vista storico, 

quale  fosse  stata  la  genesi  della  disciplina  dell'Orientalismo, soffermandosi  poi  sui 

diversi significati che tale scienza aveva assunto nel corso dei secoli. Volendo dare una 
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definizione generale, per Orientalismo si intende “l'approccio occidentale nei confronti 

dell'Oriente; è la disciplina teorica con cui l'Occidente si è avvicinato (e si avvicina) 

all'Est  in  modo  sistematico,  attraverso  lo  studio,  l'esplorazione  geografica  e  lo 

sfruttamento economico.”1 Inoltre,  Orientalismo  è anche “l'insieme di  sogni a  occhi 

aperti, immagini e risorse lessicali messi a disposizione di chiunque desiderasse parlare 

di ciò che si trova al di là della linea di confine tra Est e Ovest.”2 Importante per questo 

lavoro  è  soprattutto  quest'ultima  definizione  di  Orientalismo.  Infatti,  nel  corso  dei 

secoli,  gli  studiosi orientalisti avevano raccolto, sviluppato ed elaborato una serie di 

termini impiegati poi per descrivere l'Oriente. Ne è derivato che il mondo Orientale è 

stato definito come complementare alla società Occidentale, ma di un complementare 

definito in modo negativo. L'Est, la sua società e le sue popolazioni sono sempre state 

rappresentate come incivili,  barbare, dispotiche, irrazionali,  prive di logica, arretrate, 

caratteristiche  assolutamente  opposte  a  quelle  attribuite  all'Occidente.  Implicito  in 

quanto  scritto  fin'ora  è  il  fatto  che  i  due  mondi  fossero  divisi,  determinando  una 

separazione tra “noi” (Occidente) e “loro” (Oriente). Said sosteneva che lo scopo ultimo 

dell'Orientalismo era stato quello di soggiogare il mondo Orientale, arrivando quindi a 

una completa  occupazione dell'Est  sia  da un punto di  vista  politico che economico. 

Tornando  alla  percezione  dell'Arabia  Saudita  all'interno  dell'opinione  pubblica 

Americana, mi sono chiesta se tale paese fosse stato descritto da giornalisti e storici 

Americani  nello  stesso  modo  in  cui  gli  studiosi  Orientalisti  si  erano  approcciati  al 

mondo Orientale in generale. Ne è emerso che la monarchia Saudita, durante il secolo 

XX in generale, ma in particolar modo durante gli anni Settanta, è stata rappresentata 

secondo canoni tipicamente Orientalisti: negli articoli esaminati in questa tesi infatti, il  

paese  veniva  associato  ad  aggettivi  quali  “arretrato”,  “strano”,  “addormentato”, 

“sospetto”, “stravagante”, “inabile”, “svogliato”, “incostante”. Come il lettore noterà, 

sono tutte connotazioni negative ricollegabili ai dogmi Orientalisti. Inoltre, l'opinione 

pubblica Americana tendeva a considerare i primi Americani arrivati nel regno come 

missionari,  altro  elemento  riconducibile  alla  disciplina  dell'Orientalismo.  Tuttavia 

l'approccio  negativo  nei  confronti  dell'Arabia  Saudita  non  era  solo  sviluppato  nei 

confronti del paese in quanto tale, ma la critica era rivolta anche alla famiglia reale 

percepita come corrotta e vogliosa di sperperare le ricchezze del regno.

1 E. Said, Orientalismo, Milano, Giangiacomo Feltrinelli Editore, 2010, p. 78.
2 E. Said, op. cit., p. 79.

5



Il paese mediorientale veniva però descritto utilizzando anche aggettivi e perifrasi non 

direttamente  riconducibili  alla  disciplina  Orientalista.  In  molti  articoli  di  giornale 

esaminati per questo lavoro infatti, l'Arabia Saudita era chiamata “il regno della sabbia”, 

rifacendosi,  ovviamente,  alla  sua  conformazione  geografica.  Inoltre,  molto  spesso,  i 

giornalisti  che  scrivevano  del  regno  erano  approssimativi,  e  questo  succedeva,  per 

esempio, quando dovevano riportare alcuni dati inerenti alla monarchia (la stima della 

popolazione  Saudita  era  sempre  sommaria).  Tuttavia,  l'elemento  portante  nella 

rappresentazione del regno era il petrolio. Il paese veniva descritto e tratteggiato come il 

maggior  produttore  di  greggio  al  mondo,  sottolineando  il  fatto  che  l'emisfero 

Occidentale  era  del  tutto  dipendente  dal  petrolio  Saudita.  Collegato  all'aspetto 

petrolifero  c'era  poi  la  modernizzazione  del  regno,  anch'essa  richiamata  più  volte 

all'interno  degli  articoli  di  giornale  e  resa  possibile  proprio  grazie  alle  rendite 

petrolifere. Da notare, tuttavia, come alla fine degli anni Settanta, in particolar modo 

con la presidenza Carter, l'atteggiamento Americano nei confronti dell'Arabia Saudita 

cambiò  in  modo  decisamente  positivo.  Riferimenti  negativi  al  regno  scomparvero, 

lasciando  posto  ad  una  rappresentazione  favorevole  della  monarchia,  dovuta  agli 

sviluppi avvenuti all'interno del paese. Quest'ultimo iniziò ad essere descritto come uno 

stato “in crescita” sia da un punto di vista economico, politico e diplomatico. Il processo 

di crescita era comunque cominciato agli inizi degli anni Settanta (in particolar modo 

dopo la crisi petrolifera del 1973), ma l'opinione pubblica Americana si prese il suo 

tempo  per  arrivare  alla  consapevolezza  che  l'Arabia  Saudita  era  diventata  un  paese 

moderno e con un notevole peso sullo scenario internazionale.

Parallelamente all'analisi della percezione dell'Arabia Saudita all'interno dell'opinione 

pubblica Americana, la tesi sviluppa anche uno studio di quella che è stata la percezione 

Americana  della  relazione  tra  il  gigante  petrolifero  Mediorientale  e  la  superpotenza 

Occidentale. In base agli elementi emersi dalle ricerche, ho ritenuto necessario collocare 

la nascita della  connessione tra  i  due paesi  nel 1933, quando il  governo Americano 

ottenne una concessione petrolifera dall'allora re Saudita Ibn Saud. L'avvenimento fu di 

rilevante  importanza  in  quanto  portò  alla  creazione  della  più  grande  compagnia 

petrolifera dell'epoca (l'ARAMCO) e diede origine ad una relazione che dura ancora 

oggi e basata su numerosi aspetti. Infatti il petrolio non risulta essere l'unico elemento 

che funge da collante tra i due paesi. Anche l'aspetto militare si è configurato come un 
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fattore di vitale importanza per il consolidamento degli scambi tra i due paesi. Gli Stati 

Uniti hanno sempre ritenuto fondamentale la difesa del territorio Saudita a causa della 

sua posizione strategica all'interno dell'area Mediorientale.  Per difendere il  regno da 

attacchi  esterni,  il  governo  Americano  supportava  (e  continua  tutt'ora  a  farlo) 

militarmente la monarchia, vendendo armamenti e attuando programmi di formazione 

militare  per  l'esercito  Saudita.  In  cambio,  la  monarchia  forniva  alla  superpotenza 

Occidentale petrolio a basso costo, portando alla luce una definizione impiegata molto 

spesso per riferirsi alla relazione tra i due paesi: oil for security (petrolio in cambio di 

sicurezza). Ulteriore elemento di congiunzione era l'”odio” comune provato da entrambi 

i  governi  per  il  Comunismo.  Durante  il  periodo  della  Guerra  Fredda,  i  due  paesi 

collaborarono  molto  per  evitare  un  ulteriore  espansione  del  blocco  Comunista  nel 

mondo e l'Arabia Saudita fu di notevole aiuto in quanto finanziò molti movimenti basati 

sulla  religione  Islamica  e  volti  a  limitare  i  pericoli  posti  dall'Unione  Sovietica  (un 

esempio  furono i  mujaheddin in  Afghanistan).  I  fattori  fin'ora  menzionati  (petrolio, 

supporto  militare,  sicurezza,  odio  per  il  Comunismo)  sono  stati  gli  elementi  che 

maggiormente ho riscontrato negli articoli di giornale che parlavano e scrivevano del 

rapporto  tra  l'Arabia  Saudita  e  gli  Stati  Uniti,  a  prescindere  dalla  “visione”  e/o 

“appartenenza politica” delle diverse testate giornalistiche. A differenza però dell'analisi 

effettuata  in  merito  alla  percezione  dell'opinione  pubblica  Americana  sull'Arabia 

Saudita, uno studio prettamente linguistico nel caso della percezione della relazione tra i 

due  paesi  non  è  stato  possibile,  in  quanto  l'opinione  pubblica  Americana  non  ha 

impiegato particolari aggettivi o modi di dire per descrivere la connessione tra i due 

stati. In alcuni casi si scriveva che la monarchia Saudita era un fedele alleato Americano 

e durante la presidenza Carter la relazione tra i due paesi fu definita come “speciale”. 

Da notare  tuttavia  che  l'America  aveva altre  “relazioni  speciali”  nel  mondo,  tra  cui 

quella  con  Israele  e  la  Gran  Bretagna.  Di  conseguenza,  il  lavoro  di  analisi  sulla 

percezione tra i due paesi è stato portato avanti basandosi sugli elementi comuni della 

relazione, fattori che si riscontrano a pieno negli articoli di giornale esaminati e che 

rendono  comunque  possibile  un'analisi  della  connessione  tra  Arabia  Saudita  e  Stati 

Uniti.

Ritornando  brevemente  alla  relazione  tra  monarchia  Saudita  e  Stati  Uniti,  bisogna 

notare che tra i due paesi non ci sono stati solo elementi di comunione. Al contrario, ci 
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sono stati  anche  fattori  di  disaccordo,  tra  cui,  il  più  importante,  è  stato  il  conflitto  

Arabo-Israeliano.  Fin  dall'inizio  i  due  governi  hanno  assunto  due  posizioni 

completamente differenti in merito, con l'Arabia Saudita a favore della causa Araba, 

mentre  l'America  sosteneva (anche militarmente)  Israele.  Come descritto  dall'ultimo 

capitolo  di  questa  tesi,  i  negoziati  di  pace  tanto  sostenuti  da  Carter  durante  la  sua 

presidenza sono stati motivo di attrito tra i due paesi, tanto che la stampa Americana 

commentava la fine di una relazione durata quasi quarant'anni.  Tuttavia,  anche se il 

lavoro si conclude con una percezione negativa della relazione, c'è da sottolineare che 

durante gli anni Ottanta del XX secolo i  due paesi collaborarono di nuovo in modo 

assiduo,  sottolineando  un  aspetto  che,  a  mio  avviso,  è  stato  fondamentale  nella 

connessione  tra  i  due  stati:  a  prescindere  dai  problemi  e  dalle  difficoltà  incontrate 

durante la relazione, Arabia Saudita e Stati Uniti sono sempre stati in grado di superare i 

disaccordi, trovando sempre buoni motivi per portare avanti una relazione che aveva (ed 

ha tutt'ora) dei vantaggi economici, politici e diplomatici per entrambi i paesi.

Un ultimo appunto deve essere fatto sulla copertura giornalistica utilizzata per l'analisi 

di questo lavoro. All'inizio ho scritto che la tesi si sarebbe basata su articoli di giornale 

provenienti  anche da periodici  quali  Monthly Review  e  Radical  America.  Purtroppo, 

dalla  ricerca  effettuata  negli  archivi  di  queste  due  testate  giornalistiche,  non  sono 

emerse pubblicazioni inerenti all'Arabia Saudita o alla sua relazione con gli Stati Uniti 

d'America. Solo all'interno del  Monthly Review  è apparso, nel Gennaio del 1979, un 

articolo riguardante i petrodollari, ma l'autore non ha menzionato in nessun modo la 

monarchia  Saudita  o  il  suo  ruolo  all'interno  del  fenomeno  del  riciclaggio  dei 

petrodollari.
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INTRODUCTION

Orientals or Arabs are […] shown to be  
gullible,  “devoid  of  energy  and  
initiative,”  much  given  to  “fulsome  
flattery”,  intrigue,  cunning,  and 
unkindness to animals; Orientals cannot  
walk  on  either  a  road  or  a  pavement  
(their  disordered  minds  fail  to  
understand  what  the  clever  European 
grasps  immediately,  that  roads  and 
pavements  are  made  for  walking);  
Orientals  are  inveterate  liars,  they  are  
“lethargic  and  suspicious,”  and  in  
everything oppose the clarity, directness,  
and nobility of the Anglo-Saxon race.

E. W. Said, Orientalism

“Taking the late eighteen century as a  
very  roughly  defined  starting  point  
Orientalism  can  be  discussed  and  
analysed as the corporate institution  
for dealing with the Orient – dealing  
with it by making statements about it,  
authorising views of it, describing it,  
by teaching it, settling it, ruling over  
it: in short, Orientalism as a Western  
style  for  dominating,  restructuring,  
and  having  authority  over  the  
Orient.”

E. W. Said, Orientalism

 The aim of this work is to analyse the perception regarding the relationship between the 

United States of America and Saudi Arabia in the American public opinion, taking into 

consideration the years from 1969 to 1979.

But what do we intend for public opinion? According to the definition appeared in the 

book Comparative Government and Politics, An Introduction,
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“Public opinion can refer to (1) 'the range of views on some controversial issue held by some 
significant portion of the population' or (2) the informed judgement of a community on an issue 
of common concern, where that judgement is formed in the context of shared political goals.”1

More generally, “public opinion is simply what the public thinks about a given issue”2. 

In the case of this thesis, I want to analyse what the American public opinion thought 

about  Saudi  Arabia  as  a  country  and  how it  perceived  the  relationship  established 

between the Saudi monarchy and America.

The mass media are, of course, the necessary “tools” to analyse and “measure” public 

opinion  and  we  consider  mass  media  the  television,  the  newspapers  (press),  films, 

books, radio.. For this analysis, however, I consider only newspapers and some short 

films/documentaries,  aware  of  the  fact  that  they  are  not  sufficient  to  cover  all  the 

necessary aspects to have a general and complete analysis about the perception of the 

relationship between Saudi Arabia and the United States.

The articles which I chose come from different publications such as Foreign Affairs (the 

journal  mainly  discusses  about  American  foreign  policy  and  global  affairs),  Time 

magazine  (it  is  a  weekly  publication,  concentrated  more  on  politics,  economy and 

finance), Commentary (a monthly magazine first published in 1945 and then become the 

bastion  for  non-conservative  positions),  Monthly  Review  (an  independent  socialist 

magazine),  Radical America  (a “leftist” and democratic magazine),  New York Times 

(this publication belongs to the liberal sphere of the American newspapers), but I took 

into consideration also two short documentaries named “Desert Venture” and “Death of  

a Princess”.

The choice of the newspapers, magazines and videos mentioned above depend on the 

will to cover the broadest spectrum of press mouthpieces, analysing and observing what 

were  the  opinions  about  the  relationship  between  the  two  countries  both  in  the 

democratic and republican views.

To search articles  about  Saudi  Arabia in  general  and about  its  relationship with the 

United States in particular, I used the archives of the different newspapers. The method 

followed has  been the same for all  the publications:  I  looked for and then selected 

articles after having typed both “Saudi Arabia” and “US-Saudi relationship”.

The thesis is divided in four chapters: the first chapter describes the birth of the US-

1 Qualter in R. Hague & M. Harrop, Comparative Government and Politics, An Introduction, New York, 
palgrave macmillian, 2007, p. 134.

2 Ibid.
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Saudi relationship, trying to outline how the connection between the two countries was 

depicted  by  the  American  press  also  before  1969.  The  second  one  takes  into 

consideration the Nixon presidency, focusing especially on the negotiations occurred 

between the two countries after the 1973 oil crisis. The third chapter is about the Ford 

presidency and it  refers,  in particular,  to the petrodollars'  recycling.  Finally,  the last 

chapter takes into consideration the Carter administration and, regarding the relations 

between  the  United  States  and  Saudi  Arabia,  explores  and  analyses  moments  of 

cooperation and conflict between the two countries in the last years of the 1970s. Each 

section has a final part called “conclusion” where I sum up the ideas that the American 

public opinion had, from one side, only about Saudi Arabia (comparing all the elements 

with the principles connected to  Orientalism);  from the other side,  I  summarize the 

different  perceptions  about  the  US-Saudi  relationship.  An additional  aspect  which  I 

analyse is the following: did it correspond to the (Saudi) “reality” what the Americans 

said, wrote and thought about the Saudi kingdom?

The work finishes with the year 1979 and I chose this year as an end point for my work 

because,  as  Louise  Fawcett  pointed  out  in  her  book  International  Relations  of  the  

Middle  East,  “That  year  was marked by five  landmark events”3 which  changed the 

attitude of the American policy-makers towards the Middle Eastern region. These events 

were

“(1)  the  peace  treaty between Egypt  and Israel;  (2)  the  Islamist  Revolution  in  Iran;  (3)  the 
takeover of  the Grand Mosque in  Mecca,  Saudi Arabia, by Islamist  militants; (4)  the Soviet  
invasion of Afghanistan; and (5) the emergence of Saddam Hussein as the sole ruler of Iraq”4

Even Rachel Bronson stated the importance of 1979, writing that “'1979 constitutes a 

major  watershed,  if  not  the  major  watershed,  in  modern  Middle  East  history.'”5 

Regarding the topic of this work, 1979 was important for the US-Saudi relationship 

because  after  this  date  the  United  States  changed  its  policy  towards  the  Saudi 

monarchy, and also Saudi Arabia adopted its way of acting considering the new shape 

that  the  Middle  Eastern  region  had  assumed  after  the  events  mentioned  before.  In 

addition, the 1980s posed new challenges and problems which saw a different reaction 

3 L. Fawcett, International Relations of the Middle East, Oxford, Oxford University Press, 2009, p. 315.
4 Ibid.
5 David W. Lesch in R. Bronson, Thicker than Oil, America's uneasy partnership with Saudi Arabia, New 

York, Oxford University Press, 2006, p.144.
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from the new American President Ronald Reagan, a man who saw the re-birth of the 

Cold War and its definitive end.

* * *

 Nevertheless, before starting with the research concerning this work, a brief reference 

to the book of Edward W. Said  Orientalism has to be made, to better understand the 

meaning of the discipline of “Orientalism”, but also to understand how the basic ideas 

and concepts of this field of study have influenced the way of thinking of the American 

scholars,  politicians  and  journalists  regarding  the  Middle  Eastern  region  and,  in 

particular, regarding Saudi Arabia.

Before saying what Orientalism is and which are the different meanings of this word, it 

is better to start with some explanations regarding some concepts connected with that 

discipline.

Firstly, it has to be clarify what it means and what it is the term Orient/Oriental/East for 

the Western society and culture: in his book, Said started from the assumption that the 

term “East” is an invention of Western culture, even though the expression “East” is not 

only an  idea or a simple  Western cultural construction, but it has also a  material  and 

real dimension. Regarding this last affirmation, as a matter of fact, Said wrote that when 

someone  was  speaking  about  the  Orient,  he  was  referring  to  “Asia  or  the  East, 

geographically,  morally,  culturally.  One  could  speak  in  Europe  of  an  Oriental 

personality, an Oriental atmosphere, an Oriental tale, Oriental despotism, or an Oriental 

mode of production, and be understood.”6 Consequently, the discipline connected with 

that part of the world (namely  Orientalism) was created and established because “To 

have such knowledge of such a thing is to dominate it, to have authority over it. And 

authority here means for 'us' to deny autonomy to 'it' - the Oriental country – since we 

know it and it exists, in a sense,  as  we know it.7 In this last sentence the connection 

between knowledge and power is really clear:  Orientalism,  as a “science”, gave, and 

gives, the power, and maybe also the right, to the European countries before, and to the 

United States of America after, to conquer, dominate and exploit the Oriental countries. 

However, the domination of the Middle East has never been seen, by the Western states, 

as something negative: to the contrary, since Great Britain occupied Egypt, there was 

the belief that Eastern countries needed the Western occupation in order to respect and 

6 E. W. Said, Orientalism, London, Penguin Books, 1978, pp. 31-32.
7 E. W. Said, op. cit., p. 32.
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protect the real essence of their culture and values. To confirm this last statement, the 

following sentence of Said is very useful (Said used it to clarify the point of view of 

Balfour  when he was speaking before the English Parliament  to  justify the English 

presence in Egypt): ”[...] they are a subject race, dominated by a race that knows them 

and what is good for them better than they could possibly know themselves.”8 Such a 

position is comprehensible if it is clear that, for the Western culture, “Subject races did 

not have it in them to know what was good for them.”9

Secondly, there is the necessity to explain where and when this field of study was born 

and developed. Orientalism, as a science and a knowledge, had origin in the Christian 

Western  hemisphere and  an  event  of  particular  relevance  for  it  was  the  Council  of 

Vienne10 in 1312. There, it was decided “to establish a series of chairs in 'Arabic, Greek, 

Hebrew, and Syriac at Paris, Oxford, Bologna, Avignon, and Salamanca.'”11 Moreover, 

thanks to Christianity,  the definition and the division between  Near Orient and  Far 

Orient was completed, giving start to the assumption that the Near Orient was (and it is 

still today) the “great complementary opposite”12 of the Western hemisphere. The most 

important aspect which supported the Christian vision mentioned in the sentence before 

was, of course, the Islamic religion. Islam was considered by the Christian Church “a 

threat to some established view of things”13 and  Orientalism  was meant as a way of 

bringing under  control  the  novelty and the  suggestiveness  of  a  potential  alternative 

religion.

Nevertheless,  the European interest  in the Orient  region showed up even before the 

Council  of Vienne:  for  example,  in the famous work  Iliad,  it  was already clear  the 

border division between Orient and West. Further evidences of the Oriental presence in 

the European dimension could be found also in The Persians of Aeschylus and in The 

Bacchae of Euripides. In these works, it was already obvious the predominance of the 

West over the East and the fact that “It is Europe that articulates the Orient”14.

The period between the eighteenth century and the beginning of the nineteenth has to be 

considered as a turning point for Orientalism because “Orientalist ideas took a number 

8 E. W. Said, op. cit., p. 35.
9 E. W. Said, op. cit., p. 37.
10 The Council of Vienne was the fifteenth Ecumenical Council of the Roman Catholic Church.
11 E. W. Said, op. cit., p. 50.
12 E. W. Said, op. cit., p. 58.
13 E. W. Said, op. cit., p. 59.
14 E. W. Said, op. cit., p. 57.
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of different forms”15. In that period, Said collocated the birth of the modern Orientalism, 

thanks to the development of an Oriental renaissance. “Suddenly it seemed to a wide 

variety of thinkers, politicians, and artists that a new awareness of the Orient, which 

extended from China to the Mediterranean, had arisen.”16 This “new awareness” was 

mainly caused by the Napoleonic invasion of Egypt in 1798, “an invasion which was in 

many ways the very model of a truly scientific appropriation of one culture by another, 

apparently stronger one.”17 Even if the Napoleonic invasion failed, it gave start to the 

modern experience of the Orient region by Western society and culture. The Napoleonic 

invasion of Egypt also set the path for the modern Western colonialism, a colonialism 

that, this time, was mainly directed towards the Middle Eastern area and its resources. 

In addition, the Egyptian venture was

“the first in a long series of European encounters with the Orient in which the Orientalist's special 
expertise was put directly to functional colonial use; for at the crucial instant when an Orientalist  
had to decide whether his loyalties and sympathies lay with the Orient or with the conquering 
West, he always chose the latter, from Napoleon's time on.”18

Consequently,  with  the  Napoleonic  invasion  of  Egypt,  the  science  of  Orientalism 

experienced the shift from a cultural dimension to a political sphere. Or, to better say, 

the science of Orientalism as a cultural phenomenon was put to use in the practice of 

colonialism. The terms and dogma created in the centuries before and used to describe 

the Orient and its population, culture, geography and religion, were now employed in 

the political  sphere,  in order to  subjugate people considered inferior  to  the Western 

ones. Moreover, after 1798, Orientalism became a comparative discipline, which means 

that after the description of some factors and elements connected with the Middle East, 

Orientalism assessed them, confirming the inequality between the Orient and the West.

During the nineteenth century, the prestige of Orientalism grew immensely and this was 

attested by the creation of different associations and cultural societies connected with 

the study and the research about the Orient. With the time, the science of Orientalism 

became a subject to be taught and in addition to its institutions and societies, it saw the 

emergence of its own publications and traditions, arriving, in the twentieth century, to 

15 E. W. Said, op .cit., p. 42.
16 Ibid.
17 Ibid.
18 E. W. Said, op. cit., p. 80.
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the complete “schematization of the entire Orient.”19 It should also be pointed out that, 

during the nineteenth (the gold century for the science of  Orientalism) and twentieth 

century, Orientalism was so widespread and “popular” especially “because Orientalism 

had  accomplished  its  self-metamorphosis  from a  scholarly discourse  to  an  imperial 

institution.”20

 At this  point,  after  this  brief  description of  the history regarding the birth  and the 

development of Orientalism and the explanation of some concepts connected with it, it 

is necessary to clarify the different meanings and aspects of this subject.

Said gave a good explanation of what Orientalism is, a definition which is general, but 

really concise and precise:

“Orientalism is the generic term that I have been employing to describe the Western approach to 
the  Orient;  Orientalism  is  the  discipline  by  which  the  Orient  was  (and  is)  approached 
systematically, as a topic of learning, discovery, and practice. But in addition I have been using 
the word to designate that collection of dreams, images, and vocabularies available to anyone 
who has tried to talk about what lies east of the dividing line. These two aspects of Orientalism 
are  not  incongruent,  since  by  use  of  them  both  Europe  could  advance  securely  and 
unmetaphorically upon the Orient.”21

In addition, what has to be underlined is that  Orientalism  created its own discourses, 

institutions,  vocabulary,  scholarship,  imagery,  doctrines,  colonial  bureaucracies, 

colonial styles and theories about the Orient and the Orientals to subjugate that part of 

the world and its population, in order also to create a clear distinction between “us” (the 

West) and “them” (the East),  a distinction that is valid still  today and that has been 

useful for Europe (and more generally for the West) to define itself, its culture and its 

values  (“The  Oriental  is  irrational,  depraved  (fallen),  childlike,  'different';  thus  the 

European is rational, virtuous, mature, 'normal'”22).

However, going into the peculiarity of the meaning of Orientalism, it should be said that 

at the beginning, this field of study was meant as a way to be in contact with the Orient,  

an  aspect  based  on the  special  place  that  the  Oriental  region  occupied  in  Western, 

European experience. With the time, Orientalism started to define its field of action with 

the institution of a series of disciplines aimed to study and analyse the costumes, the 

traditions, the literature and the history of Oriental people and region. Mostly, scholars, 

19 E. W. Said, op. cit., p. 68.
20 E. W. Said, op. cit., p. 95.
21 E. W. Said, op. cit., p. 73.
22 E. W. Said. op. cit., p. 40.
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or people fascinated by the Orient, were interested in the classical period of the Oriental 

history,  assuming that  that  time had to  be  used  to  improve the  modern  Orient  (the 

classical period of the Oriental history was studied and then applied to the present). Said 

called this type of  Orientalism  a  cultural phenomenon,  mainly because due to it the 

West started to give an identity to the East, creating it, the Orientals and their world.  

Nonetheless, Orientalism had also a political aspect, and this “feature” was acquired by 

Orientalism, as I stated before in this introduction, when the presence of the European 

countries in the Middle Eastern region became significant and important, due to the 

practice  of  colonialism.  Anyway,  it  is  useful  to  deepen the  different  aspects  of  the 

cultural  and  political Orientalism,  in order to better  understand the interconnections 

between them. With the cultural Orientalism it started a process of appropriation of the 

Oriental world through the creation of different categories, categories useful to speak 

about  the  Orient.  The  schematization  of  the  Orient  started  precisely  with  the 

establishment of a precise  language developed by the specialists of  Orientalism and 

used to depict the different aspects of the Oriental world. What has to be underlined, 

however, is the fact that this Oriental language23 was not so representative of the world 

it wanted to describe. On the contrary, it created an image of the Oriental world which 

was  reductive,  but  this  aspect  was  useful  to  the  dominant  culture,  which  was  the 

Western and Christian one, to carry out its theoretical and practical needs; by definition, 

the Oriental world was different and unequal if compared to the Western society; the 

specific terminology created by the  cultural Orientalism (end of nineteenth century) 

foresaw that the Oriental world was, for sure, despotic, sensual, with a way of thinking 

which was always imprecise and illogical,  a world which refused the progress.  The 

concepts  and characteristics of the Oriental  world mentioned in  the sentence before 

were then organised in a  coherent  and  self-sufficient structure which has lasted until 

today. Consequently, from the statements made before, it can be said that the cultural  

Orientalism has been a  systematic accumulation of information about the Orient, with 

the creation of a scientific and specific vocabulary. Finally, it should be pointed out that 

the cultural Orientalism was characterised by an active and aggressive spirit meant to 

23 In  addition to  the elements  mentioned above,  it  should be added that  the  Oriental  language was 
characterized by “figures of speech” which were (and are) “all declarative and self-evident; the tense 
they employ is the timeless eternal; they convey an impression of repetition and strength; they are 
always symmetrical to, and yet diametrically inferior to, a European equivalent, which is sometimes 
specified, sometimes not.” In E. W. Said, op. cit., p. 72.
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be critic towards the Oriental world. The political Orientalism, instead, was meant as a 

systematic appropriation of territories and populations, indicating a “transition from a 

merely  textual  apprehension,  formulation,  or  definition  of  the  Orient”24 to  a  real 

appropriation, characterised by the establishment of an administrative, economic and 

military  reality.  Moreover,  this  aspect  of  Orientalism  foresaw  the  creation  and  the 

institutions  of  “trading  societies,  learned  societies,  geographical  exploration  funds, 

translation funds, the implantation in the Orient of schools, missions, consular offices, 

factories, and sometimes large European communities”25.

But the science of  Orientalism can not only be “divided” in the cultural  and political  

aspect of it. As a matter of fact, Orientalism was also classified in latent and manifest  

Orientalism:  the first  one could and can be considered “an almost unconscious (and 

certainly an untouchable)  positivity”26,  while  the second one envisaged “the various 

stated  views  about  Oriental  society,  languages,  literatures,  history,  sociology”27.  In 

addition,  “latent Orientalism was profoundly conservative – dedicated,  that is,  to its 

self-preservation.”28 Latent Orientalism was under stress during the nineteenth century 

when  the  Orient  and  the  Western  hemisphere  came  closer  to  each  other  due  to 

colonialism; this was caused by the fact that the dogma created by Orientalism in the 

centuries before were not useful, but especially  not  true, to describe the reality of the 

Orient, a reality reported back and depicted by travellers, pilgrims and State men after 

their visits to the Orient world.

In his book, Said underlined many times the fact that the science of Orientalism had as a 

main task the “mise-en-scène” of the Orient world: this means that Orientalism created 

its  own  descriptions  and  images  which  used  to  confirm  to  the  readers  and  to  the 

“members of the audience” the idea it had about the Orient. Moreover, Said stated that 

the first nations that have adopted the (modern) Orientalism  have been, in particular, 

Great Britain and France (in the introduction of his book, Said wrote that “From the 

beginning of the nineteenth century until the end of World War II France and Britain 

dominated the Orient and Orientalism”29).

After 1945 things changed completely and the two European states left the place to the 

24 E. W. Said, op. cit., p. 96.
25 E. W. Said, op. cit., p. 100.
26 E. W. Said, op. cit., p. 206.
27 Ibid.
28 E. W. Said, op. cit., p. 222.
29 E. W. Said, op. cit., p. 4.
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United States of America. The latter entered in the Orient (that is, in the Middle East) 

and  started  to  develop  its  own interests  in  the  region,  interests  which  were  based, 

mainly, on oil and its conservation and preservation. As it happened in the European 

countries,  also  in  the  American  society  the  discipline  of  Orientalism  grow  in 

importance,  influencing  the  way of  perceiving  the  Oriental  world  according  to  the 

dogma and the images created by Orientalism in the centuries before. Said stressed that 

“Since World War II, and more noticeably after each of the Arab-Israeli wars, the Arab 

Muslim has become a figure in  American popular  culture,  even as in  the academic 

world, in the policy planner's world, and in the world of business very serious attention 

is being paid the Arab.”30 Arab people were represented, in the American newspapers, 

“as camel-riding, terroristic, hook-nosed, venal lechers whose undeserved wealth is an 

affront to real civilisation.”31 The “undeserved wealth”32 of the Arabs derived, of course, 

from oil,  and after the 1973 Yom Kippur War they became perceived as even more 

aggressive.

“Aside from his anti-Zionism, the Arab is an oil supplier. This is another negative characteristic,  
since most accounts of Arab oil equate the oil boycott of 1973–1974 (which principally benefited 
Western  oil  companies  and  a  small  ruling  Arab  elite)  with  the  absence  of  any  Arab  moral 
qualifications for owning such vast oil  reserves. Without the usual euphemisms, the question 
most often being asked is why such people as the Arabs are entitled to keep the developed (free,  
democratic, moral) world threatened. From such questions comes the frequent suggestion that the 
Arab oil fields be invaded by the marines.
In the films and television the Arab is associated either with lechery or bloodthirsty dishonesty. 
He appears as an oversexed degenerate, capable, it  is true,  of cleverly devious intrigues, but 
essentially  sadistic,  treacherous,  low.  Slave  trader,  camel  driver,  money-changer,  colourful 
scoundrel: these are some traditional Arab roles in the cinema. The Arab leader (of marauders,  
pirates, 'native' insurgents) can often be seen snarling at the captured Western hero and the blond 
girl (both of them steeped in wholesomeness), 'My men are going to kill you, but—they like to 
amuse  themselves  before.'  He  leers  suggestively  as  he  speaks:  this  is  a  current  debasement 
Valentino's Sheik. In newsreels or news-photos, the Arab is always shown in large numbers. No 
individuality, no personal characteristics or experiences. Most of the pictures represent mass rage  
and misery, or irrational (hence hopelessly eccentric) gestures. Lurking behind all of these images 
is  the menace of  jihad.  Consequence:  a  fear  that  the  Muslims (or  Arabs)  will  take over  the  
world.”33

From the European  Orientalism, the American one had adopted the negative traits to 

attribute to the Arab people, even if it seemed that in the United States of America the 

Oriental  discipline  had arrived  without  passing  through a  process  of  refinement.  In 

30 E. W. Said, op. cit., pp. 284-285.
31 E. W. Said, op. cit., p. 108.
32 Ibid.
33 E. W. Said, op. cit., pp. 286-287.
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addition,  differently from the  European  one,  the  American  Orientalism  did  not  use 

philology to support the Oriental  studies and, the most important aspect,  it  was not 

characterised by the Catholic influence. What the American Orientalism had in common 

with the European counterpart was “a certain cultural hostility”34 towards the Orient 

world and society. Finally, American Orientalism developed mainly after 1945 and

“Genealogically speaking, modern American Orientalism derives from such things as the army 
language schools established during and after the war, sudden government and corporate interest  
in  the  non-Western  world  during  the  postwar  period,  Cold  War  competition  with  the  Soviet  
Union, and a residual missionary attitude towards Orientals who are considered ripe for reform 
and re-education.”35

Consequently, it can be affirmed that the American Orientalism had adopted a political 

context for this kind of discipline instead of a cultural sphere. Nonetheless, the fact 

remains that also the United States developed and established centres and institutions 

for the study of the Oriental world, as for example the Middle Est Institute  created in 

Washington in 1946.

 To confirm the fact that America adopted and used the stereotypes created by (the 

European)  Orientalism, there is also a book of Douglas Little,  American Orientalism,  

the United States and the Middle East since 1945, which confirms the ideas exposed by 

Said.  In  the  first  pages  of  his  work,  Little  took  into  consideration  the  National  

Geographic  magazine and analysed how the idea that this publication gave about the 

Arabs was based on Orientalist dogma and prejudices36:

“The Arabs, Africans, and Asians who grace the pages of  National Geographic are backward, 
exotic, and occasionally dangerous folk who have needed and will continue to need U.S help and 
guidance if they are successfully to undergo political and cultural modernisation.37

Once the orientalist mindset of imperial Britain insinuated its way into the White House, the  
Pentagon,  and  Foggy  Bottom  during  the  late  1940s,  and  once  the  orientalist  worldview 
epitomized  by  National  Geographic  found  its  way  onto  America's  coffee  tables  and  movie 
screens during the early 1950s, U.S policies and attitudes toward the Middle East were shaped in  
predictable ways. Influenced by potent racial and cultural stereotypes, some imported and some 
homegrown, that depicted the Muslim world as decadent and inferior, U.S policymakers from 
Harry Truman through George Bush tended to dismiss Arab aspirations for self-determination as 

34 E. W. Said, op. cit., p. 291.
35 Ibid.
36 “National  Geographic  published  nearly  a  dozen  articles  highlighting  the  widening  political  and 

cultural gap between Occident and Orient in the Middle East.” In D. Little, American Orientalism, the  
United States and the Middle East since 1945, Chapel Hill, The University of North Carolina Press, 
2008, p. 18.

37 Lutz and Collins in D. Little, op. cit., pp. 10-11.
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politically primitive, economically suspect, and ideologically absurd.”38

Nonetheless, the American contact with the Oriental world did not start only in 1945. 

As a matter of fact, the two realities came closer already at the end of the eighteenth 

century, when

“The revolutionary statesmen who invented America in the quarter-century after 1776 regarded 
the Muslim world, beset by oriental despotism, economic squalor, and intellectual stultification,  
as  the antithesis  of  the republicanism to which they had pledged their  sacred honor.39 Three 
decades of sporadic maritime warfare with the Barbary pirates helped spread these orientalist 
images to the public at large through captivity narratives such as Caleb Bingham's  Slaves in  
Barbary and plays like Susanna Rowson's Slaves in Algiers.40”

The  contacts  between  the  two  worlds  developed  even  more  during  the  nineteenth 

century, when missionaries and merchants arrived even in the Middle East to preach and 

to trade. “By the 1870s American entrepreneurs were buying nearly one-half of Turkey's 

opium crop for resale in China while providing the Ottoman Empire with everything 

from warships to  kerosene.”41 But despite  the connections  between the Western and 

Oriental  hemispheres, the idea about  the Orient remained negative and pessimistic. 

Even “Roosevelt  confessed privately in  1907 that  'it  is  impossible  to  expect  moral, 

intellectual and material well-being where Mohammedanism is supreme.'”42 Perceptions 

and convictions remained the same also during the 1920s:

“Grounded in Social Darwinistic belief in the racial inferiority of Arabs, Kurds, and Turks and 
sustained by an abiding faith in the superiority of the United States, orientalism American style  
became a staple of popular culture during the 1920s through such media as B movies, best-selling 
books, and mass circulation magazines.”43

Movies and books mentioned before reinforced “popular stereotypes of the Arabs as a 

culturally backward, sexually depraved, and congenitally violent people.44”

After the end of World War II nothing changed and also policymakers perceived Arab 

people as “nomadic desert tribes”45, as “irrational and unrealistic”46 men, characterised 
38 D. Little, op. cit., p. 11.
39 Allison in D. Little, op. cit., p. 12.
40 Ibid. in Ibid.
41 D. Little, op. cit., p. 14.
42 D. Little, op. cit., p. 15.
43 D. Little, op. cit., p. 17.
44 Michalek in Ibid.
45 D. Little, op. cit., p. 26.
46 Ibid.
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by “'astonishing acts of treachery and dishonesty.'”47 The American perception became 

even  more  negative  with  the  beginning  of  the  Arab-Israeli  conflict:  Arabs  were 

described as “irrational, resentful, and dangerous to Western interests.”48

* * *

 This work concentrates on two different aspects, interconnected between them: from 

one side, I analyse the American perception of Saudi Arabia; from the other side, I  

concentrate  on  the  perception  of  the  US-Saudi  relationship  in  the  American  public 

opinion during the 1970s. For this work, Said's and Little's studies gave me a solid 

background from where to start. Through the analysis of Orientalism and all the aspects 

connected with this science and discipline, I consolidated my starting point, which is the 

perception,  first  of  all,  of  Saudi  Arabia  in  the  United  States  of  America  (did  the 

American  public  opinion  describe  Saudi  Arabia  using  the  same concepts  and ideas 

developed by Orientalism?  Was Saudi Arabia perceived as the entire Oriental region, 

that is backward, despotic and depraved?). Then, I tried to understand and to discover 

why America made contacts with Saudi Arabia; when the first connection happened; 

why the two countries entered in and maintained a longstanding relationship; if there 

were specific interests which pushed the Saudi kingdom and the American superpower 

to  develop  cooperation  and  mutual  understanding  about  specific  issues;  and,  most 

important  of  all,  how the  relationship  between the  two states  was perceived in  the 

American public opinion, considering the different newspapers.

47 Ibid.
48 D. Little, op. cit., p. 27.
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CHAPTER I

How it began:

the US-Saudi relationship from 1933 to 1973

“Roosevelt  set  the  warm  tone  for  the  
official relationship in 1945 when he met  
with Saudi Arabia's King Abdel Aziz on  
the  Great  Bitter  Lake just  south  of  the  
Suez  Canal.  Even  Eisenhower  and 
Kennedy ended up with strong relations  
with Saudi Arabia, despite initial efforts  
to  distance  their  administrations.  Both  
Democratic  and  Republican 
administrations,  before  and  after  the  
1973  oil  boom,  built  close  ties  to  the  
kingdom.  Saudi  Arabia's  kings  Abdel  
Aziz, Saud, Faisal, Khaled, and Fahd all  
sought the same with the United States.  
The reason for this has much to do with  
Saudi  Arabia's  oil  holdings  and  
vulnerable  security  situation,  but  also  
with  a  set  of  mutually  shared  global  
interests  defined  during  the  Cold  War,  
interests that have since crumbled.”

R, Bronson, Thicker than oil

 This first chapter is about the  birth  of the relationship between the United States of 

America and Saudi Arabia. Through the choice of some events which I have considered 

relevant to explain the reasons of the connection between the two countries, I tried to 

outline  the  development  of  some  historical  processes  which  brought  the  Western 

superpower to bind itself to the Saudi monarchy.
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This first part gives the impression that it was  oil the only reason why the US-Saudi 

connection started, but apparently the black gold was really the driving force which 

pushed the American government into the Middle Eastern region, firstly, and then into 

Saudi Arabia. As it will be clear in the following pages, oil played an active role in 

determining the decisions of the American foreign policy towards the Middle East1. 

Moreover,  a  lot  of  books  I  read  for  this  thesis  mention  and  highlight  the  strategic 

importance of oil for the American national security. For example, Rachel Bronson, in 

her book “Thicker than oil, America's uneasy partnership with Saudi Arabia”, affirmed 

that  “Traditionally  the  United  States'  relationship  with  Saudi  Arabia  has  been 

characterized as a basic bargain of 'oil for security.'”2 She used again this idea at the 

beginning of the first chapter where she wrote: “The story of America's relationship 

with Saudi Arabia begins with oil, first established as a strategically vital commodity in 

the first days prior to World War I.”3 And again in the first chapter she said that “In 

Saudi Arabia, the United States had important interests to protect, 'principally the vast 

oil concession.'”4 “The crucial link between oil and [American] national security”5 is 

also  mentioned  in  the  book  of  Douglas  Little,  “American  Orientalism,  The  United  

States  and  the  Middle  East  since  1945”.  It  is  important  also  to  remind  that  oil 

(especially  the  Saudi  oil)  was  used  “To  fuel  the  European  Recovery  Program that 

Secretary of State George Marshall unveiled in June 1947, [...]”6. After World War II 

and with the beginning of the Cold War, oil became also functional for the “Cold War 

strategy”7:  it  was  important,  for the American administrations during that  period,  to 

safeguard and to maintain control over the Middle Eastern oil fields, avoiding that they 

fall in the Soviet hands.

Nevertheless, it must be said that oil was not the only reason of the relationship between 

Saudi Arabia and America. With the time, also other factors came into the connection 

between the two countries. As Rachel Bronson pointed out in her book, these other 

1 Important for the argument I stated above is a statement of Rashid Khalidi which says that oil made the 
Middle  Eastern region more strategic than before  and  more  vulnerable to  foreign influence.  In  R. 
Khalidi,  La resurrezione dell'impero: l'America e l'avventura occidentale in Medio Oriente,  Torino, 
Bollati Boringhieri, 2004, p.106.

2 R. Bronson, op. cit., p. 3.
3 R. Bronson, op. cit., p. 15. 
4 R. Bronson, op. cit., p. 20. 
5 D. Little, op. cit., p. 48.
6 D. Little, op. cit., p. 53.
7 D. Little, op. cit., p. 51.
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elements were:  opposition to the Soviet expansionism, the strategic location of Saudi  

Arabia in  the Middle Eastern context  and the religious  identity.  Regarding the first 

point, both countries shared the same “interest in combating the Soviet Union”8. They 

wanted to prevent the expansionism of the Red block all over the world and for this 

reason “during the Cold War Saudi Arabia was one of the few Middle East countries the 

United States could regularly rely upon for military access, financial assistance,  and 

political  support.”9 Connected with  the strategic  location of  Saudi  Arabia,  since  the 

American government saw the country to be in a central position in the area, “territorial 

integrity”10 became an important aspect in the U.S policy towards the Saudi kingdom: 

“Since 1950 the United States has explicitly vowed to help defend the kingdom against 

external threats—including, over the years, the Soviet Union, Yemen, Egypt, Iran, and 

Iraq.”11 Finally, there was the religious identity, an aspect which was not considered as a 

problem by the  Americans  because  “it  had  an  anti-Communist  justification.”12 This 

means that the profound religiosity of the Saudi kingdom was useful, especially during 

the 1970s, to keep the Soviets out of the country (“Saudi Arabia, […], was the perfect 

prophylactic  against  the  spread  of  Communism”13),  but  also  to  fight  Soviet 

expansionism all  over the world (to  remember that  Saudi  Arabia,  during the Soviet 

invasion of Afghanistan, financed the mujaheddin).

However,  so  far,  I  have  only  described  the  reasons  of  the  relationship  from  the 

American point of view, but also for Saudi Arabia the connection with the United States 

was important. In common they had the “antipathy toward Communist expansion”14, but 

from  the  Saudi  point  of  view  the  connection  was,  and  is,  vital  because  America 

provided (and still  provides)  security (the United States started to sell armies to the 

Saudi kingdom and to offer military assistance to the Saudi armed force) and access to  

markets for the Saudi products.

8 R. Bronson, op. cit., p. 3.
9 R. Bronson, op. cit., p. 4. 
10 R. Bronson, op. cit., p. 3.
11 Ibid. 
12 R. Bronson, op. cit., p. 23.
13 R. Bronson, op. cit., p. 26.
14 R. Bronson, op. cit.,p. 23.
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1.1 The importance of oil and the beginning of the control of Middle Eastern 

region by foreign nations.

 At the beginning of the XX century, oil became an important resource. Its importance 

was bound to the revolution of transport, which determined the shift from the use of 

coal to the use of oil.

Great Britain was one of the first Western European countries to put into action the shift  

mentioned before.  The transformation concerned especially the English Royal  Navy, 

which was the most important strategic means for the British government to maintain its 

global role around the world. The Royal Navy began to use oil because ships that used it 

were faster than ships that used coal, they had more autonomy and could carry more 

guns and fuel. The only problem was that Great Britain did not have oil fields on its 

soil,  but  the  solution  was  found  in  Iran:  in  1901  William  D'Arcy,  an  English 

businessman, got a concession from the Iranian government of the duration of 60 years 

that allowed him to look for, to exploit and to transform for commerce, transport and 

sale the Iranian oil  products.  The concession was a  very cheap deal for the British, 

which paid only 20 000 pounds in cash and 20 000 pounds in shares, with the promise 

of 16% on the profits of the company and an annual nominal income to the Iranian 

government. The influence exercised by Great Britain in Iran, thanks to the D'Arcy's 

concession, concerned the south-eastern part of the region. Oil was found there in 1908 

and production started immediately. In 1909 APOC (Anglo Persian Oil Company, the 

future  British  Petroleum)  was  born  in  London,  with  the  assistance  of  the  English 

Admiralty (the latter became the majority share of the new oil company)15.

Also the Germans decided that it was time to change policy and to start to use oil, so in  

1912 a German bank joined APOC and Shell (an Anglo-Dutch society), giving rise to 

the international consortium of TPC (Turkish Petroleum Company). The latter was put 

together by an Armenian businessman, Calouste Gulbenkian (“Mr Five Percent”)16, who 

15 R. Khalidi, op. cit., p. 101 ss.
16 A good explanation about what happened with reference to the Turkish Petroleum Company has been 

given by Filippo Gaja in his book “Le frontiere maledette del Medio Oriente”. TPC was not formed 
by Calouste Gulbenkian because it already existed before. What the Armenian businessman succeeded 
to do was to reform the oil company, helping APOC to exclude the National Bank of Turkey from the 
shares of TPC. In March 1914 a new agreement was concluded and according to it the National Bank  
of Turkey disappeared from the board of directors of TPC and its block of shares was given to APOC 
(50%). In this agreement there was space for the Deutsche Bank and Shell as well, but the last one and  
APOC sold out to Gulbenkian 2,5% of their shares (both of them, for a total of 5%). In this way, a 
private person entered into the new, reformed oil company. In F. Gaja,  Le frontiere maledette del  
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was also involved in the creation of Royal Dutch/Shell in 1907.

* * *

 During World War I oil became essential for the battle, the resource that a country 

needed to possess if it wanted to have a predominant position over the others. In this 

way, the role of oil was reinforced and it began the race to hoard the most important oil 

fields around the world, especially in the Middle East.

At the end of the war, the British government reinforced its hegemony over the Persian 

and the Iraqi oil  and it  replaced Germany with France inside the Turkish Petroleum 

Company, thanks to the agreement of San Remo in 192017.

* * *

 In this context, also the American government wanted to have its part in the control of 

the Middle Eastern oil resources and for this reason it began to speak about the policy of  

the  open  door18,  which  should  foresee  “equal  access  for  American  capital  and 

business”19 and which also should envisage that every territory conquered by the Allies 

had to be opened to the international commerce, without discriminations20. This meant 

that there was an American interest to admit its own national oil companies in the region 

of the Middle East. This necessity to enter the Middle East and to acquire its oil was 

driven by the American “fear of imminent depletion of oil resources”21. America had oil 

fields  on  its  soil  and during  the  war  it  had  provided  the  Allies  with  the  necessary 

quantity of  fuel,  but  the  expectations  for  the future were awful:  it  was  estimated  a 

decline in the production of oil, a fear supported by the United States Bureau of Mines, 

that  in  1919 predicted that  “within the  next  two or  five years  the  oil  fields  of  this 

country will reach their maximum production, and from that time on we will face an 

ever-increasing decline.”22

Consequently, inside the American Congress, two proposals were put forward to face 

Medio Oriente, Milano, Maquis Editore, Febbraio 1991, pp. 74-75.
17 During the meeting of San Remo, Italy, in April 1920, the foreign ministers of Britain, France, Italy 

and two delegates from Japan agreed on the partition of the Arab lands.
18 The policy of the open door can be considered as the effort carried out by every nation in order not to 

develop commercial/business discriminations against other Western countries in China. As a policy, it  
was worked out in 1899 by the American Secretary of State J. Hay, who wanted to guarantee to his  
country, excluded from the division of China in zones of influence, equal rights as the other nations  
had there.

19 D. Yergin, The prize: the epic quest for oil, money and power, Touchstone, New York, 1991, p. 195.
20 F. Gaja, op. cit., p. 142.
21 D. Yergin, op. cit., p. 194.
22 Ibid.
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the shortages of oil that were predicted for the time to come. The first one foresaw the 

restriction of the American exportation of crude oil and of oil products in the national 

interest,  while  the  second one  consisted  in  the  creation  of  a  federal  oil  company23. 

According to this second proposal, the best solution, for the American government, was 

to go overseas and to start the exploitation of oil in other parts of the world, with the 

assistance of the American administration24.

However, the British government did not want the United States in a region that was 

under its mandate25, that is Mesopotamia. But despite all the British efforts to keep the 

Americans out, the British administration reached the conclusion that it was better to 

cooperate  with  the  United  States,  especially  because  “direct  American  involvement 

could be a real plus”26. As a matter of fact, the American industry possessed the capital 

and the technology to speed the process of extraction of oil, so “it was in the British 

national interest to include the Americans-and as soon as possible”27.

Therefore, at the beginning of the 1920s, Washington pushed its oil companies abroad, 

starting also a profitable alliance between the U.S administration and the oil companies, 

especially, at that time, with Standard Oil Company28 owned by John D. Rockefeller. It 

was  established  a  tight  symbiosis  with  the  government,  a  symbiosis  that  gave  the 

possibility to the major American oil  companies to determine the course of the U.S 

foreign  policy.  The  process  of  collaboration  between  the  government  and  the  oil 

industry had an input with the creation, in 1924, of the Federal Oil Conservation Board, 

created by the Secretaries of the Interior, of War, of Navy and of Commerce, which, in 

1929,  suggested  both  an  increase  in  the  oil  importations  and  the  expansion  of  the 

American investments abroad29.

* * *

23 It has to be pointed out that this federal oil company was never created.
24 J. Stork, Il petrolio arabo, Torino, Rosenberg & Sellier, 1978, pp. 23-24.
25 The  system  of  the  mandates  was  created  by  the  League  of  Nations  after  the  First  World  War.  

According to it, Western, European countries (France and Great Britain) had to help former Ottoman 
Empire nations to achieve independence through the establishment of institutions of statehood.

26 D. Yergin, op. cit., p. 196.
27 Ibid.
28 The Standard Oil  Company was founded in 1870 by John D.  Rockefeller.  “Standard Oil  quickly 

became  a  virtual  monopoly,  controlling  every  aspect  of  the  petroleum  industry  from  securing 
concessions and drilling wells to building refineries and developing marketing networks. Convinced 
that Standard Oil was too rich and too powerful, the U.S. Supreme Court issued a landmark ruling in  
1911 dissolving Rockefeller's giant trust and replacing it with several separate corporations, the largest 
of which, Standard Oil of New Jersey, was stripped of most of its domestic crude reserves and forced  
to seek new supplies overseas.” In D. Little, op. cit., p.45.

29 J. Stork, op. cit., p. 27.
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 With the disintegration of the Ottoman Empire after the end of World War I, APOC was 

forced to open the door of TPC to the Americans30.

In  1928,  the  four  groups  that  held  the  shares  of  TPC,  which  became  IPC  (Iraq 

Petroleum Company) in 1929, were the Anglo Persian Oil Company, Shell, Compagnie 

Française des Pétroles and the Near East Development Corporation (each group had 

23,75% of the shares of the company). The latter, an American consortium, was formed 

by five American companies, that is the Standard Oil of New Jersey (later “Exxon”), the 

Socony-Vacuum  Oil  Company  (later  “Mobil”),  the  Pan  American  Petroleum  and 

Transport Company, the Gulf Corporation and the Atlantic Refining Company.

In the same year (July 31st 1928), after that petroleum was found in the site of Baba 

Gurgur,  “about  six  miles  northwest  of  Kirkuk,  in  what  was  primarily  the  Kurdish 

region”31, (October 1927), the four groups signed an agreement, the so-called Red Line 

Agreement, with which the partners of TPC asserted the right to exploit and to dig out 

oil inside a region encircled by a red line, a line drafted by Gulbenkian. The area of the 

Red Line Agreement encompassed “most of the old Ottoman Empire, including Turkey, 

Iraq, Saudi Arabia, and most of the lands along the Persian Gulf's western shores.”32 In 

practice, Great Britain, the United States and France became the major owner of oil in 

the world, excluding any other nations from the region and from the possibility to dig 

out oil there and exercising a “oligopolistic control” over the oil fields in the Middle 

Eastern  region.  The  “red  line”  was  military  guaranteed  by  Great  Britain  and  the 

agreement lasted till 194833, when two American oil companies (Standard Oil of New 

Jersey and Socony-Vacuum Oil  Company)  decided  to  erase  the  Red  Line,  entering 

ARAMCO after talks with Socal and Texaco.

The  Red Line Agreement  could be considered as a treaty of peaceful division of the 

concessions  inside  the  territories  that  were  part  of  the  ex-Ottoman  Empire34 and  it 

foresaw  a “self-denying” clause, “by which all the participants agreed to work jointly 

together-and only jointly-in the region.”35 The negative aspect  of the “self-denying” 

clause was that members “would not embark on independent exploration or cut any 

30 It was the Wilson administration to press “Britain to open the door to U.S participation in the TPC  
consortium.” In D. Little, op. cit., p. 46.

31 D. Yergin, op. cit., p. 204.
32 R. Bronson, op. cit., p.16.
33 F. Gaja, op. cit., p. 143.
34 J. Stork, op. cit., p. IX.
35 D. Yergin, op. cit., p. 204.
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deals  inside the red line  without  the  express  approval  and cooperation of  the  other 

members of IPC.”36 Moreover, to support the agreement, Standard oil of New Jersey, 

Shell and the Anglo Persian Oil Company subscribed, in the same year, an informal 

arrangement, the so-called “As-Is Agreement”, which set up that each group committed 

itself to maintain unchanged its market share, “as-was” at the time of the stipulation of 

the arrangement37.

IPC was constituted as a no-profit corporation, that is, it would have produced crude oil 

and it would have sold this oil to the associated oil companies38.

     source: http://www.mtholyoke.edu/acad/intrel/Petroleum/redline.htm

36 R. Bronson, op. cit., p. 16.  
37 J. Stork, op. cit., p.. 28. 
38 J. Stork, op. cit., p. 26. 
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1.2 The beginning of the alliance between USA and the Saudi oilgarchy39.

 Before  starting  with  this  part  of  the  work,  I  think  it  is  necessary  to  make  some 

clarifications  regarding  a  book  written  by  Robert  Vitalis:  “America's  kingdom,  

Mythmaking on the Saudi oil frontier”.

The  goal  of  the  book  is  to  destroy  the  long-established  myth  according  to  which 

ARAMCO (Arabian American Oil Company) made miracles happen in the desert of 

Saudi Arabia.

The first Americans (“first generation of managers and administrators”40) who arrived in 

the Saudi kingdom to look for oil  after  the concession of 1933 saw themselves “as 

missionaries  of  modernisation”41,  using  ARAMCO  to  interfere  “into  almost  every 

domain and phase of the economic life of Saudi Arabia.”42 To support this myth and 

thesis, but also to justify ARAMCO's work at home, the oil company started to “invest 

millions of dollars to sway the public toward its own particular reading of history.”43 In 

1948 ARAMCO started to publish its own magazine, ARAMCO World; Wallace Stegner, 

in 1955, was commissioned by ARAMCO to write a book about the company's history, 

in which the missionary theme was present and clear; in 1947 ARAMCO sponsored the 

film  “Desert Venture”,  in  which the emphasis was on oil  and which was “made to 

accompany Crown Prince Saud's tour of the United States”44. Nevertheless, all the good 

and positive aspects used by ARAMCO to present its “mission” in the Saudi kingdom 

as something positive and necessary have been put in doubt by Vitalis. What came out is 

a completely different view of the story: in the American camps established in Saudi 

Arabia after the concession, a Jim Crow system was in force; it was said that “The early 

Americans, […], loved the Saudi Arabian people”45, but the truth was that they called 

them with  the  depreciative  appellative  of  “coolies”;  alcohol  and  religious  activities 

existed in the ARAMCO's communities; during the 1940s and the 1950s Saudi workers' 

movements emerged in the camps because Arab people were not satisfied at all with 

working and living conditions.

39 R. Vitalis, America's Kingdom, Mythmaking on the Saudi oil frontier, London, New York, Verso, 2009, 
p. 1.

40 R. Vitalis, op. cit.,p. x.
41 R. Vitalis, op. cit., p. x. 
42 R. Vitalis, op. cit., p. 34. 
43 R. Vitalis, op. cit., p. 35. 
44 R. Vitalis, op. cit., p. xiii. 
45 Patrick Flynn in R. Vitalis, op. cit., p. xi.  
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Anyway,  the  difference  between  the  fake  story  told  by  ARAMCO  and  the  truth 

presented in Vitalis' book will be clearer when, later, I will write about the film “Desert  

Venture”.

* * *

 The  Red  Line  Agreement  was  not  so  important  for  the  United  States  and  its  oil 

companies as the historical deal concluded in 1933 by the California Oil Company. With 

this profitable agreement of oil exploration and exploitation,  the United States entered 

in  Saudi  Arabia,  starting  a  relationship  which  is  also  known as  “the  deal”:  oil  for 

security.

* * *

 Major Frank Holmes46 had already got a concession from the Saudi government in 

1923, when Abd al-Aziz Al Saud or Ibn Saud, the King of Saudi Arabia, guaranteed 

Holmes  a  concession  for  only  2000  annual  pounds.  Unfortunately,  the  group  put 

together by Holmes did not find oil in Saudi Arabia and it stopped the explorations, not 

giving the king the money required for the rent of the soil.

The turning point was 1933, when King Ibn Saud had big problems with his finances, a 

typical recurrence of the Saudi Treasury: the latter had no more money, “the kingdom's 

finances fell into desperate straits; bills went unpaid; salaries of civil servants were six 

or eight months in arrears”47 and the only solution for the King was to think about the 

possibility to give the opportunity to other foreign countries to prospect for oil in his 

kingdom, in return, obviously, for money. The idea, suggested to him by Harry St. John 

Bridger Philby48, a close friend of the King, was not so tempting for Ibn Saud, because 

he thought that “foreign capital  and technicians could disturb,  perhaps even disrupt, 

traditional values and relationships”49 in his territories.

However, there were few possibilities for Ibn Saud if he wanted to save his kingdom 

from the  bankruptcy.  Consequently,  in  February 1933,  a  lawyer  of  Standard  Oil  of 

California (Socal) began to negotiate with Abdullah Suleiman, the Minister of Finance 

of the King, for a concession. “In his negotiations with Socal about a concession in al-
46 Holmes was born in New Zealand and he was an entrepreneur and a founder of commercial societies  

who tried, during the first years of the XX century, to negotiate with the sheiks of the Arab Peninsula 
to get oil concessions from them and then to sell these concessions to the international oil companies.

47 D. Yergin, op. cit., p.286.
48 He was a writer, an explorer and an official of the British Foreign Service. He was sent to Saudi  

Arabia in 1917, but in 1930 he left the service and he converted to the Islamic religion. He became an  
advisor to the King for thirty years.

49 D. Yergin, op. cit., p. 284.
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Hasa, Suleiman knew exactly what he wanted-a very large sum of money, and as soon 

as possible.”50

After  three  months  of  discussions  between  Socal,  Suleiman,  Philby  and  the  Iraq 

Petroleum Company, by May 1933 an agreement between Socal and Saudi Arabia was 

reached, for the pleasure of the King. The 1933 deal foresaw that Socal loaned the Saudi 

King “£50,000 and promised an annual  rent  of  £5,000 (about  $2.3 million in  2005 

prices), all in gold, for the right to prospect for oil.”51. The concession would be valid 

for sixty years and would interest an area of about 360,000 square miles, “from the 

Persian Gulf to the Red Sea.”52

Oil was discovered in the eastern part of Saudi Arabia in March 1938 and with the years 

Socal  learnt  that  it  possessed  the  richest  oil  concession  in  the  world.  Before  the 

discovery, Socal (which later became Chevron) sold a share of its concession to Texaco 

(Texas Company) “to produce and market the oil from the first Saudi oil fields”53. Their 

operating subsidiary in Saudi Arabia was known as  California Arabian Standard Oil  

Company (Casoc), that changed its name in 1944 with Arabian American Oil Company 

(ARAMCO).  In  November  1948,  two  other  oil  companies  joined  the  concession: 

Standard Oil of New Jersey and Socony Vacuum (“Mobil”). The four industries became 

the owners of ARAMCO, whose shares were so divided: Chevron, Texaco and Exxon 

(before known as Standard oil of New Jersey) possessed 30% of the company, while 

Socony Vacuum had only 10% of it. ARAMCO was then considered as “the mechanism 

through which the United States secured what the policy makers liked to imagine was 

control over the world's single largest untapped source of a vital resource, oil.”54

* * *

 With the 1938 finding, Socal, and later ARAMCO, started all the works which were 

necessary  to  create  the  conditions  to  dig  out  oil:  industrial,  administrative  and 

residential areas were created near the oil fields. As Robert Vitalis described in his book, 

a Jim Crow system was established inside the labour camps, a typical system of the US 

mining firms which foresaw the division of  labour  by race and the payment  of the 

workers according to the ethnic origin. Segregation and discrimination were therefore 

50 D. Yergin, op. cit., p.289. 
51 R, Vitalis, op. cit., p. 33. 
52 D. Little, op. cit., p. 47. 
53 R. Vitalis, op. cit., p. ix.
54 R. Vitalis, op. cit., p. 9.
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two important aspects of this kind of system, but also the hierarchy was important to 

understand the workings of the Jim Crow structure. A second mechanism which could 

be  found  in  the  work  camps  in  Saudi  Arabia  was  paternalism,  a  policy  used  by 

governments and employers which envisaged the control of people “by providing them 

with what they need, but giving them no responsibility or freedom of choice”55. Finally, 

violence was another means used by firms and it was repeatedly deployed by the local 

Arab police during the strikes of the oil workers. “Texaco, Chevron, Exxon, and Mobil- 

ARAMCO's  owners-  […]  laid  out  each  field  and camp everywhere  the  same way, 

decade after decade, with the labor force divided, segregated, and paid different wages 

according to race.”56. Saudis were forbidden to live with their families, they lived in 

their own compounds, separated from the American's camps and they did not hold high 

offices inside the ARAMCO's structure.

All this kind of system started to be criticised by the Saudis and by the Arab workers 

during the 1940s, with the first strike taking place in 1945 and with “the emergence of a 

Saudi worker's movement in the 1940s and 1950s”57. Another strike against ARAMCO's 

Jim Crow system took place in 195358 and the series of uprisings ended in 195659, when 

the Arabian government made strikes illegal.

Nevertheless,  all  the  negative  aspects  mentioned before  did  not  appear  in  the  short 

movie “Desert Venture” sponsored by ARAMCO in 194760.

The film starts with these words:

“This is the the story of a venture by American capital in a strange and ancient land... A story of  
the reawakening of a slumbering civilization... It has to do with men who went among suspicious  
strangers and won their  friendship...  Men who challenged heat  and sand, and a multitude of 
obstacles... And who won a victory which is serving the interest of the United States , of the  
country whose resources they are developing, and of a world that moves on wheels. It is the story 

55 Oxford Advanced Learner's Dictionary of Current English, Oxford, Oxford University Press, 1995, p. 
849.

56 R. Vitalis, op. cit., p. 22.
57 R. Vitalis, op. cit., p. 1.
58 During the 1953 strike the army was called to put an end to the uprising and also the United States  

intervened to limit the damages. The United States decided to intervene because it thought that behind 
the uprisings there were the Soviet hands, in a Cold War context.

59 The occasion for the 1956 strike was the king's visit in Dhahran. During this occasion, there were a lot  
of  nationalistic and anti-imperialistic slogans that frightened Saud. Consequently, the king made any 
political and union activities from the workers point of view illegal.

60 This movie is part of the Collection Prelinger Archives and it was produced by Robert Yarnall Richie.  
All the references I made to write about the movie are directly taken from the film itself (narrative 
voice).  Robert  Yarnall  Richie,  YouTube,  1947,  consulted  at  www.youtube.com/watch?
v=yRhjPheG7eo, 4/6/2012.
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of oil in Saudi Arabia.”61

After  this  introduction,  the narrative voice keeps going describing the Saudi  Arabia 

territory, the people, the religion of the Arabs and the role of Muhammad and speaking 

about the powerful leader who succeeded in unifying Saudi Arabia at the beginning of 

the XX century.

Always the narrative voice says that the turning point for the kingdom was when oil 

was discovered in the neighbouring country of Bahrain: if oil was there, the black gold 

should be present also in the Saudi soil. Consequently, the risk had to be taken and an 

oil company of San Francisco got a concession there, for the pleasure also of the king 

who desperately needed money to run his kingdom. As the narrative voice says, this 

was  the  starting  point  of  a  new  American  venture  abroad,  which  foresaw  huge 

investments and years of efforts. After that, American men started to go to Saudi Arabia 

to  look for  oil  and with the  discover  of  the  precious  mineral  the initial  concession 

became bigger and also the personnel there incremented. American children living there 

had the possibility to go to school as they were in America and secretaries who were 

working for the firm could find company. In the work camps there were swimming 

pools and houses with air-conditioning and there was a system which was meant to take 

care of the employees, both American and Arab. The latter were delighted in learning 

new games, they were becoming skilled and good pupils for the American engineers. 

Always according to the narrative voice, there were also schools for employees, a new 

system for bringing water was developed there and old houses started to be replaced 

with  new  ones.  Of  course  also  the  Saudi  King  was  really  satisfied  about  the 

improvements brought by the Americans and he said that he “saw the oil development 

as the greatest single means to modernize his country and improve the living standards 

of  his  people”62.  But  the  most  important  part  is  the  end  of  the  movie,  where  an 

explanation of the U.S venture in Saudi Arabia has been given:

“A guiding principle in ARAMCO's venture has been the belief that foreign capitals can not 
justify its presence in any land, unless it operates in the interests of that land. This principle has  
been the mutual trust and good will that had grown up between the American oil men and the  
Saudi Arab government. It has helped developing new standards of life in an ancient world where 

61 Robert  Yarnall  Richie,  YouTube,  1947,  consulted  at  www.youtube.com/watch?v=yRhjPheG7, 
4/6/2012.

62 Robert  Yarnall  Richie,  YouTube,  1947,  consulted  at  www.youtube.com/watch?v=yRhjPheG7, 
4/6/2012.
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are  people  with  a  glorious  past.  East  and  West  are  united  in  pioneering  a  new frontier  of  
progress, serving the interests of the Saudi Arabs, serving the interests of the United States and  
demonstrating the vitality of the American system of free enterprise. A system which from this  
new frontier is pumping into the trade of world oil, one of the material that is making a truly  
great contribution to our mother civilization.”63

It is perfectly clear that the central point of the movie is oil and what ARAMCO had 

been able to do in Saudi Arabia thanks to the American technology. After the encounter 

with American people, the living standards of Arabs incremented and, more generally, 

the Saudi kingdom started to develop, becoming a modern nation. The modernisation of 

the  Saudi  kingdom was  reported  in  an  article  of  Dana  Adams  Schmidt  (New York 

Times), who described what happened in Saudi Arabia with the discover of oil and the 

arrival of American people. Railways, highways and factories were built, according to 

Schmidt  “physical  and financial  change”64 took  place  in  the  kingdom,  “New office 

buildings  and  apartment  houses,  new  hotels”65 dominated  the  skyline.  The  Saudi 

economy was based mostly on oil, but the Saudi government was trying to diversify it 

with the agricultural development, in order also to diminish the number of the Bedouins. 

Petronim,  a  Government  corporation,  was  created  with  the  aim  to  implement  the 

employment of other minerals other than oil.

However,  it  is  perfectly  clear  that  what  is  said  and  described  in  the  film  “Desert  

Venture” is not the truth and the myth of ARAMCO making miracles happen in the 

desert has been successfully destroyed thanks to new materials available in the archives.

1.3 World War II and the American policy towards Saudi Arabia.

 During World War II, oil production in Saudi Arabia, as in other parts of the Arabian 

Peninsula, was suspended because of the conflict and most of the American men who 

worked there were sent home. Their number was reduced to one hundred workers and 

the territory of the Arabian Peninsula was isolated from the rest of the world, with “the 

development of Saudi oil […] forgotten amid the global clash of arms.”66 The fear was 

that the Germans could take possess of the oil fields and for these reasons most of the 

wells were filled with cement.

63 Robert  Yarnall  Richie,  YouTube,  1947,  consulted  at  www.youtube.com/watch?v=yRhjPheG7, 
4/6/2012.

64 Dana Adams Schmidt, “Oil Revenue Spurs Modernisation in Saudi Arabia”, New York Times, March 
13, 1968.

65 Ibid.
66 D. Yergin, op. cit., p.391.
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As during World War I, also during the second world conflict U.S oil companies played 

a main role in supplying the Allies with the requested amount of oil: they produced 

almost 90% of the oil used by the Allies and the position of this resource, above all the 

position of Middle Eastern oil,  was reinforced during the conflict, a tendency that had 

also developed during World War I.

However, World War II marked the end of an era. The United States stopped playing the 

role of oil supplier of the world, becoming an importer of this resource and this marked 

a “dramatic reorientation in the oil industry that would have a profound impact on the 

direction of world politics.”67

The  apprehension  of  an  oil  shortage  became  again  a  recurrent  theme  among  the 

American  policy makers,  with the consequent  revaluation  of  the oil  reserves  in  the 

United  States  and abroad,  especially  in  Saudi  Arabia.  The Secretary of  the  Interior 

Harold Ickes supported the fear and in December 1943 published an article with the title 

“We're running out of oil!”68. So the question was: “what to do now?”. The policies 

elaborated by the American government were essentially two: the “conservation theory” 

and the policy of “solidification”. The first one suggested that “the United States, and 

particularly the United States government, had to control and develop 'extraterritorial' 

(foreign) oil reserves in order to reduce the drain on domestic supplies, conserve them 

for the future, and thus guarantee America's security.”69 The “(foreign) oil reserves”70 

had to be, obviously, in the Middle Eastern region, underling in this way the increasing 

importance of the area.  The second one concerned directly Saudi Arabia:  Socal and 

Texaco were the two companies involved in the Saudi oil concession and they asked the 

U.S government a more direct involvement in the kingdom. So “direct involvement by 

the American government in Saudi Arabia was what became known to some as the 

policy of 'solidification'”71.

The two companies asked this kind of behaviour to the US administration because the 

Saudi King had still financial problems and in 1941 President Roosevelt had denied the 

requested  help  to  the  kingdom,  justifying  his  decision  with  the  statement  that  the 

territory of Saudi Arabia was “a little far afield for us”72. However, the United States 

67 D. Yergin, op. cit., p. 393.
68 D. Yergin, op. cit., p. 395.
69 Ibid.
70 Ibid.
71 D. Yergin, op. cit., p. 397.
72 D. Yergin, op. cit., p. 394.
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could not allow itself to lose “probably the greatest and richest oil field in the world”73 

and it had to do all it could to maintain its concession in Saudi Arabia. For all these 

reasons, in February 1943 the President gave the permission to direct the Lend Lease 

program74 also  to  King  Ibn  Saud  (“controversial  ruling  that  made  Saudi  Arabia,  a 

nonbelligerent  state,  eligible  for  a  multimillion-dollar  U.S  aid  package  under  the 

auspices of the wartime Lend Lease Act.”75).

Here there is the full explanation used to “justify” the authorization to give also to Saudi 

Arabia aid packages under the Lend Lease program:

“Saudi Arabia lies between the vital Red Sea and Persian Gulf shipping routes and across the 
direct air route to India and the Far East. The Government of Saudi Arabia has been highly 
sympathetic to the cause of the United Nations [Allied forces] and has accorded United States 
Army aircraft the right to fly over certain uninhabited zones of Saudi Arabia. Furthermore, the 
Army may at  any time wish to  obtain extensive air  facilities  in  Saudi Arabia.  However,  the 
Department is  of the opinion that  it  will  be difficult  to  obtain additional privileges from the 
Government of Saudi Arabia unless we are prepared to furnish certain direct assistance to that 
country.”76

However, Harold Ickes had great ideas about the possibility, for the U.S government, to 

control completely and directly the Saudi concession and when Socal and Texaco were 

in Washington to ask for help to the American government, Ickes proposed them what 

was  a  direct  ownership  by  the  United  States  of  Casoc.  He  created  the  Petroleum 

Reserves Corporation (PRC),  supported by the Army and Navy and whose target was 

Saudi Arabia. But the presidents of Socal and Texaco did not agree to the proposal of 

the Secretary of the Interior. Consequently, in August 1943, all the parts involved in the 

discussions arrived to the conclusion that “the U.S. Government would acquire one-

third  of  Casoc  for  $40  million”77,  with  “the  right  to  buy  51  percent  of  Casoc's 

production in peacetime and 100 percent in wartime.”78 As expected, the deal found the 

opposition of the other oil companies and in late 1943 Ickes retreated the plan. Same 

73 D. Yergin, op. cit., p. 397.
74 The Land-Lease Act foresaw that the American President “sold, rented or lent arms, ammunition, 

food-stuff and other defensive instruments to those countries whose security and protection he 
considered vital for the United States”. This program was exactly the opposite to the policy of 
neutrality adopted up till now by the American government. The law came into force March 11th 1941. 
In E. Di Nolfo, Storia delle Relazioni internazionali dal 1918 ai giorni nostri, Roma-Bari, Editori 
Laterza, 2009, p. 414.

75 D. Little, op. cit., p. 49.
76 Foreign Relations of the United States in R. Bronson, op. cit., p. 24.
77 D. Yergin, op. cit., p. 398.
78 Ibid.
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destiny happened to  the  project  for  a  foreign  pipeline  “that  would  carry Saudi  and 

Kuwaiti oil across the desert to the Mediterranean for transshipment into Europe.”79

These events showed the unsuccessful attempts of the American government to enter 

directly in the oil policy of Saudi Arabia; nevertheless, the United States remained the 

only force and country inside the kingdom being able to maintain a close relationship 

with it.

* * *

 Beyond the fear of an oil shortage, the U.S government was also worried about the 

British policy in the Middle East. It thought that the British government wanted to expel 

the Americans out from the region, but the United Kingdom still  saw the American 

participation  as  something  good  and  useful  for  the  British  government,  which  was 

trying to obtain some kind of assistance from the U.S administration to defend the area, 

especially from the Russians.

Both parties were eager to find an agreement, with the promise, by the United Kingdom, 

that  it  was  not  interested  in  the  Saudi  Arabian  oil,  which  was,  consequently,  of 

American property. The agreement was reached and signed on August 8 th 1944 and the 

main priority of the deal was to guarantee “equality” to all the parties, “including the 

producing  countries.”80 Unfortunately,  the  agreement  found  the  opposition  of  the 

domestic  American  oil  companies  and  their  congressional  allies,  together  with  the 

majors; this led to the decision of the Roosevelt Administration, in January 1945, to 

withdraw it.

Furthermore,  to  guarantee  and to  protect  its  concessions  abroad,  in  April  1944,  the 

American State  Department  outlined a  memorandum, in  which it  wanted to  explain 

what the American strategy concerning oil would have been after the war. The title of 

the  memorandum  was  simply  “American  Foreign  Policy  for  oil”.  First  of  all,  the 

Western oil had to be replaced with the Middle Eastern oil in Europe, Africa and South 

Asia; secondly, the United States and Great Britain had to find an agreement between 

them to eliminate the possibility of a unilateral political intervention in the region (a 

failed attempt, as it has been demonstrated before); finally, all the factors that could lead 

to a loss of the concessions controlled by the Americans had to be prevented.

In the future years, the U.S government took all the measures to put into practice what it 

79 D. Yergin, op. cit., p. 399.
80 D. Yergin, op. cit., p. 402.
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thought to be essential for its internal and foreign policy, namely the conservation of its 

oil reserves and of its foreign oil concessions.81

1.4  The  Quincy  Agreement,  an  “airfield”  (and  not  an  “airbase”)  and  a 

dinner.

 Considering all the elements described above, it is not a surprise to say that Franklin 

Delano Roosevelt had completely changed his mind about the position and role of Saudi 

Arabia  in  the  world  (but  especially  American)  policy.  He  arrived  to  say  that  “the 

defence of Saudi Arabia was vital to the defence of the United States.”82 Moreover, it 

was clear that Saudi oil  was a real precious resource for the American government. 

Consequently, soon after the end of the Yalta meeting with Great Britain and Russia, the 

American  president  asked for  a  summit  with King Ibn Saud.  His  intention  was “to 

discuss  energy matters”83 and apparently also the Saudi  monarch was interested “in 

matters of oil”84.

It was the first time in history that an American leader visited the Middle Eastern region 

and met the Saudi Arabian King. The two men met on board the USS Quincy, in the 

Great Bitter Lake (Egypt), on February 14th 1945.

During  the  meeting,  the  two leaders  said  what  were  their  concerns:  Roosevelt  was 

interested in a “Jewish homeland in Palestine, oil, and the postwar configuration of the 

Middle East”85, while the King “wanted to assure continuing American interest in Saudi 

Arabia after the war”86, with the promise that the British influence in the region would 

have  been  counterbalanced  (the  Saudi  monarch  “wanted  to  ensure  his  country's 

independence and obtain assurances that the Americans would never become occupiers 

like the British counterparts.”87).

The official record did not report what the two men said about oil, but both presidents, 

according to Yergin, “knew that it was central to the emerging relationship between their 

two countries.”88

In addition, the two men spoke about the Jews and Arabs conflict which, at that time, 
81 J. Stork, op. cit., p. 38 ss.
82 Mulligan Papers in R. Bronson, op. cit., p. 24.
83 R. Bronson, op. cit., p. 39.
84 R. Bronson, op. cit., p. 40.
85 D. Yergin, op. cit., p. 404.
86 Ibid.
87 R. Bronson, op. cit., p. 41.
88 D. Yergin, op. cit., p. 404.
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had become problematic  due to  the  Jewish immigration  in  Palestine.  Of course the 

Saudi  King was worried  about  this  issue and he wanted  the Jewish immigration in 

Palestine to be stopped, in order to avert an open conflict between the two factions. 

Regarding  this  point,  Roosevelt  left  the  summit  promising  Ibn  Saud  that  “the  U.S 

government would make no change in its basic policy in Palestine without full and prior 

consultation with both Jews and Arabs.”89

As Rachel Bronson points out in the second chapter of her book, “The meeting between 

Roosevelt and Abdel Aziz had lasting symbolic and practical importance. It marked the 

beginning of political relations between the two countries”90, establishing also “a high-

level personal relationship between the leaders of the two countries.”91

It is also important to remind that during this summit it was decided to build an airfield 

in Dhahran because the American government thought that it would have served the 

cause of the Allies during World War II. Nevertheless, the agreement to construct the 

airfield was reached only in August 1945, after the end of the war. Despite the lack of 

the military justification, the works to build the airfield started anyway because of the 

strategic value of the site that was “enormous because of its geographical position and 

indefinite possibilities for expansion as well as its ability to handle any size craft.”92 The 

Dhahran airfield was completed in 1946 and its benefits were relevant for the United 

States especially considering the mounting tension between the two superpowers at the 

beginning of the Cold War. However, also the Saudi government started to consider the 

base as an element of security because of the problems caused by the neighbouring 

states such as Yemen, Iraq and Transjordan. In 1948 Saudi Arabia obtained the full 

ownership of Dhahran, anyway giving the Americans the possibility to use the site for 

their purposes. In 1962 the American administration abandoned completely any claims 

regarding the airfield which, in the meantime, had become a commercial transportation 

hub and an International Airport.

89 R. Bronson, op. cit., p. 41.
90 R. Bronson, op. cit., p. 42.
91 Ibid.
92 C. L. Sulzberger, “Saudi Arabia Base Key U.S. Airfield”, New York Times, November 24, 1946.
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FDR met  with  King  Ibn  Saud,  of  Saudi  Arabia,  on  board  USS 
Quincy 

                             (CA-71) in the Great Bitter Lake, Egypt, 1a February 1945. The King 
was speaking to the interpreter, Colonel William A. Eddy, USMC. Fleet
Admiral William D. Leahy, USN, the President's Aide and Chief of Staff,
is at left.  

                                                                                                    Credit: Wikimedia Commons

 In 1947, for the first time in history again, the king's son and heir to the throne, Saud 

Ibn Abd al-Aziz, made a month-long trip of the United States, with the visits of the 

American country arranged by ARAMCO.

On January 20th,  ARAMCO organized a dinner at Waldorf Astoria and the “invitees 

comprised the elite of the oil world, the owner companies, the king's New York bankers, 

State Department Arab hands, [...]”93. The gala represented an important moment for 

history because for the first time a Saudi delegation visited the Western hemisphere, a 

visit organized and promoted by an oil company.

* * *

 The  two  events  mentioned  before  are  important  because  they  represented  a 

solidification of a  relationship considered essential  for both parts:  the United States 

needed the Saudi kingdom for its oil and as an ally in the Middle Eastern region (at that  

time, the most important partner, together with Iran), while Saudi Arabia needed the 

Americans for their money, protection and military aid.

93 R. Vitalis, op. cit., p. 32. 
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1.5 After the war: the 1950s.

 At the end of World War II, the idea of a depletion of the American oil reserves was 

always in the minds of the policy makers, who thought that the best solution was the 

employment and the exploitation of the Middle Eastern oil. This mineral had assumed a 

privileged  position  inside  the  international  relations,  “provided  the  point  at  which 

foreign policy, international economic considerations, national security, and corporate 

interests  would  all  converge.”94 Naturally,  with oil  also the  Middle  Eastern position 

became important and there, with the end of the conflict, the oil industries had started 

production again,  securing their  position in the region. Moreover,  the project of the 

construction of a foreign pipeline was taken again into consideration and in September 

1950 the Tapline (Trans-Arabia Pipeline) was finished; “in November, the oil began to 

arrive at Sidon in Lebanon, the terminus on the Mediterranean, where it was picked up 

by tankers for the last leg of the journey to Europe.”95

In Europe, an energy crisis emerged by 1946, which determined the end of a process 

begun with the revolution of transport at the beginning of the XX century: the European 

coal-based economy saw its last days and oil entered finally in the industries, but also in 

the domestic reality, “with the revolutionary innovation of central heating”96.

* * *

 In Saudi Arabia, ARAMCO had some problems because it needed to widen its market, 

especially into Europe, but this would require money that Socal and Texaco did not 

have.  The  only  solution  “was  a  broader  joint  venture”97,  also  to  prevent  a  Soviet 

penetration in the oil fields of the Arabian Peninsula. King Ibn Saud agreed to the idea 

and  he  had  only a  request,  that  the  company remained  totally  in  the  hands  of  the 

Americans.

Consequently, in 1946 Socal started talks with Standard Oil of New Jersey and Socony 

Vacuum, with the support of Washington and, especially, of the State Department. There 

was,  however,  a problem: the Red Line Agreement  and the membership of the two 

companies in the IPC. The 1928 agreement “provided that the participants in the IPC 

could not operate independently anywhere inside the red line that Calouste Gulbenkian 

94 D. Yergin, op. cit., p. 410.
95 D. Yergin, op. cit., p. 426-427.
96 D. Yergin, op. cit., p. 425.
97 D. Yergin, op. cit., p. 411.
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said he had drawn on the map in 1928.”98 Saudi Arabia was inside the red line and 

because  of  the  “self-denying”  clause  the  two  companies  could  not  join  ARAMCO 

without taking the other companies involved in the 1928 agreement along with them. 

The solution was found in the so-called  doctrine of “supervening illegality”,  a policy 

used by the British government during World War II, when it took control of the shares 

of the IPC owned by Gulbenkian and the France State Company with the excuse that 

both  lived  in  a  territory  under  Nazi  control.  Under  this  doctrine,  “the  entire  IPC 

agreement was […] made null and void.”99 At the end of the war, the shares of IPC were 

reverted to the legitimate owners, but Standard Oil of New Jersey and Socony Vacuum 

took up the concept of the doctrine mentioned before and used it to exit from the Red 

Line Agreement and from their membership in the IPC. This allowed the two companies 

to take part in the ARAMCO's deal and “by December 1946, the four companies had 

agreed in general principle to expand Aramco.”100

* * *

 After  Roosevelt's  death,  Harry  Truman  became  the  new  American  President;  his 

doctrine foresaw military helps to Greece and Turkey, with the belief that the protection 

of the two countries was fundamental to preserve the integrity of the Middle East and of 

its oil fields. The American government wanted to protect the region from the Soviet 

expansionism because it thought that oil was important for the “economic survival of 

the entire Western world.”101

After the war's end, it also emerged the Zionist problem: Palestine was under British 

mandate, but when the situation became unbearable, Great Britain left the region, giving 

the Hebrew people the possibility to create their own state, which was proclaimed in 

1948. The United States immediately recognized the new State, but the American oil 

companies opposed to any official support to the Zionist intentions because this would 

have  led  to  great  problems  with  the  Arab countries,  and consequently  with  the  oil 

concessions in the region. This view was supported by the Defence Secretary Forrestal 

and by the under-secretary of state Acheson.

In this context, with the US interests split between the will to support the new Jewish 

State and the necessity to preserve the American oil concessions in the region, the Saudi 

98 D. Yergin, op. cit., p. 413.
99 Ibid.
100 D. Yergin, op. cit., p. 415.
101 D. Yergin, op. cit., p. 427.
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kingdom promised,  at  the  beginning,  to  the  executives  of  the  oil  company that  the 

American  policy  in  Palestine  would  have  no  negative  effects  on  the  ARAMCO's 

concession. However, in December 1947 the crown prince Saud102 told the American 

ambassador in Gedda that if other Arab states (Iraq and Jordan) had broken the relations 

with the United States, also Saudi Arabia would have done the same103.

Nevertheless, the Saudi kingdom had never put the relation between the two countries 

under  pressure because the Americans  were,  and are still  today,  the most  important 

(Western) ally of the country. Also from the American point of view there was no will to 

break relations with Saudi Arabia and in a letter from President Harry Truman to the 

king Ibn Saud dated October 1950, the US administration underlined the importance of 

the Saudi territory,  but also the importance of the new relationship, stating “that the 

United  States  is  interested  in  the  preservation  of  the  independence  and  territorial 

integrity of Saudi Arabia. No threat to your Kingdom could occur which would not be a 

matter of immediate concern to the United States.”104

* * *

 In order to protect its oil interests in the region, the United States also developed a 

policy to acquire and then to maintain a  political support among the local Arab élites 

and their governments. This led the oil companies to improve their agreements with the 

local  powers,  giving  them  always  higher  payments  in  the  form  of  royalties105,  a 

necessary policy to avoid any form of criticism against the exploitation of the Middle 

Eastern resources.

In the case of Saudi Arabia, the regime received 21 cents of royalty for each oil barrel, 

while the companies took 1,10 dollars for each barrel; giving this disparity between the 

two parts, the Saudis asked a more equal division of the profits.

In this situation, the minister of Finance Abdullah Sulaiman started repeating that he 

would have closed the oil fields if the Saudis had not received more money from the 

company.  He demanded  a  renegotiation  of  the  concession,  in  order  to  increase  the 

revenues  of  the  kingdom,  necessary to  “buy”  the  support  of  the  tribes,  but  also  to 

102 King Abd al-Aziz died November 9th 1953 and the crown prince Saud took his place.
103 J. Stork, op. cit., p. 43 ss.
104 D. Yergin, op. cit., p. 428.
105 The word royalty is related to the payment made, in this case, by an oil company to the country being 

exploited. For the oil concessions in the Middle East, the local authorities gave an exclusive right to 
foreign countries for the exploitation of oil in exchange of an immediately payment in cash and of a  
certain «royalty» for ton of oil after the beginning of the production.
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achieve a political and economic development.

What the Saudis wanted to get was what the Venezuelans had already obtained: a fifty-

fifty agreement, in which the profits of the oil company operating in the country were 

equally divided between the host government and the company itself. Consequently, the 

Saudis started to do their research, arriving to know “exactly what the company had 

earned, what it had paid in taxes to the United States, and how that compared to the 

royalty payments  to  Saudi  Arabia.”106 The expedient  found this  time,  in  the  United 

States,  was  the  “foreign  tax  credit”,  by  which  “an  American  company  operating 

overseas could deduct from its United States income tax what it paid in foreign taxes. 

The objective was to avoid penalizing American companies doing business abroad.”107 

What did it mean? It meant that the American Treasury allowed ARAMCO to treat the 

royalties paid to Saudi Arabia as they were taxes108. In this way, 50 million of “taxes” 

were transferred from the American Treasury to the Saudi Treasury, for the pleasure of 

Sulaiman and, naturally, of the King. The decision was seen in a favourable light also by 

the State Department, which thought it was necessary to increment revenues to the oil-

producing countries, and especially to Saudi Arabia, “in order to maintain pro-Western 

governments in power and to keep discontent within manageable bounds.”109

By December 1950, a new agreement was signed between ARAMCO and Saudi Arabia, 

an agreement which foresaw the fifty-fifty principle.

* * *

 During the presidency of Dwight D. Eisenhower, foreign critics regarding Saudi Arabia 

“were growing more rapidly than the kingdom's oil revenues”110; the reasons behind all 

these critics were several, but the most important one was the fact that the Royal Family 

was spending most of the money it was earning from the oil concession in “whims”, 

while the population received no benefits (other critics reflected the venality and the 

corruption of the Saudi government, the absence of an administrative structure inside 

the kingdom and the fact that power and influence depended on the blood ties with the 

Saudi  Royal  Family111).  Nevertheless,  the  Republican  administration  saw  the  Saudi 

kingdom, and more in general the Middle East, as a very important region to protect 

106 D. Yergin, op. cit., p. 446. 
107 Ibid. 
108 J. Stork, op. cit., p. 51. 
109 D. Yergin, op. cit., p. 447. 
110 R. Vitalis, op. cit., p. 162.
111 J. Stork, op. cit., p. 91. 
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from the Soviet expansionism. The main focus of the new American president was “to 

expand  American  preponderance  or  hegemony  beyond  the  kingdom  into  Syria, 

Lebanon, Jordan, Iraq, and Egypt-although the effort failed, spectacularly.”112

Regarding the Saudi Royal Family, Eisenhower tried to promote the new Saudi king, 

Saud Ibn Abd al-Aziz, as a counter-presence in the region against the growing influence 

exercised by Gamal Abdel Nasser, the Egyptian president (beyond this decision there 

was mainly the ARAMCO's pressure). Consequently, Saud broke relations with Egypt 

and only with Faisal, who became king in 1964 after having overthrown his brother113, 

the relations between the two countries were restored.

* * *

 During the 1950s, the figure of Abdullah Tariki (also known as “The Red Shaykh”) 

emerged  on the  Arabian  political  scene.  He was  the  first  Saudi  technocrat  to  have 

studied abroad and in 1948 he returned to Saudi Arabia, starting to challenge the foreign 

oil companies and the ARAMCO concession.

In 1954 he became “director general of a new Office of Petroleum and Mineral Affairs 

inside the Ministry of Finance”114, asking the completely nationalization of ARAMCO115 

and  the  possibility  for  Saudi  men  to  cover  higher  positions  inside  the  ARAMCO's 

hierarchy116.

Tariki represented a real thorn in the Americans'  flesh because he started to analyse 

everything  inside  the  oil  company,  finding  that  ARAMCO  evaded  the  fifty-fifty 

agreement signed in 1950. He put pressure on the company and he forced it to revise the 

fifty-fifty deal, in order to give the Saudi government the money it had lost with the 

(planned) miscalculation of the posted price117 used by ARAMCO.

His main objectives regarding ARAMCO were essentially three: first of all, he asked a 

112 R. Vitalis, op. cit., p. 163.
113 During the 1960s, but especially during the war in Yemen, the feud inside the Royal Family reached 

the highest point. There were essentially two parts: from one side there was Saud, the legitimate 
successor of Ibn Saud, his father; from the other side there was Faisal. The other princes sided with  
one part or the other.

114 R. Vitalis, op. cit., p. 133.
115 The nationalization of the company happened in 1980 and in 1988 ARAMCO changed its name with 

Saudi Arabian Oil Company (or Saudi Aramco).
116 In 1958, Tariki and Yusuf Wahba were the first Saudi men to be brought inside the ARAMCO's board.
117 The world  posted price  refers to the referential price on which the companies calculated the taxes 

they had to pay to the oil-producing countries. Normally, the price was higher than the extraction's  
costs of  the Middle Eastern oil,  guaranteeing the oil  companies  great  profits.  In  D. Caviglia,  A.  
Versori (a cura di),  Dollari, petrolio e aiuti allo sviluppo: il confronto Nord-Sud negli anni '60-'70,  
Milano, Franco Angeli, 2005, p. 84.
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greater Saudi control on the activities of the oil company; second, he suggested that 

ARAMCO became an integrated company; third, he wanted to obtain more favourable 

concessions on the territories that ARAMCO would be forced to leave118.

However, the most important act made by Tariki was his “visible role in the campaign 

that  by  1960  led  to  the  creation  of  the  Organization  of  Petroleum  exporting 

Countries.”119

1.6 The 1960s, the birth of OPEC and the 1973 oil crisis.

 The first important step in the creation of OPEC was the convocation of the first Arab 

Petroleum Conference, which took place in Cairo in April 1959. Tariki exercised an 

active  role  in  promoting  the  conference  and  during  this  occasion  he  claimed  the 

“Arabization  of  the  concession  companies.”120 His  position  was  supported  also  by 

Faisal, who shared Tariki's position regarding the full nationalization of ARAMCO.

Just before the conference, there had been an oil price cut that led the oil-producing 

countries “to seek some common front against such a practice.”121

In 1960,  after  this  decision made by the oil  companies  to  cut  the posted price,  the 

governments of the oil-producing countries decided to constitute the Organization of 

Petroleum Exporting  Countries.  The  first  members  of  OPEC were  five:  Iran,  Iraq, 

Kuwait,  Saudi Arabia and Venezuela (later on the number of the countries raised to 

eleven with the entry of Qatar, Indonesia, Libya, the United Arab Emirates, Algeria and 

Nigeria). The organization's action became forceful only at the end of the 1960s, when 

the  so-called  “radical”  regimes  (Iraq,  Algeria  and  Libya)  emerged  inside  the 

organization's structure and also when the “moderate” regimes (Saudi Arabia and Iran) 

started to ask a revaluation of the posted prices, even if they were allies of the United 

States122.

In the case of Iran and Saudi Arabia, the close relationship they had with the United 

States was functional for the Western power to maintain its influence in the region and 

to prevent the emergence of the position of the “radical” regimes. The American policy 

during the 1960s-'70s aimed to suppress the radical political movements in the Middle 

118 J. Stork, op. cit., p. 91.
119 R. Vitalis, op. cit., p. 136.
120 R. Vitalis, op. cit., p. 209.
121 D. Yergin, op. cit., p. 516.
122 Ibid.
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Eastern region (Iraq and Libya) and to strengthen the monarchic regimes with military 

assistance, according to the “Nixon's Doctrine”. In both countries (Saudi Arabia and 

Iran),  the  police  apparatus  was  reinforced  and  consequently  the  police  became  the 

“advanced” part of the government structure123.

* * *

 During these years, some Arab governments started to speak about the possibilities to 

use the oil weapon to achieve their goals regarding, for example, the increase of the 

royalties, but mainly because they wanted to put pressure on the American government 

and on its allies so that Israel could leave the territories it had occupied during the 1967 

and 1973 wars.

The first occasion to test this possibility was the third Arab-Israeli war (Six-Day war), 

when “On June 6, the day after fighting began, Arab oil ministers formally called for an 

oil  embargo  against  countries  friendly  to  Israel.”124 This  meant  that  Saudi  Arabia, 

Kuwait,  Iraq, Libya and Algeria stopped the oil's supply to the United States,  Great 

Britain  and  West  Germany.  However,  the  attempt  made  by the  Arab  oil-producing 

countries  proved  to  be  a  complete  failure  because  “The  international  companies 

themselves, working individually, had managed to handle the situation.”125 Moreover, 

during the Arab summit  meeting in  Khartoum (August  1967),  the Arab leaders  had 

changed their  minds regarding the policy to  adopt  in  relation to  oil,  arriving to  the 

conclusion that the oil revenues were essential for the producer countries and that oil 

had  to  be  used  according  to  a  “positive”  Arab  strategy126.  This  policy  was  mainly 

endorsed by Saudi Arabia and according to the words of the Minister  of Petroleum 

Yamani in 1972, the Saudi kingdom was not interested in using the oil weapon in a 

negative manner, as a political means. On the contrary, he claimed that the best way to 

use oil was to employ it as a base for a more genuine cooperation with the Western 

hemisphere and mainly with the United States127.

However, the intention of Saudi Arabia to maintain a division between oil and policy 

was becoming a harder position to support because during the 1970s the Saudi kingdom 

123 J. Stork, op. cit., p. 206.
124 D. Yergin, op. cit., p. 555.
125 D. Yergin, op. cit., p. 557.
126 Oil  was seen as  a  source of  immense revenues which, then,  could have been spread among the  

government to develop and to increase the military and economic force of those Arab states that 
would have behaved “politically correct”. In J. Stork, op. cit., p. 204.

127 J. Stork, op. cit., p. 205.
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was receiving increasing pressures from the other Arab states to adopt a more active role 

inside the Arab-Israeli conflict through the coordinated use of the oil embargo against 

the Western countries. In this context, during a meeting between ARAMCO executives 

and king Faisal, the latter stressed that “it was “absolute mandatory” that the United 

States “do something to change the direction that events were taking in the Middle East 

today.””128 Three  of  the  ARAMCO's  companies  asked a  change in  the  U.S.  Middle 

Eastern  policy  because  there  was  the  danger  to  lose  the  Saudi  concession  and 

consequently  all  the  privileges  connected  with  it.  The  fear  was  even  more  serious 

because at the beginning of the 1970s Saudi Arabia had assumed a predominant position 

inside  the  oil-producing  countries,  becoming  “the  swing  producer  for  the  entire 

world.”129

In 1972, Faisal played an active role in persuading Sadat to expel the Russian military 

advisers out of Egypt and he used this occasion to put pressure on the United States so 

that it  could change its policy towards Israel. In the same year, on an article of the 

“Washington Post”, the journalist wrote that the Saudis knew that they could use the oil 

weapon as a political means to persuade the Americans to force Israel to a solution of 

compromise  with the  Arab people130.  The following year,  the American  government 

offered the Saudi kingdom a squadron of Phantom as an attempt to avoid that the Saudis 

used the oil embargo against it, but the Saudi government claimed that the offer was not 

acceptable to a change in the US policy towards Israel131.

Nevertheless, the statements made by the Saudi officials regarding the use of the oil 

weapon  were  confined  to  the  official  communications  and  to  the  press  interviews 

because in the division between those Arab states that asked the nationalization of the 

American companies and those states that wanted to adopt a waiting attitude,  Saudi 

Arabia was placed in the second group. Moreover, there were no intentions from the 

Saudi part to break the relations with the United States, a purpose underlined by Yamani 

and repeated by Kissinger at the end of September 1973132.

The occasion to test again all the positions mentioned before came on October 6th 1973 

when Egypt and Syria attacked Israel during the Yom Kippur holiday. From different 

128 D. Yergin, op. cit., p. 595.
129 D. Yergin, op. cit., p. 594.
130 J. Stork, op. cit., p. 211.
131 Ibid.
132 J. Stork, op. cit., pp. 212-213.
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parts,  requests  were  invoked  to  use  the  oil  weapon  from a  political  point  of  view 

(“production  cutbacks  and restrictions  on  export”133),  but  only Iraq  nationalized  the 

American interests (Exxon and Mobil) inside the Basra Petroleum Company.

Before  the  outbreak  of  war,  a  meeting  between  the  OPEC  countries  and  the  oil 

companies was scheduled on October 8th 1973 because the Arab oil-producers wanted to 

ask (and consequently obtain) an increase of the posted price. The negotiations opened 

as agreed despite the war, but the oil companies could not give what the oil-producer 

countries wanted. They had to consult the Western governments before taking the final 

decision. However, the Arab states did not want to wait any more: “They announced 

their decision to raise the posted price of oil by 70 percent, to $5,11 a barrel, [...]”134.

Now the question was: “what to do regarding the oil embargo?”. The Iraqi position was 

irremovable:  it  wanted  “to  nationalize  all  American  business  in  the  Arab world,  to 

withdraw all  Arab funds from American  banks,  and to  institute  a  total  oil  embargo 

against the United States and other countries friendly to Israel.”135 And so it was, with 

the consent of all the Arab oil ministers, including Yamani. The production was cut 5% 

from the September level, with a 5% cut each month until the occupied territories would 

have been freed and the Palestinian rights would have been restored136. The oil embargo 

was not directed only to the United States,  but also to Netherlands,  Portugal,  South 

Africa and Rhodesia.

1.7 Conclusion.

 In the first American approaches towards Saudi Arabia, it is clear that there were many 

references to the concepts and ideas created and developed by Orientalism. First of all, 

one aspect was the U.S attitude towards the Saudi monarchy: as Vitalis pointed out in 

his  book,  the first  Americans  who arrived in  Saudi  Arabia perceived themselves  as 

“missionaries of modernisation”137. The American government was convinced, as Great 

Britain and France were during the eighteenth century, it could help the Saudi country to 

become a  modern state, helping it economically, politically and culturally. Implicitly, 

this  caused a  division between “us”,  the  West,  the part  of  the world provided with 

133 D. Yergin, op. cit., p. 588.
134 D. Yergin, op. cit., p. 606.
135 D. Yergin, op. cit., p. 607.
136 J. Stork, op. cit., p. 216.
137 R. Vitalis, op. cit., p. x.
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technology, which implemented democracy, and “them”, the part of the world which 

needed to be assisted if it wanted to become modernised and civilized as the Western 

counterpart. The missionary theme was also recalled by Wallace Stegner in his book, 

“Discovery!”, which told the story of ARAMCO. Another American approach based on 

Orientalism  was  carried  out  by  ARAMCO:  the  oil  company made  all  it  could  (to 

remember the publication of ARAMCO's own magazine, ARAMCO World) to promote 

what it did in Saudi Arabia according to a positive imagine. This means that ARAMCO 

was reporting the Saudi reality according its lens and its way of perceiving the reality, a 

typical approach of the Oriental studies. Moreover, after the oil concession, a Jim Crow 

system was established in Saudi Arabia by ARAMCO: as Vitalis described in his book, 

the Jim Crow structure envisaged the separation and division of Saudi and American 

workers. If someone wants to interpret this phenomenon, it can be affirmed that the Jim 

Crow system permitted a division, again, between “us” and “them”, a division which 

was one of the most important aspect of Orientalism. Finally, it should be noticed which 

kind of adjectives the American public opinion started to use to refer to Saudi Arabia: in 

the  short  film  “Desert  Venture”, the  narrative  voice  described  the  Saudi  land  as 

“strange” and “ancient”, affirming that the Saudi civilisation was “slumbering” and that 

the  Arabs  were  “suspicious”.  Not  considering  the  world  “ancient”,  all  the  other 

adjectives used for the description of Saudi Arabia are pejorative, denoting a typical 

attitude of Orientalism. The effect which came out from the use of this adjectives was 

again  an  idea  of  superiority  of  America  over  the  Middle  Eastern  country,  with  a 

consequent  denigration of  Saudi  Arabia.  In  addition,  the narrative voice of  the film 

mentioned the desert of Saudi Arabia, an element that, as it will be clear thanks to the 

following chapters, remained permanent for the description of the Saudi kingdom.

Regarding the US-Saudi connection, the aim of this first chapter was to demonstrate 

that  oil  has been an important  factor  in  the birth  of the relationship between Saudi 

Arabia and the United States. The latter entered the Middle East because of oil and 

Socal made an agreement with the Saudi government because of oil. From 1933, the 

importance of this mineral was repeatedly mentioned by the American administrations, 

considering  it  as  a  vital  resource  for  the  Western  hemisphere.  This  idea  is  well 

illustrated  in  the  short  movie  “Desert  Venture”  and in  some explanations  given by 

American policy makers.
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At the beginning, it was ARAMCO which was “interacting with the Saudi government, 

particularly around oil and local development issues”138, but with the Quincy Agreement 

things changed: thanks to the meeting between the two leaders, the relationship assumed 

a  political  aspect,  giving  also  birth  to  a  high-personal  relation  between  the 

representatives of the two countries. From that moment on (February 1945), American 

presidents  demonstrated their  commitment  in  the  protection  of  the Saudi  monarchy, 

considering its position vital for the region, but also for the United States itself. The U.S 

government had no intentions to cut links with Saudi Arabia and also the Arab kingdom 

was completely committed to the friendship with the Western superpower. There were 

many good reasons to be friends, even if problems were also present in the connection 

between the two countries. One of them, and the most serious one I may say, was the 

Arab-Israeli conflict: the two parts had completely different views regarding the issue 

and many times Saudi Arabia challenged the United States of cutting the relationship 

because of the pro-Jewish policy adopted by the American administrations after the 

proclamation of the Jewish state in 1948.

Nevertheless, what strikes the most is the real feeling that American policy makers had 

towards Arab people: the first ones were referring to the second ones with the typical 

attitude  developed  by  Orientalist  scholars.  There  was  the  belief  that  Arabs  were 

“nomadic desert tribes”139 and key American “officials regarded Israel's neighbours as 

irrational and unrealistic.”140 In 1948, an American politician arrived to say that it was 

“important to the interests of this country that these fanatical and overwrought people 

do not injure our strategic interests  through reprisals  against  our oil  investments.”141 

Consequently,  Arab  people  “were  irrational,  resentful,  and  dangerous  to  Western 

interests”142,  but the oil venture in the Middle East had to be safeguard at all  costs. 

However, if someone looks at the newspapers of that time and read them, the feeling 

towards Saudi Arabia, in the specific case, is not so negative as the comments quoted 

above. To the contrary, there seems to be a certain respect towards the Saudi kingdom, 

underling its importance for the United States of America. A perfect example was an 

article published in the  New York Times  on January 9th 1963 by H. Schmidt.  Under 

138 R. Bronson, op. cit., p. 21.
139 D. Little, op. cit., p. 26.
140 Ibid.
141 McClintock to Dean Rusk in D. Little, op. cit., p. 26.
142 D. Little, op. cit., p. 27.
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request of the Saudi monarch, “President Kennedy publicly reaffirmed […] his support 

of the Royalist Government of Saudi Arabia, which has been offended by United States 

recognition of the republican regime in neighbouring Yemen.”143 The American leader 

wanted to reassure the Saudi King “of full United States support for the maintenance of 

Saudi Arabia's integrity”144, an important aspect if we consider the fact that during the 

Kennedy's administration “the U.S.-Saudi relationship was in trouble.”145 Between 1960 

and 1962, as a matter of fact, U.S officials were not sure about the strength and the 

reliability of the Saudi kingdom and the new King Saud “had 'projected a bad image' in 

Washington”146, pushing Kennedy to find another ally in the region: Iran. Anyway, also 

Saudi Arabia demonstrated its support to the U.S government and during a meeting 

between Crown Prince Faisal and Eisenhower in September 1957, “Faisal reaffirmed his 

country's 'admiration and friendship' for both President Eisenhower personally and for 

the United States.”147

However, as I stated at the beginning of the chapter, the relationship between the United 

States of America and Saudi Arabia was not only based on oil. Especially after the end 

of World War II, also the military aspect became relevant, considering the emergence of 

the Cold War (there was the American necessity to have strong and reliable allies in the 

Middle Eastern region in order to prevent a possible Soviet expansionism there). The 

“first major military accord”148 was the Dhahran Air Field Agreement, with which the 

military relationship between the two countries began. The importance of the base was 

repeatedly reaffirmed by the U.S government and in an article published in the  New 

York Times by Waggoner it could be read that

“The base is one of the most remote installations available to the United States Air Force for 
operation of its long-range bombers on the other side of the globe. It is situated, moreover, in the  
center of the highly critical oil region that makes the Near East an almost invaluable raw material  
supply center. […] The field is regarded by authorities as one of the most favorably place in the  
Middle East. Its strategic importance has been placed by some experts ahead of that of the British  
air base at Habbaniya, in Iraq.”149

143 H. Smith, “U.S. Assures Saudi Arabia in Bid for Mideast Peace”, New York Times, January 9, 1963.
144 Ibid.
145 R. Bronson, op. cit., p. 78.
146 D. Little, op. cit., p. 138.
147 “Whither Saudi Arabia?”, New York Times, September 24, 1957.
148 R. Bronson, op. cit., p. 46.
149 W. H. Waggoner, “U.S. Due to Keep Dhahran Air Base; Final Talks With Saudi Arabia On”,  New 

York Times, March 2, 1949.
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In addition to the the Dhahran Air Field Agreement, the military relations between the 

two countries  assumed an important  aspect also with the sale of armies by the U.S 

government to the Saudi kingdom, an element which remained “untouched” also during 

the 1970s. Moreover, the American army started to train the Saudi armed force, and 

important for this last affirmation is the Mutual Defence Assistance Agreement (1951) 

which provided military training to Saudi Arabia.

In this  first  chapter  I  mentioned the  American  critics  towards  the  Saudi  monarchy; 

nevertheless, it must be said that also the Saudi King had some concerns about the U.S 

presence in his kingdom. As a matter of fact, he was afraid, before the signing of the 

1933 oil agreement, of the foreign presence that the concession would have brought in 

the  monarchy.  He  did  not  want  to  cause  internal  critics  and  “domestic  political 

opposition”150 because of the American presence and this aspect remained an important 

element in the US-Saudi connection, especially during the Gulf War (Iraq-Kuwait War) 

and the Iraq War (2003).

In the following chapters there will  be a deeper analysis  of the perception of Saudi 

Arabia  and  of  its  relationship  with  the  United  States.  The  aim  is  to  discover  and 

understand if the elements that I cited in this part of the work (oil, military support, anti-

Communist  feeling)  remained  present  in  the  connection  between  the  two  countries 

during the  1970s and if  so,  which  was the way of  reporting  them in the  American 

newspapers and magazines.

150 L. Fawcett, op. cit., p. 281.
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CHAPTER II

The post-years' crisis (1973-1974):

diplomatic negotiations and consolidation of the relationship

“Anybody who stands against  you,  Mr.  
President,  in  the  United  States  of  
America or outside the United States of  
America,  or  stands  against  us,  your  
friends  in  this  part  of  the  world,  
obviously has one aim in mind – namely,  
that  of  causing  the  splintering  of  the  
world,  the  wrong  polarization  of  the  
world,  the  bringing  about  of  mischief  
that  would  not  be  conducive  to  
tranquillity and peace in the world.”

King Faisal to Richard Nixon, June 1974

2.1 A step back: Nixon presidency, a general overview.

 Richard Nixon won the first presidential elections in 1968 and he was also victorious 

during the 1972 ballot. He came from the Republican party and was the first American 

President to resign from the office due to the Watergate Scandal1, on August 9, 1974.

Regarding his period as President of the United States of America, many events and 

political  actions  should  be  remembered  and  mentioned.  First  of  all,  Nixon  was 

responsible for the gradual withdrawal of the American troops from Vietnam. The war 

in the South East Asian country had become unbearable from a political and economic 

point  of  view,  but  especially  the  American  public  opinion  was  demonstrating  its 

1 Watergate was a political  scandal exploded in the United States in 1972. Some governmental  men 
involved in the Republican party intercepted, illegally, conversations and phone calls of Democratic 
policy makers in the Democratic National Committee (DNC) headquarters at the Watergate complex.
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intolerance towards a situation of violence which was causing millions of dead people. 

His  doctrine  regarding the  Vietnamese  war  is  remembered as  the  Vietnamization,  a 

policy which foresaw the reinforcement of the South East Asian army, so that it could 

become more independent from the U.S intervention, which started to focus mostly on 

the bombings. Secondly, Nixon, thanks especially to Kissinger's help (firstly National 

Security Advisor, later Secretary of State), started the negotiations to bring the United 

States of America close again with the People's Republic of China (PRC). Thirdly, in the 

context  of the Cold War,  the U.S. President  tried to  find a  kind of “relaxation” (in 

political  terms  this  is  called  détente)  with  the  Soviet  Union  (URSS),  arriving  to 

moments of collaboration between the two superpowers. Not to forget is the stipulation 

of  the  Strategic  Arms  Limitation  Talks  (SALT),  which  envisaged  the  restriction  of 

strategic armaments2. Nevertheless, one of the most significant political, but especially 

economic act carried out by Richard Nixon was the suspension of the gold standard 

system  established  in  1944  through  the  Agreement  of  Bretton  Woods3.  To  better 

understand why Nixon made such a choice, the American economic situation of that 

period should be explained, also because this clarification will be useful for when I will 

write about the petrodollar recycling, which took place from 1974 on.

* * *

 During the 1960s, the huge expenses for the military field coincided with the decline of 

2 It has to be pointed out, thanks to a good explanation of Ennio Di Nolfo, that the agreement between 
the Soviet Union and the United States of America regarding the limitation of the strategic armaments  
was not meant to reduce the nuclear weapons. On the contrary, its aim was to put a sort of limit on the  
proliferation of nuclear arms; it is for that reason that we can not speak about disarmament, but about  
the regulation of forces. In Ennio Di Nolfo, op. cit., p. 1169.

3 The Bretton Woods system was founded by American economists in 1944. It foresaw the creation of the 
International Monetary Fund (IMF), which became operative in March 1947. Also the World Bank was 
established and it started to work some months before the International Monetary Fund. As a system, 
Bretton Woods envisaged fixed exchange rates, which means that the currencies of the countries which  
adhered to the agreement were convertible in gold according to a certain parity/standard. Moreover, it 
was decided that the different Governments could express their own parity/standard in relation with 
another currency convertible in gold as well: in this case, a gold indirect convertibility was created. It 
then happened that all the countries of the sterling area stabilized their own currency according to the  
sterling, while other states decided to do that according to the dollar, which had a gold parity/standard  
of 35 dollars for one troy ounce (dollar “as good as gold”). The official parities/standards could have  
been changed only when a “fundamental” disparity of the balance of payments would have occurred. 
However,  it  was already clear,  at  that  time, that  this system would have created difficulties in the  
balance  of  payments  and  to  prevent  this  problem  the  Bretton  Woods  Agreement  envisaged  the 
possibility of short-term and medium-term loans. This means that countries with temporary difficulties  
could use the gold reserves available on the General Account of the IMF. The origin of these reserves  
was the compulsory contribution of the member states. The Bretton Woods system was meant to create  
an environment of free trade, but at the same time the financial movements had to be limited (the  
speculative financial movements were discouraged). In H. Van Der Wee, L'economia mondiale tra crisi  
e benessere (1945-1980), Milano, U. Hoepli, 1989, pp. 361-362.

56



the American productivity. A lot of resources were going  out  from the United States, 

without coming back in the country again. The balance of trade of America started to 

tend to  deficit and some banks and industries decided to bring the production activity 

abroad, determining a further outflow of money4. Moreover, between 1960 and 1970, 

the golden resources of the United States decreased, undermining the principles of the 

Bretton Woods system5. In this way, reasons of stress and tension started to accumulate, 

creating a mechanism of dollar overhang. Before Nixon, the Democratic administration 

of Johnson reacted in a coherent way, trying to save the Bretton Woods Agreement, 

limiting the outflow of dollars abroad (Johnson strengthened controls over the outflow 

of capitals). Nevertheless, despite the efforts of Johnson, the system became more and 

more  problematic  and  unstable  both  for  the  United  States  of  America  and Western 

Europe. Consequently, when Nixon won the elections in 1968, he found himself in a 

position where he had to face a difficult structural situation. In 1969 the President asked 

to a have an overall view of the international monetary system and on June 26, 1969, the 

study  he  asked  for  arrived.  After  having  read  the  report  and  having  analysed  the 

situation, Nixon expressed what were the American goals: to maintain the structure of 

Bretton Woods was no more a U.S priority. According to Nixon, the Bretton Woods 

system could have been destroyed. And finally the decision was taken: on August 15, 

1971,  the U.S.  President  decided to  suspend the  golden convertibility of  the  dollar, 

proclaiming  the  end of  the  Bretton  Woods  system established in  19446.  This  event 

changed  completely the  economic  and financial  world:  as  a  matter  of  fact,  from a 

financial point of view, the cage of the fixed exchange rates was broken and the dollar 

was devalued. The system of the fixed exchange rates was substituted with a structure 

of flexible rates and the economy entered in a stage of fluctuation. More important, with 

his decision, Nixon created a situation of dollar standard, according to which the dollar 

started to be valuable as paper money.

4 This inclination to invest abroad was meant as a way to break the rigidity of the Bretton Woods system.
5 After the establishment of the Bretton Woods system, the dollar became the currency of reference (to 

the detriment of the sterling) and during moments of economic crisis, countries with a lot of dollars 
exchanged these dollars with gold, determining, in this way, a decrease of the gold American resources.

6 With the end of the Bretton Woods system the United States of America relieved itself from a huge 
burden: from that moment on, if the U.S government needed money, it started to print it (in economic  
terms this is called seigniorage). Nevertheless, this could caused inflation, but also loss of credibility  
(this because the United States started to print more and more paper money). Anyway, with this method 
of printing more and more money, the U.S government began to “buy” its structural deficit, financing, 
in this way, the balance deficit (a flexibility that other countries did not have).
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2.2  Nixon  and  the  Middle  East:  the  shift  from  the  first  to  the  second 

presidency in his foreign Middle Eastern policy.

 During his two mandates as President of the United States of America, Richard Nixon 

changed his priorities regarding his foreign policy: during the first four years, the main 

topic of concern was Vietnam (Nixon wanted to find a way out from the South Eastern 

Asian country), while during the other two years, the attention shifted primarily to the 

Middle Eastern region, especially because the Arab states were threatening the Western 

hemisphere with the efforts of nationalising the oil companies and were trying to raise 

oil's price.

Before analysing the two different approaches of Nixon towards the Middle East,  it 

must be clarified the positions of some key actors among the political entourage of the 

President. During his first mandate, Nixon decided that William P. Rogers was the man 

who  would  have  been  responsible  for  the  Middle  Eastern  policy.  Rogers  became 

Secretary of State, supported by Joseph J. Sisco who became the Assistant Secretary of 

State for Near Eastern and South Asian Affairs (in Nixon's words, the Middle Eastern 

diplomacy should be followed by specific people, who had only to take care of that 

region7). Regarding Kissinger, one of the most important political figure of the 1970's, 

he was appointed National Security Advisor. Nixon took this decision (not to assign to 

Kissinger the role to mediate with the Middle East), despite Kissinger's political skills, 

because of the Jewish background of the political man. He thought that Kissinger would 

have adopted a too Israeli-policy towards the Middle East, to the detriment of the Arab 

alliances.  Nevertheless,  at  the  end  of  the  first  Nixon's  mandate,  the  disagreements 

between  Kissinger  and  Rogers  had  become  really  relevant:  the  National  Security 

Advisor accused the Secretary of State of distancing the United States too much from 

Israel, while, on the contrary, Rogers thought that there had to be put more “equity into 

the  Arab-Israeli  balance  of  power.”8 Moreover,  Kissinger  favoured  the  status  quo 

affirmed with the end of the 1967 war9 and thought that there was the necessity to 

7 “[...]  the Middle East  required the focused attention of  a  full-time operator.”  Richard Nixon in R. 
Bronson, op. cit., p. 110.

8 R. Bronson, op. cit., p. 110.
9 The Six-Day War, called also the Third Arab-Israeli War, broke out in 1967, when Israel, in a pre-

emptive way, attacked Egypt, Syria and Jordan. Israel, thanks to the war, took control of the Gaza Strip 
and the Sinai Peninsula from Egypt, the West Bank and East Jerusalem from Jordan and the Golan  
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support Israel because this policy was more adequate to the American interests in the 

Middle  East.10 The  conflict  between the  two men was resolved in  late  1971,  when 

“Nixon  began  shifting  responsibility  for  the  Middle  East  to  Kissinger.  This  shift 

culminated in September 1973, […], when Rogers resigned and Kissinger assumed the 

role of both national security advisor and secretary of state.”11

* * *

 Regarding the Middle East, on a general level, it can be said that Nixon and Kissinger 

hoped that the Israeli victory of 1967 against the Arab countries had “normalized” the 

Middle Eastern region, with Israel more secure in the area and the Arab states ready to 

think about the causes of their disaster12. One important aspect of Nixon's foreign policy 

towards  the  region  was  the  fact  that  both  him and  Kissinger  saw the  Middle  East 

through the lens of the Cold War, the same approach that also Moscow had. Because of 

the importance of the area,  Kissinger also started to  “build” a tight diplomacy with 

almost all the Middle Eastern states (this happened especially after the Yom Kippur 

War). This was caused by the fact that for the first time after the end of the Second 

World War, the American attention concentrated on every single episode of the Middle 

Eastern crisis, monitoring every day the domestic evolution of a region that was of a 

crucial  importance for the United States,  especially in the context  of the Cold War. 

However, this area was monitored also by the Soviet Union for the same reasons and 

both countries had a main concern: to maintain unaltered their position in the region 

after the Third Israeli-Arab War13.

Heights from Syria. This war caused two important consequences among the Arab world: the first one 
was the crisis of the Egyptian leadership of Nasser, both on a national and international level, while the  
second one was the crisis of the Arab and Islamic intellectuality. From the Israeli point of view, the  
Jewish State stabilized itself and legitimized its presence and existence in the Middle Eastern region 
and from that moment on the United States of America became the most important ally for Israel. In M.  
Campanini, Storia del Medio Oriente, Bologna, Il Mulino, 2006, pp. 145-154.

10 A. Donno e G. Iurlano, Nixon, Kissinger e il Medio Oriente (1969-1973), Firenze, Le Lettere, 2005, p. 
11. According to the National Security Advisor, it was not the time to make active negotiations for the  
Middle East and he also believed that a postponement in those talks would have meant an American 
advantage. The President was of the same idea, especially because he was more worried about the  
Vietnamese  situation.  In  G.  Iurlano,  La  questione  mediorientale  nel  contesto  della  “grande  
distensione”: il 1969 come turning point della politica estera americana, in A. Donno e G. Iurlano 
(eds.), op. cit., p. 33.

11 R. Bronson, op. cit., p. 111.
12 A. Donno e G. Iurlano, op. cit., p. 7.
13 A. Donno e G. Iurlano, op. cit., pp. 7-8.
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2.2.1 The Middle East at the second place in the scale of priority: the first Nixon's 

mandate.

 When Nixon became President, it  was clear, in the Middle East, that the American 

position there was much more favourable for the United States rather than for the Soviet 

Union14. But despite this, Nixon and Kissinger were always worried and careful about 

the Middle Eastern disorders and always tried to come to a solution for them, searching 

to  consolidate  the  American  position  in  the  region  and  stabilising  the  U.S.-Arab 

alliances.  For  example,  in  the  specific  case  of  Egypt,  which  was  under  the  Soviet 

influence during Nasser's presidency, America tried to help this country economically 

until the 1967 spring. After that moment, USA did not pay that much attention to that 

territory,  even though the  United  States  wanted  to  prevent  Egypt  from becoming a 

neutral state15.

Before I wrote that Nixon and Kissinger saw the Middle Eastern region through the lens 

of the Cold War; nevertheless, this was not the only way through which the two political 

men approached the area. As a matter of fact, during his first four years as American 

President, Nixon also tended to read and analyse the Middle Eastern situation through 

the lens of the Arab-Israeli conflict, an important element for the area, but not the only 

aspect  which  characterised  the  region16 (the  Middle  Eastern  situation  was  more 

complicated than it appeared17). Moreover, concerning the Cold War context, it should 

be added that, in the competition between America and the Soviet Union for the control 

of the Middle East, there was the American belief that the United States could defeat the 

Soviet  influence  in  that  part  of  the  world  because,  according  to  America,  the  U.S 

government had the know-how to contribute to build modern economies in the Middle 

Eastern region18.

The first approaches of the first Nixon's administration towards the Middle Eastern area 

were meant to define the region with its  problems. During one conference in 1969, 

14 The Soviet  attitude towards the Arab states  was meant  as a strategy not to bring  any  communist 
revolution there; on the contrary, URSS wanted to find a common ground with the Middle Eastern  
governments, on the base of their specific interests, with the aim to become the most important patron 
of the Arab concerns. In G.Iurlano, op.cit., in A. Donno e G. Iurlano (eds.), op. cit., pp.13-16.

15 To remember is the Bandung conference in April 1955 (it took place in Indonesia) which laid down 
the foundations of the  Non-Aligned Movement  according to which a group of countries considered 
themselves as not aligned both with the United States of America or the Soviet Union.

16 G. Iurlano, op. cit., in A. Donno e G. Iurlano (eds.), op. cit., p. 22.
17 G. Iurlano, op. cit., in A. Donno e G. Iurlano (eds.), op. cit., p. 23.
18 Ibid.
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Nixon affirmed that the Middle East was one of the most dangerous region in the world, 

this because both superpowers were committed there and the spheres of influences were 

not defined in an accurate way. To the question if his administration had in mind a new 

peace project for the area, Nixon answered that he was convinced of the necessity of 

new initiatives in the Middle East and of a new American  leadership  for the region, 

which was a very explosive  “powder keg”. He also stated that he was open to  any 

suggestion for this issue, in order to diminish the possibility of a new Middle Eastern 

explosion,  also because a new detonation in  the area would have caused for sure a 

confrontation between the two nuclear superpowers. In reality, Nixon had already asked 

the  National  Security  Council  (Nsc)  Interdepartmental  Group  for  the  Near  East  to 

prepare two different  documents about  the Middle East:  the first  one related to  the 

possibility of an agreement which could include direct negotiations between Arab and 

Israeli people; the second one, on the contrary, had to consider the American interests in 

the area, with a particular reference to the Middle Eastern position in the U.S global 

strategy and to the nature of the Soviet threat towards the Middle East19.

Anyway,  the  Middle  East  was  not  the  first  priority  of  the  U.S  administration,  this 

because of the American necessity to find primarily a solution for the withdrawal of the 

U.S troops from Vietnam. The Middle Eastern region was the second concern of the 

first Nixon government, but the President had to consider the Soviet efforts to expand 

its influence in the area20. Consequently, during a National Security Council meeting in 

1969,  different  possibilities  were  taken into  consideration,  in  order  to  find the  best 

option which could fit in the best way the Middle Eastern situation. At the end, the 

decision which was taken foresaw two different policies: from one side America would 

have tried to have a privileged dialogue with the Soviet Union, in order to negotiate the 

terms of a peace agreement in the Middle East21 (the U.S government was trying to 

place the discussions about a Middle Eastern peace agreement in the background of the 

19 G. Iurlano, op. cit., in A. Donno e G. Iurlano (eds), op. cit., pp.25-26.
20 G. Iurlano, op. cit., in A. Donno e G. Iurlano (eds.), op. cit., p. 26.
21 Soon the Soviet Union made clear that it was willing to have bilateral discussions about the Middle 

East with the United States of America, but without the context of the United Nations. URSS was 
really worried about the situation in the region and it wanted to cooperate in the pacification and in the 
security of the area, with respect to the rights and interests of the Arab countries. It was clear, from 
these positions, that the Soviet Union supported the Arab cause, foreseeing, in its ideal peace treaty,  
firstly the retreat of Israel from the territories occupied during the 1967 war, and only secondly the 
communist  state  would  have  recognized  Israel's  independence,  without  speaking,  anyway,  about 
Israel's acknowledgement. In G.Iurlano, op. cit., in A. Donno e G. Iurlano (eds.), op. cit., pp.34-37.
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détente, intended as a privileged tête-à-tête between the United States and Soviet Union 

also regarding the Middle Eastern area22), while from the other side the U.S government 

would have pursued multilateral discussions also with France and Great Britain in the 

context of the United Nations23. In Kissinger's mind, these two ways (the bilateral and 

the  multilateral  one)  of  trying  to  find  peace  agreements  among the  Middle  Eastern 

countries could have been useful for the United States, especially because the National 

Security Advisor of the President thought that the discussions about the Middle East 

could have been connected with more general American interests, included the Soviet 

help in Vietnam24. Nixon agreed with these policies, specifying that the efforts which 

should have been put  in the region should have been multilateral  (nevertheless,  the 

American President was always convinced that there was a difference between the two 

superpowers  regarding  the  Middle  Eastern  area's  approach:  America  wanted  peace, 

while the Soviet Union wanted- simply- the Middle East25).

Connected with the two policies elaborated during the NSC meeting in 1969 is the fact 

that during the first years of the Nixon's presidency, the Middle Eastern policy started to 

be characterized by a  double level of diplomatic actions: from one side there was the 

official policy adopted by the State Department (Rogers tried to promote a peace plan 

for  the  area,  which  failed26),  while  from  the  other  side  there  was  Kissinger  who 

succeeded  in  establishing  a  diplomatic  channel  with  the  Soviet  ambassador  in 

Washington27.

Nevertheless, all the good statements about the fact that America and URSS should 

cooperate to find a peace agreement for the Middle East were somehow made on a sort 

of general and ideal level,  because one of the primary American goal in the region 

22 G. Iurlano, op. cit., in A. Donno e G. Iurlano (eds.), op. cit., p. 30.
23 G. Iurlano, op. cit., in A. Donno e G. Iurlano (eds.), op. cit., pp.26-27.
24 G. Iurlano, op. cit., in A. Donno e G. Iurlano (eds.), op. cit., p. 28.
25 G. Iurlano,  op. cit.,  in  A. Donno e G. Iurlano (eds.),  op. cit.,  p. 29. Nixon was convinced that only 

Washington, and not Moscow, could find a peaceful solution for the Middle East. In G. Iurlano, op.  
cit., in A. Donno e G. Iurlano (eds.), op. cit., p. 32.

26 The Rogers Plan had the aim to find a solution for the Arab-Israeli conflict, especially for the War of 
Attrition fought between Egypt and Israel after the end of the Six Day War. The proposition of the 
plan came at the end of 1969 and was then publicly announced in 1970 (June). The main mediators of 
the proposition were, of course, the two superpowers: the United States should represent Israel with its 
interests, while the Soviet Union should speak for Egypt. Some of the points which had to be included 
in the talks between the different parts were the Israeli withdrawal from the occupied territories, a 
peace  settlement  between  Israel  and  Egypt,  an  agreement  between  the  two  countries  about  the  
refugees. Unfortunately, the plan failed, especially because of the pressure of the Israeli lobbies in the 
United States of America.

27 G. Iurlano, op. cit., in A. Donno e G. Iurlano (eds.), op. cit., p. 31.
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remained the aim to keep the Soviet Union out from the area, trying to diminish the 

Soviet influence in the Middle East. This goal was supported by the fact that the U.S 

government did not like the way the Soviet Union was behaving in the Middle Eastern 

territory: as a matter of fact, the communist superpower was selling arms to Egypt and 

Syria,  but  it  was  also  sustaining,  on  a  technical  and  organisational  level,  the  most 

radical Arab groups28.

In addition, the Secretary of State Rogers underlined that the base for the U.S policy 

towards the Middle East should be the Resolution 24229 of the United Nations Security 

Council  (UNSC),  but  the  principles  incidental  to  the  resolution  did  not  succeed  in 

finding a compromise for the region because of the inflexible positions of the different 

parts involved in the negotiations30.

2.2.2 Changing the primary issue: from Vietnam to the Middle East. The second 

Nixon's term.

 During his second term, Nixon put the Middle Eastern area at the top of his foreign 

policy agenda.  The strategic  position  of  the  region,  together  with  the  American  oil 

interests  there,   determined  this  shift  and  one  of  the  first  goals  of  the  Republican 

administration was to improve and reinforce relations with the Arab states31.  Shortly 

before the presidential elections, “Nixon had given a speech […] saying that the Middle 

East would have “a very high priority” in his second term.”32

I  already  mentioned  some  pages  above  the  change  of  men  regarding  the  offices 

connected with the Middle Eastern diplomacy and linked with this topic is the position 

that Kissinger occupied after the 1973 war in the negotiations with the Arab world in 

order to stop the embargo against the United States. The new Secretary of State started 

28 G. Iurlano, op. cit., in A. Donno e G. Iurlano (eds.), op. cit., p. 32.
29 According to this resolution, issued after the Six Day War of 1967, two necessary conditions were 

required to arrive to a  “fair  and durable” peace in the Middle East:  the first  one was the Israeli 
withdrawal from the occupied territories, while the second one was the mutual acknowledgements 
between the states involved in the conflict. This doctrine has been identified with the principle of  
“Land for Peace”.

30 The bilateral discussions between the United States of America and the Soviet Union in 1969 failed 
because of the different points of view of the two superpowers. Moreover, also the first talks between 
America and the Middle Eastern parts (March-April 1969) were unsuccessful, always for the same 
reasons: nobody wanted to reach a compromise on the issue. In G. Iurlano, op. cit., in A. Donno e G. 
Iurlano (eds.), op. cit., pp.43-48.

31 “Nixon hoped to improve relations with the Arabs to counter Soviet gains in the Middle East.” In R.  
Bronson, op. cit., p. 110.

32 R. Bronson, op. cit., p. 115.
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to travel around the Middle East, negotiating with those Arab countries involved in the 

conflict (this method adopted by Kissinger was dubbed “Shuttle Diplomacy”33).

2.3 An ongoing process: the Twin Pillar Policy.

 In  the  Middle  East,  the  U.S government  had two important  allies:  Iran  and Saudi 

Arabia. In the specific case of the Iranian state, America was really embarrassed by the 

Shah, who was always  asking for  new arms34,  but  also the Saudi  King was always 

looking for military support by the U.S. government.

From the beginning of the 1960's, the two Arab countries started to be part35 of the so-

called Twin Pillar Policy, “which dominated much of the 1970s.”36

As a strategy, the Twin Pillar Policy started to develop in the American political context 

since the Kennedy administration,  even though “Middle East  defence was far down 

John F. Kennedy's list of priorities during the spring of 1961”37. However, the situation 

in the region was problematic because the British presence there started to decrease and 

the American government needed to find someone else that could replace Great Britain 

in the protection of the more and more strategic Middle Eastern area38. Consequently, 

“the Kennedy administration hoped that the shah of Iran or the House of Saud would fill 

the vacuum created by Whitehall's eventual departure from the region.”39 Nevertheless, 

despite the good thoughts and political formulations of the Democratic administration,

“[...] most U.S officials questioned whether the House of Saud was sufficiently strong or reliable 
to fill by itself the vacuum resulting from Britain's eventual withdrawal from the Persian Gulf.  
King Saud, the eldest son of the dynasty's founder, Abdel Aziz Ibn Saud, had “projected a bad 
image”  in  Washington,  Parker  hart  recalled  long  afterward,  because  of  his  “extravagance, 
particularly the  extravagance  of  his  sons,  his  unwillingness  or  inability  to  control  them, the 

33 The Shuttle Diplomacy started in November 1973 and took Kissinger all around the Arab world for 
the first time. During his travels, almost all the times, Kissinger stopped in Saudi Arabia, being “the 
first American secretary of state to make any effort to engage the kingdom in a sustained manner.” In 
R. Bronson, op. cit., pp. 120-121.

34 A. Donno e G. Iurlano, op. cit., p. 10.
35 For Iran this was valid till  1979 because after, with the Islamic Revolution, political attitudes and  

alliances changed.
36 R. Bronson, op. cit., p. 105.
37 D. Little, op. cit., p. 137.
38 At the beginning, the United States tried to encourage Great Britain “to reassert its military presence  

in  the  Middle  East”,  assuring  the  British  government  that  the  U.S  administration  would  have  
supported the “British troops deployed in the Persian Gulf”. But after this attempt, perceiving that  
Great Britain, soon or later, would have left the region, America preferred an “Arab solution” to the 
Middle Eastern crisis, deciding to start to rely on Saudi Arabia and Iran for the defence of the area. In  
Ibid.

39 Ibid.
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enormous amount of wastage of funds.”  40 Worse than the king's profligacy was his fickleness, 
symbolized as early as March 1961 by his cancellation of the Pentagon's lease on the Dhahran 
airfield, an important transit facility that had linked U.S military operations in Western Europe 
with those in East Asia for fifteen years.41

Unwilling to rely solely on the corrupt and unpredictable House of Saud to shore up sagging 
Western interests in the Middle East, the architects of Kennedy's national security policy included 
in their blueprint a second pillar: Iran.”42

The  strategy  of  the  Twin  Pillar was  reinforced,  then,  also  during  the  Johnson 

administration,  calling  “for  Saudi  Arabia  and  Iran  to  assume  many  of  Britain's 

responsibilities for defending the region.”43 However, the Arab help was not for free and 

the American government had to pay a lot to assure that its plans in the region would 

have been successful. For example, during one visit of King Faisal in Washington, the 

Saudi King, after having listened to the American request for help in the protection of 

the region, asked for arms and this resulted in the approval, by Johnson, of “the sale of 

$100 million in nonlethal military hardware – mostly trucks and jeeps – to strengthen 

America's emerging partnership with the House of Saud.”44 Anyway, this was not the 

only military expenditure approved by Lyndon Johnson: with the time, the American 

President started to consider both Iran and Saudi Arabia as two essential countries for 

the defence of the Middle East.

“In short order Washington approved King Faisal's request for an arms package including jet  
aircraft, agreed to expedite the shah's latest appeal for U.S military hardware, and mediated a 
complex dispute over drilling rights for offshore oil in the Persian Gulf that threatened to poison 
the relations between Saudi Arabia and Iran.45

Later […] Johnson invited both the shah and Saudi crown prince Khalid, Faisal's Heir apparent,  
to the White House to review Persian Gulf security issues.46 “Close cooperation between Shah 
and Faisal [is] of greatest importance,” State Department officials emphasized in their briefing 
materials, “in assuring stability in Gulf after British withdrawal.”47 To be sure, Johnson's advisers 
continued to worry that Saudi Arabia and Iran might not be up to the task and told U.K officials  
in September 1968 that “if the situation really began to deteriorate the U.S and everyone else  
concerned  would  look  to  the  British.”48 But  when  LBJ  departed  the  White  House  […],  the 
foundation's of America's new strategy for assuring stability in the Middle East were in place. By 
early 1969 the U.S. Navy had begun preliminary work on its new over-the-horizon facility at 

40 Hart Oral History, 4-5 in D. Little, op. cit., p. 138.
41 Lucius Battle to Ralph Dungan in Ibid.
42 D. Little, op. cit., pp. 137-138.
43 D. Little, op. cit., p. 140.
44 Rostow to LBJ in D. Little,  op. cit.,  p. 140. Rostow also “believed that the Iranians and the Saudis 

would fill the vacuum created by Britain's departure from the Middle East.” Rostow to LBJ in D. 
Little, op. cit., p. 143.

45 Rusk to LBJ in Ibid.
46 Rusk to Meyer in Ibid.
47 State Department cirtel in Ibid.
48 FO memcon in Ibid.
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Diego  Garcia,  Saudi  Arabia  and  Iran  were  edging  toward  agreement  regarding  their  mutual 
responsibilities in the Persian Gulf, and modest amounts of U.S weaponry were on their way to  
Riyadh and Tehran.”49

The President who really adopted the Twin Pillar Policy as an essential element in his 

foreign Middle Eastern approach was Nixon. Since he arrived to the White House, he 

supported both Saudi Arabia and Iran, especially selling them arms and supported their 

desire  to  amplify  their  military  apparatus.  The  two  countries,  according  to  Nixon, 

should become the “sentinels in the area.”50 In the specific case of Saudi Arabia, Nixon 

blessed King Faisal's decision to “set up an elite military academy to provide state-of-

the-art training for Saudi officers and pilots”51 and also supported the King's choice in 

purchasing  “a  broad  range  of  Western  military hardware,  including  American  F-5E 

fighter-bombers.”52

Finally, it has to be said that the Twin Pillar Policy was part of the more general “Nixon 

Doctrine” which foresaw the support of “friendly regional powers”53. The concern of 

the United States of America was “to safeguard its interests in the Gulf by supporting 

the military build-up of its two local allies, Iran and Saudi Arabia.”54 This was also 

caused  by  the  activism  of  the  Soviet  Union  in  the  region,  which  was  trying  to 

counterbalance  the  American  presence  supporting  Iraq  and  “signing  a  treaty  of 

friendship and cooperation with Baghdad in 1972”55.

2.4 “The wolf Is [really] Here”56?

 Soon after the outbreak of the Yom Kippur War, the Secretary of Defence James R. 

Schlesinger  called  the  Secretary of  State  Kissinger  because  he  had  some important 

issues to discuss with him. Among them, there was the warning that, because of the war, 

Americans could “get into a position in which all of [their] interests in Saudi Arabia are 

at risk and it might be desirable to examine the fundamentals of [their] position.”57 The 

United States did not want to lose its oil concession in the Saudi kingdom, but even 

49 Ibid.
50 NSSM 66 in D. Little, op. cit., p. 144.
51 Ibid.
52 Safran in Ibid.
53 L. Fawcett, op. cit., p. 283.
54 Gause in Ibid.
55 Ibid.
56 D. Yergin, op. cit., p. 590.
57 R. Bronson, op. cit., p. 106.
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when King Faisal warned the U.S government that it should change its policy towards 

Israel,  America  did  not  take  the  warning  seriously  and  “Secretary  of  Defence 

Schlesinger recalls that Faisal's warnings were considered little more than 'hot air.'”58 

Also Yamani59, the new oil minister after Tariki, informed U.S officials “of a possible 

Saudi change in oil policy if the United States did not put more pressure on Israel to 

withdraw from its 1967 conquest.”60 Signs of a possible change in the Saudi oil policy 

were  made  clear  even  during  a  meeting  in  Geneva  between  Yamani  and  Aramco's 

American owners: during that occasion, the King appeared, saying to the oil companies 

they  would  have  lost  everything  (in  the  kingdom)  if  they  had  not  changed  policy 

towards the Arab states. However, when the “hot air” and all the “messages” became 

reality, the U.S government remained shocked and it could not believe that Saudi Arabia 

could coordinate an embargo against it. The shock was also supported by the fact that 

America was not convinced that Saudi Arabia would have changed its policy regarding 

the use of oil as a political “retaliation arm”: as a matter of fact, both Yamani and King 

Faisal, in 1972, repeatedly stated that they were against the use of oil  as a political 

weapon61. “'Oil isn't a weapon,' argued King Faisal throughout 1972. 'It is an economic 

force with which we can buy weapons which can be used in battle.'”62 But when the 

violence between Palestine and Israel began to escalate in the 1973 spring, Faisal started 

to reconsider his position among the Arab world: he could not be passive any more in 

front of the situation and during a meeting with Sadat in August 1973, he “promised that 

if  Egypt  required  it,  Saudi  Arabia  would  use  oil  as  a  weapon  against  Israel's 

supporters.”63 The only request from the Saudi part was to give time to Saudi Arabia 

because the kingdom did not want to use oil for a “short-time” battle, it wanted “to see a 

battle which goes on for long enough time for world public opinion to be mobilized.”64

58 Recollections of James Schlesinger in R. Bronson, op. cit., p. 116.
59 Yamani replaced Tariki in the position of oil minister in 1962. In 1972 he elaborated a plan according  

to which he wanted to shift power of the oil companies from the (American) multinationals to the 
local authorities. The plan was called “participation” “rather than gradual nationalisation”, but anyway 
it was a more “step-by-step” proposition compared to the other positions of the other Arab countries 
(to remember there is the completely radical position of Libya, which soon after the outbreak of the 
1973  war  nationalised  the  oil  companies  working  in  its  territory).  Yamani  “wanted  to  proceed 
cautiously in order not to unnecessarily antagonize the United States, a tempo Faisal supported.” In R. 
Bronson, op. cit., p. 112.

60 R. Bronson, op. cit., p. 115.
61 “Since 1967 Saudi Arabian leaders had steadfastly committed to keeping oil separate from politics.” 

In Ibid.
62 Mohamed Heikal in R. Bronson, op. cit., p. 112.
63 R. Bronson, op. cit., p. 115.
64 Heikal in Ibid.
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On an article appeared on Time magazine on September 9, 1973, the reporter made clear 

all the points discussed above about the policy change occurred in the Saudi kingdom, 

underlining the position of King Faisal: “he very clearly warned the U.S that its support 

of Israel might be at the price of Saudi oil – oil that the U.S will desperately need in the 

decade ahead.”65 Going on with the article, the journalist reported also the King's words 

about  the  considerations  he  had  about  the  relationship  with  the  United  States, 

emphasizing the fact that:

“Coming from an Arab conservative who has always been considered one of America's good 
friends, Faisal's words were, despite their restrained tone, particularly chilling. 'As friends of the  
U.S and in the interest of maintaining and cementing this friendship,' he said in an interview with 
NBC, 'we counsel the U.S to change its one-sided policy of favouritism to Zionism and support 
against the Arabs. We are deeply concerned that if the U.S does not change its policy, it will 
affect our relations with our American friends [and] place us in an untenable position in the Arab  
world. I want to draw the attention of my American friends to this serious situation so that we 
would not reach the point where we would be compelled to take other measures.'”66

Nixon responded to these words and the answer he gave denoted the awareness, at some 

point, of the American administration67 regarding the possibility of a plausible use of oil 

as a political weapon by the Arab states. In addition, the American President underlined 

that  “he  was  giving  'highest  priority'  to  a  settlement  of  the  Arab-Israeli  conflict.”68 

Nevertheless,  on  the  other  side,  the  President  menaced,  somehow,  Saudi  Arabia, 

stressing the fact that if something would have happened regarding a possible embargo, 

the Saudi kingdom would have lost its markets (this statement was made on the base 

that the Arab countries had oil, of course, that the Western hemisphere needed for its 

economic development,  but  the  Western  states  were  offering  markets  to  the  Middle 

Eastern nations where they could sell this oil). However, despite these declarations of 

“force” by the United States, it  was comprehensible that Faisal was in a position of 

leadership and the King was completely aware of the fact that he could put pressure on 

the United States using oil as “the final weapon”69.

* * *

65 “The Arab's Final Weapon”, Time, September 17, 1973.
66 Ibid.
67 In the same article there was written that “The Nixon Administration, which has been accused by 

critics of being almost oblivious to the energy crunch until recently,  is now aware of the dangers  
ahead.” In Ibid.

68 Ibid.
69 Ibid.
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 Considering the 1973 oil embargo, Saudi Arabia decided to cut its oil production more 

than  25%,  a  terrifying  choice  if  someone  considered  the  position  assumed  by  the 

kingdom among  the  oil  exporter  countries,  especially  for  the  United  States.  On  an 

article published on The New York Times on October 19, 1973 (Special to The New York 

Times),  the announcement  of the Arab decision to  cut  oil  production towards some 

Western countries, especially the United States, because of their support for Israel, was 

made in these terms70:

“Saudi Arabia, the Arab world's largest oil-producing nation, announced tonight she was cutting 
back oil production by 10 per cent immediately in an attempt to put pressure on the United States  
to reduce its support for Israel.
 In a broadcast by the Riyadh radio, which was monitored here, King Faisal's Government also 
said it would cut off all oil supplies to the United States if Washington continued its aid to the 
Israeli armed forces. […]
 Western economists [...] in the Jordanian capital said that neither move would have serious short-
range consequences for the United States, which gets only about 6 per cent of its oil imports from 
all the Arab oil-producing countries.
 The actions by Saudi Arabia and Abu Dhabi, in the view of Western diplomats and Arab officials 
[...], came in response to a decision by Arab oil ministers at a meeting in Kuwait last night to  
reduce oil production by 5 per cent each month.”71

On the same article, there was said that the effects of the oil cuts would have affected 

primarily Western Europe rather than the United States and in the final column of the 

report, the journalist made public also the words of Senator Javits, who called “for the 

United States to get together with Western European nations, Japan and Canada on a 

joint policy regarding Arab oil 'so there would be no cut-throat competition.'”72

Nevertheless, the consequences of the oil cuts and of the embargo were perceived also 

in the United States, unlike the previsions of the economists and of the policy makers. 

The Nixon administration took some pre-emptive measures, in order to face in the best 

way the difficult situation. Some of these measures were the following: the President

“> Ordered public utilities and other companies to halt any plans for shifting away from coal and  
into oil as a fuel.
> Reduced the Government's allocations of jet fuel for aircraft, a move that will diminish the 
number of commercial flights by more than 10%.
> Called on homeowners to turn their thermostats down to a daytime average of about 68° (v. a  

70 There is also the possibility to watch the “NBC Nightly News coverage of OPEC's decision to cut  
exports of  oil  to the United States along with other nations.  Reported by John Chancellor of  the 
evening of October, 17 1973” at the website http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VCLRlVxOH-Q.

71 “Saudis Cut Oil Output 10% To Put Pressure on U.S.”, New York Times, October 19, 1973.
72 Ibid.
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normal 74° in American homes).
> Urged managers of offices, factories and stores to reduce energy consumption by 10%, either 
by using less heat or cutting down on working hours.
> Asked Governors to enact ordinances holding speeds to 50 m.p.h.”73

Saudi Arabia was seen as the main actor of these oil cuts and in the newspapers of the 

time there were a lot of references to the Saudi kingdom and its fortune made thanks to 

the extraction of oil. Moreover, references were made also to the position of King Faisal 

(described as a “shrewd, durable and ascetic leader”74) regarding some issues such as 

the use of oil as a political weapon and how the Saudi monarch related himself with 

Communism and Zionism (King Faisal totally hated and feared the Soviet Union and 

Israel). Also the relationship between America and the Saudi monarchy was mentioned. 

A good example for all the elements mentioned above was an article of Time magazine 

published on November 19, 1973: in it, Saudi Arabia was described as “a backward but 

weakening desert kingdom”75, which had a lot of oil. To note the two adjectives used to 

refer to the Saudi monarchy,  adjectives that could be connected with the science of 

Orientalism (negative approach). In addition, Saudi Arabia was depicted as the “desert 

kingdom” and this way of speaking about Saudi Arabia remained unchanged for all the 

1970s (this means that when it came to write about the Saudi kingdom, the American 

press always referred to it as the “desert kingdom” or as the “kingdom of sand”76). Oil 

was  considered  as  a  source  of  wealth  and  thanks  to  it  Saudi  Arabia  began  the 

modernisation and industrialisation of its society (“starting new industries to be fueled 

and financed by oil”77). The articles underlined also that the “raw desert kingdom sits 

atop the world's richest oil  deposit”78 and this was another recurring element in the 

description of Saudi Arabia: American public opinion always emphasized the immense 

Saudi  oil  reserves.  The  report  wrote  even  about  the  Saudi  monetary  reserves 

accumulated by the monarchy thanks to the sale of petroleum, anticipating, somehow, 

the debate about the petrodollars' accumulation and their consequent recycling, with a 

reference to the future Saudi financial power. Regarding the US-Saudi connection, the 

terms used to write about it were the following:

73 “The Arab's New Oil Squeeze: Dimouts, Slowdowns, Chills”, Time, November 19, 1973.
74 Ibid.
75 Ibid.
76 Ibid.
77 Ibid.
78 Ibid.
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“Faisal insists that he wants to be on friendly terms with the U.S and that both countries have 
much to gain in a close relationship. American oil companies and other contractors operating in 
Saudi Arabia repatriated  $1 billion in profits to the U.S last year, a healthy contribution to the 
nation's  balance  of  payments.  The  Saudis  are  also  the biggest  Middle Eastern customers for 
American  goods  and  services,  such  as  airplanes,  heavy  construction  gear  and  consulting 
assistance.”79

It should be noticed that the Time magazine's article recalled many aspects that Rachel 

Bronson pointed out in her book Thicker than oil, America's uneasy partnership with  

Saudi Arabia  and that I quoted in the first  chapter.  These elements are:  oil,  a word 

which was repeated many times in the text; connected with oil there was its use as a 

political  weapon to put  pressure on the United States;  the 1933 oil  concession was 

reported, justifying the American presence in the kingdom because of petroleum. The 

establishment of ARAMCO was also mentioned, with the connected topic of monetary 

reserves:  both  ARAMCO  and  especially  Saudi  Arabia  earned  a  lot  from  the  oil 

concession and the journalist reported the benefits of these monetary reserves for the 

U.S balance of payments and also wrote where the Saudis started to deposit the money 

gained by the oil's selling. In addition, it was underlined that the United States remained 

shocked by the petroleum embargo carried out by some Arab countries after the Yom 

Kippur  War  and  more  important  was  the  fact  that  it  was  said  that  America  was 

dependent on Middle Eastern oil, an affirmation which contrasted with some statements 

made in other articles where it was written that the United States imported only 6% of 

the Arab oil and that America would have not been affected by the oil cuts. At the end of 

the article two important elements were stated, namely the Saudi fear and hate towards 

Communism and Zionism. The first aspect was one of the most important element in the 

relationship between USA and Saudi Arabia during the Cold War time, while the hate 

for Zionism has always been a reason of misunderstanding between the two countries. 

Moreover, the journalist emphasized the religiosity of the Saudi King and his guiding 

position in the Muslim world because of the presence of Medina and Mecca on the 

Saudi territory. Finally, the two references to the U.S.-Saudi relations made clear that 

the relationship between the two countries was perceived as good and that Faisal was 

really eager to maintain good contacts with the American superpower.

* * *

79 Ibid.
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 In December 1973, Yamani met in Washington with the Secretary of State Kissinger, 

affirming that the oil embargo and the production cuts would have been modified if 

Israel had started its withdrawal from the occupied territories. Yamani also met in New 

York with the executives of the oil  companies and during the meeting one of them 

declared that even if the “symbolic” oil embargo had continued, the production and the 

dispatch of Arab oil to the United States would have increased. Considering these last 

statements  and events,  it  has  to  be  said  that  a  very important  change in  the  Saudi 

position regarding the productive restrictions happened with the end of the year, with a 

visible  softening  of  the  Arab  attitude  against  the  oil  cuts  already  from the  end  of 

December 197380. As a matter of fact, on an article published in The New York Times on 

December 26, 1973 (Special to The New York Times), there was the news that “The 

Arab petroleum producers, in a surprise move, decided […] to increase the flow of oil to 

most countries while keeping their total embargo in effect against the United States and 

the Netherlands.”81 The intention was clear:  the Arab countries  wanted to  cancel  “a 

further 5 per cent cut in production planned for January [1974], ordering a 10 per cent  

increase instead.”82 Why did they change attitude towards the embargo? The answer 

given by Yamani and reported in the article was very meaningful: he “said that the Arab 

pressure had already brought about favourable shifts in some countries' positions on the 

Arab-Israeli  conflict,  citing  in  particular  statements  by  the  Japanese  and  Belgian 

Governments.”83 As it could be read, however, the embargo against the United States 

was not removed, but “Arab economic sources said […] that the Arab oil producers' 

next step would be to lift the embargo against the United States”84 When this would 

have happened depended on the American declarations concerning the position Israel 

had  to  adopt  towards  the  occupied  territories:  rumours  stated  that  King  Faisal  was 

waiting for a formal American declaration that supported the necessity to push Israel to 

withdraw from the Palestinian territories in change for a revocation of the embargo85, 

80 Nevertheless, the Saudi opinion towards the embargo changed, at the beginning, only towards some 
countries such as Japan and Belgium; regarding the United States, the Saudi kingdom decided to adopt 
a “waiting attitude”, till the American government would have declared, publicly, that Israel should 
start to withdraw from the occupied territories.

81 “Move is Surprise – a 5% Cut in January Cancelled – Flow to Rise 10% Instead”, New York Times, 
December 26, 1973.

82 Ibid.
83 Ibid.
84 Ibid.
85 King Faisal  made  the  request  regarding the  “public  statement  supporting  the  principle  of  Israeli  

withdrawal from occupied Arab territory” to Kissinger, when the Secretary of State visited Riyadh at 
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even though Syria, Algeria, Libya and Iraq were opposed to the decision86. Anyway, 

already from the end of December 1973, Yamani was really satisfied with some changes 

occurred in the American public opinion, saying that the Arabs

“noted with appreciation the gradual changes which started to show in American public opinion,  
where a remarkable proportion of the American public opinion started to know the reality of the 
Arab problem and the reality of  the Israeli  policy of  expansionism, and particularly when a  
number of Senators and Representatives of the American Senate and Congress took an objective 
and unbiased position on the Arab-Israeli dispute.
Nevertheless,  [Yamani] said,  the embargo against  the United States will  continue until  more 
“fruitful results” are obtained.”87

Slowly,  Saudi  Arabia  was  trying  to  remove  the  embargo  against  the  Western 

hemisphere, even going towards the radical positions inside OPEC. Again, its will in 

determining the policy to adopt was the leading one, denoting the importance and the 

stature of the Saudi kingdom inside the Arab region. Moreover, the Saudi resistance 

during the Tehran meeting (December 22nd 1973) against a too high rising of the posted 

price showed the more “soft” attitude assumed by the Saudi monarchy88.

* * *

 However, considering the real analysis of the period and examining the oil exports of 

Saudi Arabia towards the United States, it was clear that oil continued to arrive in the 

States  from the Saudi  kingdom in  a  greater  quantity with  respect  to  other  Arab oil 

exporter countries as for example Libya (this was testified by the words pronounced by 

the executives of the oil companies during the meeting held in New York with the Arab 

oil ministers). Oil was reaching the United States in any case because the production 

had risen and “as one official explained, 'once a given cargo reaches a destination, it's 

lost, there's no way to follow it.'”89 Moreover, “More oil has been reaching [the United 

States] than had been expected”90 because apparently “some oil companies have found 

ways  around  the  embargo.”91 Consequently,  it  was  indisputable  that  also  in  an  oil 
the beginning of December (1973). “The Saudi King was reported to have said that such a declaration 
would help Saudi Arabia lift the oil ban against the United States and would persuade other Arab  
producers to do the same.” In “Arab Oil Ministers Due to Reconvene in February to Reconsider Ban 
on U.S.”, New York Times, December 27, 1973.

86 J. Stork, op. cit., p. 230.
87 “Move is Surprise – a 5% Cut in January Cancelled – Flow to Rise 10% Instead”, New York Times, 

December 26, 1973.
88 J. Stork, op. cit., p. 216 ss.
89 E. Cowan, “Officials Expect an Easing of U.S. Gasoline Shortage”, New York Times, December 26, 

1973.
90 Ibid.
91 Ibid.
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embargo context, Saudi Arabia continued to remain the greater oil supplier of America. 

Why? In reality, King Faisal had always been reluctant to apply the “radical” measures 

of the oil embargo (they were, for him, the oil embargo against the United States and the 

nationalization of the oil companies). On the contrary, he was in favour of a more “soft” 

attitude,  with  the  aim to  maintain  his  relationship  with  the  US government92.  Also 

Kissinger  had  the  same  idea  and  with  this  thought  in  his  mind,  he  tried,  as  other 

American policy makers had done before him,  to  assure the stability of the Middle 

Eastern region through the support of the moderate regimes of the area, namely, in these 

years,  the  regimes  of  Saudi  Arabia  and Egypt.  In  November  1973 he  made a  first 

journey to the Middle East, visiting Sadat and then King Faisal, the latter considered by 

the Secretary of State the owner of the most single source of crude oil in the world93. 

This last statement could be read in an article appeared in The New York Times (Special 

to The New York Times) where Juan de Onis wrote “[...] this desert kingdom is the 

world's  largest  oil  exporter”94.  In  addition,  de  Onis  underlined  the  Saudi  position 

concerning  the  oil  exports  writing  that  “The  immediate  world  oil  supply  situation 

depends fundamentally on Saudi Arabian decisions because this country supplies 40 per 

cent of the oil from the Persian Gulf and is the leader of the oil-producing countries in 

setting price policies.”95 Regarding the perception of the relationship between Saudi 

Arabia and America, de Onis was reporting about it in these terms:

 “While  Saudi  Arabia,  the  oil  giant  of  the  Arabian  peninsula,  has  seen  her  long-standing 
friendship with the United States go into a severe crisis as a result of the war that broke out last  
month, from all indications here [in Saudi Arabia] there has been no irreparable branch so far.
 And there is a strong desire for an agreement that will save a relationship in which the United 
States  has  large  economic  and  security  interests.  The  billion-dollar  Arabian-American  Oil 
Company here is the largest single United States overseas investment.”96

Commenting the article, it can be said that the elements which were used to speak about 

and to observe the relation between the two countries were always the same: oil covered 

the main position, together with ARAMCO. In the article de Onis made also references 

to the oil incomes, as well as allusions to the anti-Communist aspect of the monarchy.

92 Above all, one of the most important aim of Faisal and some Saudi ministers was the “protection of 
Saudi Arabia's good relationship with the United States.” In Ibid.

93 J. Stork, op. cit., p. 228.
94 J. de Onis, “Kissinger Fails to Sway Saudis From Oil Embargo”,  New York Times, November 10, 

1973.
95 Ibid.
96 Ibid.
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2.5 The end of the embargo with a surprise.

 During  the  Yom Kippur's  war,  the  Saudi  ruler  wanted  certainly  to  push  the  U.S 

government to assume a more pro-Arab attitude, but at the same time he could not lose 

his main and guiding position among the other Arab countries. For this last reason, he 

decided to join the embargo, but with the goal to explain to the United States why he 

had taken this decision. At the end of October 1973, Yamani told a delegation of the 

American Congress that was visiting the country that “King Faisal had tried to do his 

best in the last two weeks to represent the interests of the United States (...)”. Saudi 

Arabia did not want the oil embargo and it hoped to do something, but it had to present  

the other Arab states something that could be considered as a change to safeguard the 

American position in the region97.

But at the end, the “soft” Saudi position concerning the oil embargo prevailed against 

the “radical” regimes (with the support of the Egyptian government98) and in Vienna, on 

March  18,  1974,  an  announcement  was  made  that  the  productive  levels  would  be 

restored as they were before the war. Moreover, Saudi Arabia assured an increase in the 

oil production for the American market99.

Behind this decision, from the Saudi part, there was the necessity to contain the Soviet 

Union: the U.S government made it clear that if Saudi Arabia had continued with the oil 

embargo, the absence of oil for America would have meant a Soviet advance in the 

Middle Eastern region. The Saudi kingdom wanted to prevent this possibility and it also 

desired to be in good relations with the American superpower, putting the Arab-Israeli 

conflict  at  the second place of its  priority100.  It  was clear  that  “Under conditions of 

duress, Riyadh would not subjugate its global interests to more local ones.”101

97 J. Stork, op. cit., p. 229.
98 “[...]  Egypt  and Saudi Arabia have been trying to  persuade the other  Arab nations to lift  the oil  

embargo  in  recognition  of  Secretary of  State  Henry Kissinger's  effort  to  arrange  an  Arab-Israeli 
settlement.” Most of the Arab governments decided to lift the embargo against the United States, only 
Algeria, Syria, but especially Libya, were against the suspension of the oil ban. In “The Embargo's 
Hazy Finish”, Time, March 25, 1974.

99 J. Stork, op. cit., p. 233.
100 Regarding this point, Rachel Bronson wrote that “The Saudi leadership considered its geostrategic 

competition with the Soviets and its  relationship with the United States more important than the  
Arab-Israeli one, and viewed the United States as its long-term central partner in that larger struggle.” 
In R. Bronson, op. cit., p. 120.

101 Ibid.
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During the Vienna meeting, Yamani reinforced the Saudi position and he made clear 

that the kingdom would act according its alliance with the United States: Saudi Arabia 

would not increase the posted prices (it thought they were already too high) because 

their growth could jeopardize the political and economic stability of the capitalist and 

industrialized (Western) countries. Yamani went so far as to declare that he would have 

broken with OPEC and he would have set lower oil prices if the “radical” regimes had 

voted for the increase of the posted prices102.

From the events mentioned before, it was clear that, at the end, Saudi Arabia was in 

favour of a more pro American attitude rather than an Arab one. The relationship with 

the U.S power was more important and it had to be protected, even if the unity of the 

Arab countries was threatened.

2.6 “Milestone Pact Is Signed By U.S. And Saudi Arabia”103.

 With the end of the oil ban in mid-March 1974, the relationship between Saudi Arabia 

and the United States “seemed to recover with unprecedented speed.”104 Both countries 

believed that it was better to be in good relations rather than “to oppose the other.”105

It was in this background of refreshed awareness that the two nations started to work 

together  “toward  goals  such  as  Saudi  infrastructure  development,  military 

modernization, and American economic recovery.”106 Since the embargo had been lifted, 

the American and Saudi interests were further on cemented with official agreements to 

develop the economic, political and military ties between the two governments107. From 

the military point of view, an agreement was concluded which envisaged the American 

commitment  to  re-equip  and to  train  the  Saudi  National  Guard,  responsible  for  the 

security of the King and of the Royal Palace, but also responsible for the preservation of 

the oil rigs. The aim of this agreement was to prevent another Saudi participation in an 

oil  embargo108.  Nevertheless,  the  highest  moment  of  this  renewed  cooperation  was 

reached  in  June  1974,  when  Saudi  Arabia  and  America  signed  “a  multipronged 

102 J. Stork, op. cit., p. 234.
103 B. Gwertzman, “Milestone Pact Is Signed By U.S. And Saudi Arabia”, The New York Times, June 9, 

1974.
104 R. Bronson, op. cit., p. 123.
105 Ibid.
106 Ibid.
107 J. Stork, op. cit., p. 234.
108 Ibid.
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agreement in the fields of economics, technology, industry, and defence.”109 It was a 

bilateral dial and Western Europe and Japan criticised the agreement because during the 

oil embargo the U.S government had condemned the Western European and Japanese 

attempts  to  find  solutions  to  the  petroleum  ban  without  the  American  approval110. 

Anyway, the 1974 deal reflected the renewed American will to be the guiding nation in 

the Middle East111.

What  happened with the signature of the agreement  was well  reported in an article 

appeared on The New York Times on June 9, 1974 and written by Bernard Gwertzman:

 “The  United  States  and  Saudi  Arabia  […]  signed  a  wide-ranging  military  and  economic 
agreement that both said “heralded an era of increasingly close cooperation.”
 American officials, commenting on the first such arrangement between the United States and an 
Arab country, said that they hoped the new accord would provide Saudi Arabia with incentives to 
increase  her  oil  production  and  would  serve  as  a  model  for  economic  cooperation  between 
Washington and other Arab nations.
 Secretary of State Kissinger and Prince Fahd Ibn Abdel Aziz, Second Deputy Premier of Saudi  
Arabia and a half-brother of King Faisal, signed the six page agreement at Blair House across the 
street from the White House […].”112

The new deal with the Arab country was greeted with satisfaction by Kissinger, who 

underlined the importance of the event stating that the American government considered 

the agreement as a “milestone in our relations with Saudi Arabia and with the Arab 

countries in general.”113 Of course, also the Saudi kingdom was pleased by the deal and 

Prince Fahd affirmed that “the accord was 'an excellent opening in a new and glorious 

chapter in relations between Saudi Arabia and the United States.'”114

Concretely, the agreement established the creation of “two joint commissions, one on 

economic cooperation and the other on Saudi Arabia's military needs.”115 Moreover, to 

109 R. Bronson, op. cit., p. 126.
110 It is important to remember the European and American reactions to the energetic crisis evolved after 

the establishment of the oil embargo. From the American side, after a first moment of nonchalance, 
there was, then, a time of serious concern about the situation; the U.S government started to think 
about the possibility to use and develop alternative sources of energy and at the same time it was 
asking the European Union to form a common Western block against the Arab countries, in order to 
respond to the oil ban only with one voice. From the European part, instead, after a first attempt to 
face the situation according to a common European policy (it failed), it then developed a program of  
bilateral agreements: each European country was trying to conclude deals with oil producing nations, 
in  order  to  assure  itself  cheap  supplies  of  oil.  In  D.  Caviglia,  A.  Varsori  (a  cura  di),  op.  cit., 
Introduzione.

111 J. Stork, op. cit., pp.240-241.
112 B. Gwertzman, “Milestone Pact Is Signed By U.S. And Saudi Arabia”, New York Times, June 9, 1974.
113 Ibid.
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support the economic commission, “four joint working groups were created to prepare 

recommendations and plans”116. However, the agreement did not only foresee military 

and economic collaboration, but it had also a financial aspect which envisaged the set 

up of  “an economic council  to  foster  cooperation in  the private  sector.”117 This last 

aspect led, at the end of the year 1974, to the stipulation of the Add-On Arrangement 

regarding the recycling and the investments of the so called petrodollars.

What has to be underlined is that in the article Gwertzman wrote that the two countries 

did not mention oil in the agreement because they did not want to give the idea that the 

deal was about oil,  but it  is  interesting to  note that the reference to petroleum was 

almost always present when the American public opinion referred to the relationship 

with Saudi Arabia. Anyway, in this case, the hope was that the Saudi kingdom would 

have risen its output of oil and in the article Gwertzman made also a reference to some 

possibilities, for Saudi Arabia, to invest its money in the United States.

The 1974 agreement could be considered important for many reasons: first of all,  it  

gave the idea that the relation between Saudi Arabia and America was even stronger 

than before the 1973 oil embargo. The two countries demonstrated their will to be closer 

in the military and economic connection, but they also started to consider a financial 

aspect  in  their  relationship.  Moreover,  the  deal  underlined  the  American  position 

towards the Middle Eastern region in general: the U.S government did not want to lose 

its supremacy in the area and it wanted to cement its presence there. Finally, the accord 

supported, somehow, the principles of the Twin Pillar Policy. Considering Saudi Arabia 

an important ally in the region for the protection of the area and for the preservation of 

the American interests there, it is clear that the agreement was functional to develop and 

strengthen  these  (American)  goals.  As  Louise  Fawcett  underlined  in  her  book, 

“Paradoxically, the oil revolution strengthened the “twin-pillar” policy. The importance 

of the Gulf region for American foreign policy increased dramatically”118, leading the 

American superpower to intensify its military, economic and political ties with the Gulf 

partners in general and with Saudi Arabia in particular.

116 Ibid.
117 Ibid.
118 L. Fawcett, op. cit., p. 283.
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2.7 Nixon's visit to the Middle East.

 After the conclusion of the agreement, Nixon decided to make a trip to the Middle East, 

visiting some friendly countries, among which there was Saudi Arabia. Already from 

the beginning of June 1974 it was known that the American President would have made 

this trip and during a meeting between Nixon, Kissinger and Prince Fahd, references to 

the presidential visit were made: as a matter of fact, Prince Fahd “stated how greatly he 

and the Saudi leadership looked forward to the President's forthcoming trip.”119 To reply, 

“The President stated how much he looked forward to his first visit to Saudi Arabia.”120 

It is interesting to analyse also other pieces of the conversation held between the three 

men on June 6, 1974121, this because they are good examples of how Nixon and Prince 

Fahd  considered  the  relationship  between  the  two  countries  they  represented.  The 

American President said that “King Faisal was one of the wisest leaders in the world”122 

and  he  appreciated  the  “Saudi  support  during  the  difficult  negotiations  of  the  past 

months.”123 Nixon supported many times the importance to have a strong Saudi Arabia 

in the Middle Eastern region and he also demonstrated how significant he considered 

the Saudi view over the Gulf region. An important point in the conversation was made 

when the American President affirmed that oil was not the main factor which bound the 

United  States  of  America  to  Saudi  Arabia:  “'oil  can  not  hold  people  together  but 

friendship and respect can.'  He concluded by saying that  his  attitude towards Saudi 

Arabia and toward the Saudi people was based on friendship and respect.”124 To reply

“Prince Fahd agreed with the President's statement and noted that US-Saudi friendship went back 
to a time long before oil became a major issue. Prince Fahd stressed that friendship and mutual  
interests with the United States would be the basis for Saudi Arabian foreign policy. He said that  
this was true not because of the benefits it would bring but as a correct end in itself. Prince Fahd 
stated that his country had always admired the US position. He added further that King Faisal had 
promised that US-Saudi relations would always develop on solid ground.”125

In  the  conversation  there  were  also  references  to  the  Saudi  antagonism  towards 

Communism (with the consequent American support of the Saudi position) and Prince 

119 Memorandum of Conversation, June 6, 1974.
120 Ibid.
121 The conversation took place few days before the conclusion of the bilateral agreement of June 1974.  

As a matter of fact, Prince Fahd was in the United States to discuss the details of the deal.
122 Memorandum of Conversation, June 6, 1974.
123 Ibid.
124 Ibid.
125 Ibid.
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Fahd mentioned the US-Saudi relationship a second time:

Prince Fahd stated that his directive from King Faisal was to make clear that the King intended 
for the U.S.-Saudi relationship to be based on mutual relations regardless of the winds which may 
be blowing; that currently friendship was being broadened at the highest level and that already 
the two countries are embarking on important innovations.”126

Of course the analysis made above is of a “personal” conversation, nevertheless it is 

interesting to note some things, especially in comparison with the analysis coming from 

the Time article published on November 19, 1973. Beside the expressions of waiting for 

the presidential visit programmed for the end of June, it is important to underline the 

way the  two political  men  referred  to  each  other:  they showed  respect,  friendship, 

appreciation for what they were doing and support. Both of them used adjectives and 

words which were in contrast with the ones used in the Time article (to remember, the 

journalist of the  Time  employed adjectives such as “backward”, “week”, “quarreling” 

and “ignorant” to describe Arab people; on the contrary, in this conversation, adjectives 

and words such as “wise”, “sympathy” and “admiration” were deployed). Obviously, 

they mentioned aspects such as oil and the Saudi aversion for Communism, but the 

terms and the tone used were completely different from the ones employed in “public” 

articles. Regarding oil,  for example,  Nixon dared to say that petroleum was not the 

factor  which  hold  the  two  countries  together,  a  statement  completely  supported  by 

Prince Fahd.

In  contrast  with  the  dialogue  between  Fahd  and  the  American  President  was  the 

description of Nixon's visit to the Middle East, during which the American President 

also met with King Faisal. Nixon made a “seven-day trip”127 just in the middle of the 

Watergate scandal. He was welcomed very well by all the Arab statesmen and for him 

this was a sort of relief considering the critics he was receiving at home. Nixon saw the 

trip as “another journey for peace”128 and with every Arab nation he visited “there was 

serious bargaining”129 about technical and financial issues. When it came to describe the 

meeting  between Nixon and King Faisal,  the  journalist  underlined  the  fact  that  the 

Saudi monarch was the “man who controls a quarter of the world's oil reserves”130 and 

126 Ibid.
127 “A Triumphant Middle East Hegira”, Time, June 6, 1974.
128 Ibid.
129 Ibid.
130 Ibid.
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he  wrote  that  the  “U.S.-Saudi  relations  were  going  through  a  particularly  delicate 

phase”131,  which was an affirmation somehow in divergence with the feeling of the 

conversation held between Fahd and Nixon. The Saudi anti-Communist  feeling was 

mentioned, as well as the oil embargo orchestrated by Saudi Arabia the previous year 

and the steps undertaken by the United States to reconcile with the Saudi kingdom (the 

reference was to the agreement stipulated on June 9, 1974). Moreover, the journalist 

wrote that there was the hope that  the “programs of economic, technical and military 

aid for Saudi Arabia”132 would have assured “a steady – or increasing – flow of oil.”133 

Nevertheless, the King did not forget to allude to the Arab-Israeli conflict, repeating that 

his desire was to see Jerusalem free, in order to pray there before he died, as well as to 

see all the Arab territories liberated. Finally, Nixon spoke about oil and he told Faisal:

“I know that most people come to Saudi Arabia to get oil. We can use oil, but we need more,  
something that is worth far more than oil – we need wisdom.” The President should have stopped 
there, but perhaps showing the strain of the trip, he rambled on: “Just to demonstrate that I am 
somewhat of a practical politician, let me say that while we treasure most your wisdom that we  
will take with us after this visit, we of course will need the oil to carry us to our next stop. And,  
Your Majesty, I just want to make clear – we of course will pay the world price.”134

But despite the fact that the tone of the article was not so enthusiastic, at the end of the 

visit the two political men left themselves with the Saudi promise that the King would 

have supported Nixon against impeachment.

* * *

 During the last months of Nixon presidency, there was also another political man who 

was planning to visit  Saudi Arabia: it  was the Secretary of the Treasury William E. 

Simon who wanted to go to the Saudi kingdom “to continue talks on economic and 

technical assistance for that nation.”135 The visit was “scheduled for July 15”136. The 

purpose of the meeting was “to discuss possible Saudi investment of oil revenues in the 

United States”137, in order also to implement the agreement signed in June of the same 

year from the economic point of view. As I wrote before, these discussions and visits 

led to the stipulation of the Add-On Arrangement (December 1974), according to which 

131 Ibid.
132 Ibid.
133 Ibid.
134 Ibid.
135 “Simon Sets Saudi Arabia Visit”, The New York Times, June 22. 1974.
136 Ibid.
137 “Simon Has Meeting With Saudi King On Investing in U.S.”, The New York Times, July 21, 1974.
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there was a regulation of the Saudi investments in the United States.

2.8 Conclusion.

 Regarding the American perception of Saudi Arabia, in this chapter there is a difference 

between  “public”  articles  (that  is,  coming  from  newspapers  and  magazines)  and 

“private”  conversations.  The  difference  lies  in  the  approach:  in  newspapers'  and 

magazines' articles persisted an Orientalist way of perceiving the Saudi monarchy, while 

in  private  conversations  the  adjectives  used  to  refer  to  Saudi  Arabia  and  its 

representatives were words showing and expressing friendship, respect and sympathy. 

In the articles analysed in this part of the thesis, the Orientalist approach resulted in the 

employment  of  adjectives  and  words  such  as  “extravagance”,  “unwillingness”, 

“inability”, “wastage of funds”, “profligacy” and “fickleness”, all words and adjectives 

directed to Saudi Arabia and its royal family. In addition, the American public opinion 

started to refer to the Saudi monarchy as the “desert kingdom” or “kingdom of sand”138, 

an attitude which remained unchanged for all the 1970s. When it came to write about 

Saudi  Arabia,  the  information  about  the  monarchy  was  imprecise  (for  example, 

American journalists did not know the right amount of the Saudi population) and the 

Saudi land was depicted as “uninviting” and with “no movies and no night life”139. Also 

the reference to oil remained unchanged and the monarchy began to be considered as 

“the Arab world's largest oil-producing nation”140. Oil was the first element connected 

with the description of Saudi Arabia (and, consequently, with the description of the US-

Saudi  connection)  and  with  it  the  reference  to  the  1933  oil  concession  and  the 

consequent story of ARAMCO. However,  the American press began to consider the 

Saudi King as a good friend for the United States of America and this positive aspect 

can  be  connected  with  the  warm feeling  present  in  the  conversation  held  between 

Nixon, Prince Fahd and Kissinger at the beginning of June 1974.

Considering the US-Saudi relationship, instead, as Rachel Bronson pointed out in her 

book, with the Yom Kippur War, “U.S.-Saudi relations had hit a new low”141, maybe the 

worst  setback  in  the  history of  the  relations  of  the  two  countries.  One  of  the  two 

138 As  a  matter  of  fact,  the  territory  of  Saudi  Arabia  is  covered  mostly  by  sand.  Its  landscape  is 
characterised by desert (mostly in the center of the country) and the main cities are located along the  
costs (Riyadh and Jidda).

139 “The Arabs' New Oil Squeeze: Dimouts, Slowdowns, Chills”, Time, November 19, 1973.
140 “Saudis Cut Oil Output 10% To Put Pressure on U.S.”, New York Times, October 19, 1973.
141 R. Bronson, op. cit., p. 107.
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American pillar in the Persian Gulf dared to carry out “a five-month embargo on all 

Arab oil shipping to the United States”142, placing America in a position of crisis.

As it has been already underlined in the first chapter of this thesis, after the end of the 

Second World War, “The United States was no longer the supplier of last resort.”143 This 

position was covered by Saudi Arabia and with the time America had started to rely 

more and more on the Arab oil. Also other Western countries, including Japan, were 

dependent on the Persian black gold and the embargo was a shock for them as well.

The Yom Kippur War and the resulting oil embargo were two important events for the 

US-Saudi  relationship.  Before  saying why,  it  should be  remembered which was the 

Saudi position concerning the oil ban: Saudi Arabia decided to join and to orchestrate 

the embargo because it could not stay outside from the regional policy of support of the 

Arab cause any more. As a matter of fact, according to other Arab nations, Saudi Arabia 

should be more involved in the Arab-Israeli conflict, supporting the Palestinian cause. 

Yamani was really motivated in changing the U.S attitude towards the Arab world and 

many times, during the embargo's months, stated that if America continued to pursue the 

same  policy  of  support  for  Israel,  “Arabs  would  blow  up  their  own  fields.”144 

Nevertheless, Saudi Arabia was not only responsible for the beginning of the embargo: 

it assumed a main role also for the end of the ban. As a matter of fact, it decided, slowly, 

to put an end to the restrictive measures connected with the oil cuts and the embargo 

and in mid-March 1974 it announced that the oil flow towards the Western hemisphere 

would have been re-established regularly, even with an increase of the oil flow.

From the Saudi point of view, the oil embargo cemented the position of the kingdom in 

the Middle Eastern region, underling its guiding role among the Arab nations. But from 

the other side, the embargo showed also the weaknesses of the Saudi monarchy, which 

was, in any case, dependent on the United States. There is an event which should be 

mentioned to understand this point: one of the most important reason why Saudi Arabia 

decided to start the embargo was the fact that during the Yom Kippur War America was 

furnishing Israel with armaments. But if this episode was a good reason to go against 

the U.S government, it was also a motivation to be in good relations with the American 

superpower. As a matter of fact, in case of attack, the Saudi kingdom could be provided 

142 Ibid.
143 R. Bronson, op. cit., p. 111.
144 R. Bronson, op. cit., p. 121.

83



with armaments coming from the United States in the same way as the Jewish state was 

furnished by America during the 1973 war.

From the American point of view, instead, the oil ban highlighted some leaks in the U.S 

system. First of all, it was clear that the United States was completely dependent on the 

Middle Eastern oil, even if statements made by policy makers or journalists affirmed the 

contrary.  Secondly,  the  American  attempts  of  building  a  common Western  block  to 

respond to the Arab oil  threat never succeeded, demonstrating a disunity among the 

Western hemisphere.

Nevertheless, the relationship between America and the Arab country, even if it suffered 

a setback, after the conclusion of the embargo it started to grow again, cementing the 

common interests such as the struggle against Communism, the military support and oil. 

The seal for this new era was the agreement signed on June 9, 1974, which also foresaw 

the creation of another reason to be in good relations: the financial aspect. Anyway, I 

think that the war and the embargo never threatened seriously the relationship between 

the two countries and this is demonstrated by the fact that even after the petroleum ban, 

the relation  recovered  quickly,  starting  again  from the  common interests  which  had 

always characterised the link from the beginning. There were no good reasons to be 

enemies and the good motivations to be allies were strong enough to survive: they only 

needed to be redefined, sometimes and somehow.
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CHAPETR III

A new element in the relationship:

the petrodollar recycling

“Your kingdom is our oldest and closest  
friend in the Arab world. No matter what  
the magazines and newspapers may say,  
our  relations  are  based  only  on 
friendship, not on self-interest.”

Kissinger  to  King  Faisal,  13th October 
1974

“We all wish to achieve better relations  
with the US but in some ways the US is  
acting  against  the  real  interests  of  the  
Arabs.”

King  Faisal  to  Kissinger,  13th October 
1974

3.1 The Ford administration: a general overview.

 Gerald Ford was the man chosen to replace Richard Nixon as President of the United 

States of America after Nixon's resignation due to the Watergate scandal.

Regarding Ford presidency, nothing special can be said: he was a man without charisma 

and he chose to adopt a law profile during his period as leader of America; nevertheless, 

he  was  open  and  honest,  without  “the  negative  personality  traits”1 which  had 

1 J. Hanhimäki, The Flawed Architect, Henry Kissinger and American Foreign Policy, New York, Oxford 
University Press, 2004, p. 362.
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characterized  Nixon.  As  his  predecessor,  he  came  from  the  Republican  party  and 

consequently he was a conservative policy maker. He was not so much experienced in 

foreign policy and in this field he decided to leave the place to Henry Kissinger, who 

continued to be the guiding person in dealing with foreign nations2. In his presidential 

team, in  addition to Kissinger,  Ford had also Richard (“Dick”)  Cheney and Donald 

Rumsfeld,  two “future luminaries of the Republican Party”3,  especially during Bush 

presidency, and he left Schlesinger as Secretary of Defence. So, as it is clear, Ford made 

the decision to keep in the government some men who had already worked with Nixon, 

giving an idea of “continuity in a time of transition”4.

Anyway, there are some events which should be mentioned and which distinguished the 

Ford's period. First of all, the new President is remembered as the man who pardoned 

Nixon, attracting, in this way, the Democratic criticism and making him “as just another 

corrupt politician.”5 Secondly,  during his term, disapproval against détente started to 

develop  inside  the  American  Congress,  which  was  convinced  that  the  “easing  of 

relations”  with  the  Soviet  Union  was  no  more  useful  for  the  U.S  foreign  policy, 

considering also the fact that there was the feeling that the Communist superpower had 

become  again  aggressive  and  too  much  expansive  towards  the  external  world. 

Consequently,  in  1976,  the  word  détente  was  cancelled  and  banished  “from  the 

administration's vocabulary”6, confirming “Brezhnev's suspicions that the era of détente 

was  drawing to a  close.”7 Schlesinger  was one politician  who was  strongly against 

détente and in particular he was not a supporter of the conclusion of SALT II. Regarding 

this last point, all the attempts made for the negotiations of the new SALT agreement 

should be revealed,  remembering that  Ford did not succeed in concluding the deal, 

which was signed only in 1979, during the Carter administration. In November 1974, 

Ford and Kissinger attended a meeting in Vladivostok, “a Pacific city near the Chinese 

and North Korean borders”8,  with the aim to work out all the details about the new 

Strategic Arms Limitation Talks. To tell the truth, Ford did not actively participate in the 

2 “Ford was convinced that Kissinger was a genius” and for this reason “the running of foreign policy 
tilted even further into Kissinger's hands after August 9, 1974.” In Ibid.

3 J. Hanhimäki, op. cit., p. 361.
4 J. Hanhimäki, op. cit., p. 364.
5 J. Hanhimäki, op. cit., p. 366.
6 R. J. McMahon, The Cold War A very Short Introduction, New York, Oxford University Press, 2003, p. 

133.
7 J. Hanhimäki, op. cit., p. 360.
8 Ibid.
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discussions  (“Kissinger  was  clearly  the  dominant  American  throughout  the 

negotiations”9), but the American President “stressed that the United States needed a 

“politically acceptable” agreement that would emphasize the “equivalence” of the two 

countries'  nuclear  forces.”10 After  the Vladivostok summit,  the American and Soviet 

delegations began to meet in Geneva to elaborate the details of the agreement, but from 

the  beginning it  was  clear  that  they were  blocked mostly over  technical  issues.  To 

overcome these obstacles, the secret diplomacy between the two states was reactivated, 

without  success.  Inside  the  American  Congress,  especially  from  Schlesinger  and 

Senator Jackson, the opposition towards the deal was strong and evident and at the end 

the Ford administration did not succeed in bringing home the new agreement about 

nuclear forces. From an historical point of view, the Vladivostok meeting was the “high 

point of Soviet-American relations during the Ford administration”11, but at the same 

time it marked the final decline of détente.

President Gerald Ford's meeting with Soviet General Secretary Leonid 
Brezhnev in Vladivostok was a chilly affair. > (AP)

Source: Daily News, Monday, July 06, 2009.

Another blow to détente, in this occasion directly and strongly supported by Senator 

Jackson, was caused by the Jewish emigration issue connected with the Jackson-Vanik 

9 J. Hanhimäki, op. cit., p. 372.
10 Ibid.
11 Ibid.
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Amendment12 and the MFN13 status that the Soviet Union was trying to obtain since 

many years. In 1974 Senator Jackson announced that he would have supported the MFN 

status to the Soviet Union if the Communist superpower had granted the possibility to 

emigrate  to  100,000 Jews. Nevertheless,  in  April  1974,  the Soviet  Foreign Minister 

Andrei Gromyko had agreed to give the permission to emigrate only to 45,000 Jewish 

people, a number which was, anyway, “25 percent higher than the previous level”14. But 

because the Soviet government really wanted to obtain the MFN status, Ambassador 

Dobrynin made a “non formal” proposal which foresaw that the Soviet Union would 

have  allowed  the  emigration  to  98,400  Jews.  However,  this  was  not  a  written 

proposition and high level politicians inside the Communist country continued to repeat 

that open requests regarding this issue were intended as an “interference in the Soviet 

Union's  internal  affairs.”15 Consequently,  when  Ford  became  President,  he  wanted, 

together with Kissinger, to resolve the situation, determining all the elements in a clear 

way. In August 1974, Ford and Kissinger met with Ambassador Dobrynin and during 

this meeting the two American politicians explained that the MFN status could have 

been granted to the Soviet Union only if it had formally agreed to a specific number of 

exit visa for Jewish people. The Soviet Ambassador made another oral promise, which 

was presented then to Jackson and his colleagues. Some of them were eager to find a 

compromise and to arrive to an end of the story, but Jackson did not want to accept the 

number offered by Dobrynin, he wanted more. The problems came not only from the 

fact that the two parts could not find a middle way in the number of emigrants16, but 

obstacles  came  also  from the  element  that  Dobrynin  wanted  to  negotiate  the  issue 

12 The Jackson-Vanik Amendment was approved by the American Congress and signed by President 
Ford  in  January  1975.  According  to  this  federal  law,  the  U.S  trade  relations  with  countries 
characterised  by  non-market  economies  were  affected  if  these  countries  restricted  freedom  of 
emigration and other human rights (at the beginning, for countries with a non market-economy, it was 
intended a state belonging to the Communist bloc). In the specific case, to these countries with non-
market economy and which restricted emigration, the status of MFN (Most Favoured Nation) was 
denied.

13 MFN means “Most Favoured Nation” and it is a status or level of treatment granted by one state to  
another state in the context of international trade. The country which receives this status should obtain 
equal trade benefits from the country which gives such treatment as it was the “most favoured nation”. 
For trade benefits it is intended low tariffs or high import quotas.

14 J. Hanhimäki, op. cit., p. 366.
15 J. Hanhimäki, op. cit., p. 367.
16 Kissinger tried to negotiate the number of Jewish emigrants with all  the senators involved in the 

negotiations and also stated before the Senate Foreign Relations Committee that it was not correct “to  
tie Soviet “domestic political practices” with American-Soviet economic relations.” The Secretary of 
State also affirmed that the moral aspect of the problem so supported by Senator Jackson should not 
be connected with “state-to-state relations”. In Ibid.
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without having a public publicity regarding the negotiations. But unfortunately this did 

not happen because in October 1974 Senator Jackson was allowed by President Ford to 

have a press conference during which Jackson reported about a letter exchange occurred 

between him and Kissinger. The exchange letter concerned two written communications 

in which there was, in the first one, the summary of the “Soviet guarantees – based on 

Ford and Kissinger's talks with Gromyko and Dobrynin”17, while, in the second one, 

there was the explanations of  the talks  happened between the American and Soviet 

delegations. Senator Jackson simply announced the content of the exchange and in this 

way he was able to “suggest” to the American public opinion that the U.S government 

succeeded in bringing home a big victory to  the detriment of the Soviet  Union. Of 

course the Communist superpower was not satisfied with the Jackson's announcement 

and it perceived this event, together with Ford's pardon of Nixon, as clear evidences that 

the new American administration was not reliable and stable.

Détente was also put under stress by other two main and important events. The first one 

was  the  North  Vietnamese  invasion  of  South  Vietnam,  with  the  consequent 

proclamation of the Democratic Republic of Vietnam. The second one was the civil war 

broken out in Angola after November 1975. Regarding the first episode, it has to be said 

that  already from January 1973, with the Paris  Peace Accords,  the American troops 

started  to  retreat  from Vietnam,  arriving,  in  this  way,  to  the  conclusion  of  the  U.S 

intervention  in  the  South  East  Asian  country.  Nevertheless,  the  North  Vietnamese 

invasion of South Vietnam proclaimed the victory of communism, undermining eight 

years of American efforts during which the different U.S administrations had tried to 

weaken and destroy the red threat posed by Ho Chi Minh. In the case of Angola, former 

Portuguese  colony,  the  civil  war  took  place  after  the  independence  reached  by the 

country in  November  1975;  the  conflict  flared  up  among three  competing  factions, 

among  which  there  was  the  Movement  for  Popular  Liberation  of  Angola  (MPLA) 

supported  by  Cuba,  against  a  group  sustained  by  America  and  China.  The  U.S 

government asked the American Congress to help with funding the Angola cause, but 

the latter did not intend to subsidize another war in the world, soon after the Vietnamese 

conflict. This meant a victory of the “left” side of the civil war, with the establishment 

of a MPLA government in February 1976. 

17 Ibid.
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* * *

 During the Vladivostok summit in November 1974, the discussion fell also on the topic 

of the Conference on Security and Cooperation in Europe (CSCE). Even if the relations 

between  the  two  superpowers  had  started  to  get  worse  and  worse,  in  Europe  the 

situation was completely different.

“The process of European détente18 won popular acclaim on both sides of Europe's Cold War 
divide, leading to a significant increase in trade between Eastern and Western Europe, greater  
individual freedom of movement across the putative Iron Curtain, and a significant calming of 
tensions in central Europe. The easing of Cold War fears and barriers also facilitated movement 
towards a general European peace settlement.”19

In this  context of European relaxation,  a preparatory meeting of CSCE was held in 

Helsinki in November 1972, to then arrive to the final summit always in Helsinki in 

July-August 1975. There, 35 nations participated, included America and Soviet Union, 

even if the United States of America did not like the idea of the conference and the 

principles connected with it. As a final point, the meeting issued the so called Helsinki 

“Final Act”, which 

“comprised three distinct elements, or 'baskets'. The first declared the inviolability of existing  
European borders and enunciated the essential principles that were to govern interstate relations. 
The second covered economic, technological, scientific, and environmental cooperation. 'Basket 
III', which the Soviet Union had initially opposed, concerned basic human rights within nations;  
it  called  for,  among other  matters,  greater  freedom of  speech  and  information  and  the  freer 
movement of people.”20

The  CSCE  conference  was  a  good  moment  for  the  European  détente,  which  also 

actively and positively involved the Soviet  Union. The U.S government  was not  so 

satisfied with the summit because it demonstrated that there was a

“growing tendency of the United States and other Western nations to treat the Soviet Union more  
as a great  power whose interests needed to be accommodated than as an enemy state whose 
unwavering quest for global domination remained a clear and present danger.”21

So, basically, during the Ford administration, détente was working in Europe thanks 

18 The guiding role for this process of European détente was assumed by Willy Brandt, the West German 
Chancellor elected in October 1969. In R. J. McMahon, op. cit., p. 131.

19 Ibid.
20 R. J. McMahon, op. cit., p. 132.
21 R. J. McMahon, op. cit., pp. 132-133.
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especially to Willy Brandt's efforts, while between the two superpowers tensions began 

to be on the agenda again.

But if the relations with the Soviet Union were at a stand point, connections with the 

People's Republic of China had become more and more relevant on the international 

level. From the American point of view, the man who was in charge for the exchanges 

between the two countries was Kissinger (“[...] Kissinger had, […], made U.S policy 

toward China as virtually his personal reserve”22). Before the Vladivostok summit, the 

Secretary of State went to China with all the family for a “purely ceremonial”23 visit. 

Nevertheless,  important  problems were approached,  especially the “normalisation of 

Sino-American  relations”24.  According  to  the  Chinese  government,  the  relationship 

between  the  two  nations  could  have  been  normalised  only  if  the  United  States  of 

America  had  broken  its  connections  with  Taiwan.  Moreover,  during  the  meeting, 

Kissinger  and  the  Chinese  counterpart  spoke  about  the  Middle  East,  underling 

“Washington's growing ties with Iran”25; from the Chinese point of view there was also 

the clarification that the Middle East was “the most sensitive area”26 and for this reason 

the Chinese delegation suggested that the Americans should “continue helping both the 

Arabs and the Israelis”27. What came out at the end of the meeting was the promise that 

President  Ford would have travelled to  China in  1975 to strengthen even more the 

relations between the two nations.

* * *

 The last  event which should be mentioned regarding the Ford presidency is  the so 

called “Halloween Massacre”28, during which the American President decided to make 

some changes  inside  his  presidential  team.  This  episode  happened on November 4, 

1975, and according to it some moderate Republican politicians were replaced by more 

conservative policy makers. The most important modification was connected with the 

place of National Security Advisor: when Gerald Ford became President in 1974, this 

office was held by Kissinger, who also maintained the position of Secretary of State. 

After November 1975, Kissinger lost the role of National Security Advisor and he was 

22 J. Hanhimäki, op. cit., p. 373.
23 J. Hanhimäki, op. cit., p. 375.
24 Ibid.
25 J. Hanhimäki, op. cit., p. 376.
26 Ibid.
27 Ibid.
28 J. Hanhimäki, op. cit., p. 427.
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replaced by Brent Scowcroft. Moreover, William Colby lost his office as Director of 

Central Intelligence and was substituted by George H. W. Bush; Donald Rumsfeld took 

the  place  of  James  Schlesinger  as  Secretary of  Defence  and finally  Vice  President 

Nelson Rockefeller was pushed not to run for the presidential election in 1976.

3.2 An ever ending story: the increase of oil prices. Saudi Arabia position 

and the blow to the Twin Pillar Policy.

 The  1973  oil  embargo  did  not  only  bring  production  cuts  and  restrictions  in  the 

shipment of petroleum towards those countries friendly to Israel during the Yom Kippur 

war, but it also carried an ever ending increase in the oil price. As a matter of fact, from 

1973,  the cost  of  petroleum started  to  raise  and with it,  at  the same time,  also the 

American  efforts  in  trying  to  maintain  stable  its  price  began  to  increment,  without 

success. Unfortunately, the increase in oil price brought with it a rampant inflation and 

when  Gerald  Ford  became President  one  of  his  main  task  was  to  reduce  inflation, 

otherwise America would have faced “possible social unrest at home amid mounting job 

losses”29.  Before  the  American  Congress,  during  a  speech,  the  new  U.S.  President 

declared that “My first priority is to work with you [the Congress] to bring inflation 

under control. Inflation is our domestic public enemy No. 1.”30 The American belief, 

and consequently Ford's opinion, was that the cause of the inflation was the oil embargo 

and the energy crisis. Supported by Kissinger, the President tried to reduce the pressure 

triggered  by the  1973 oil  embargo through the  friendship  that  the  United  States  of 

America had with some (in particular two) Middle Eastern countries, namely Iran and 

Saudi Arabia. The American policies adopted towards these two states during the Ford 

administration  were,  at  the  beginning,  in  line  with  the  Twin Pillar  Policy  so  much 

encouraged by Nixon, but at some point things changed, especially when Iran began not 

to collaborate any more with the U.S government.

* * *

 I already mentioned in the second chapter Yamani's attitude towards the oil embargo: 

differently from the other  Arab “radical”  positions,  he had always  favoured a  more 

“soft” attitude towards the oil cuts,  threatening to adopt a different policy about the 

29 A. S. Cooper, The Oil Kings, How the U.S., Iran, and Saudi Arabia Changed the Balance of Power in  
the Middle East, New York, Simon & Schuster, 2011, p. 199.

30 Ibid.
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issue inside OPEC. During the 1970's this led to a two-tired oil policy among the Arab 

world31, which finally resulted in a re-configuration of alliances not only in the Middle 

East, but also on an international level.

During the 1973 oil embargo, Iran did not participate in the coordinated Arab action, but 

it  preferred to stay outside,  even if  it  approved the so called Tehran Oil  Agreement 

(December 1973), which foresaw the increase of oil price within twelve months. Nixon 

and Kissinger had appreciated Iran's position towards the embargo and this decision 

strengthened  the  friendship  between  the  Middle  Eastern  country  and  the  American 

superpower  (among  Nixon  presidential  team,  there  was  Kissinger  who  strongly 

supported the Shah of Iran, trying to build a closer relation between the two states), 

insomuch as the American President arrived to say that the Shah was the best friend of 

the United States of America.  Nevertheless, not all  the policy makers among Nixon 

entourage admired the Shah and from July 1974 the Treasury Secretary Simon began to 

push the President to speak with the Shah to understand if it was possible to lower the 

oil  prices which were causing a deep depression in the United States.  According to 

Simon, the solution to the energy crisis was Saudi Arabia:  he was convinced that a 

closer  cooperation  with  King Faisal  would  have  led  to  a  decline  in  the  oil  prices. 

Consequently, during a visit in Saudi Arabia, the Treasury Secretary made a deal with 

Yamani: the idea was to put up for auction one million barrels of Saudi petroleum per 

day, in order to bring back oil price to $7.00 per barrel. However, the Shah discovered 

the deal and messed up the project.

But why was the Shah disposed to keep the oil prices so high? The answer was simple 

and logical: the oil revenues were necessary for the development of the Iranian country. 

They gave to the Middle Eastern governments in general, and to Iran in particular, the 

possibility to expand their economies, to strengthen their military apparatus and to avoid 

social disorders. Without the incomes from the oil selling, the Arab countries could not 

have “modernised” their societies. But the United States was not happy with the oil 

price  emerged after  the  1973 oil  embargo:  the  international  financial  and economic 

system was in danger and a solution was needed.

If Simon had tried to find an agreement with the Saudi monarchy, the Secretary of State 

31 Basically,  this two-tired policy had two main characters: from one side there was Iran which was 
convinced to maintain the oil price high, in order to sustain its military spending, while from the other  
side there was Saudi Arabia which was trying to stabilize the price of petroleum because the bad 
Western economic situation was damaging also Saudi economy.
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Kissinger  was  not  convinced  about  the  good  intentions  of  the  Saudi  kingdom. 

Nonetheless,  Kissinger's  scepticism  towards  the  Saudi  intentions  was  nothing  if 

compared to an article published by the current affairs journal Harper's: the title of the 

report was “Seizing Arab Oil” and the author was anonymous. In the article, the author 

“called for a ten-year military occupation of Saudi Arabia's oil-reach eastern provinces. 

[…] Saudi oil fields, pipelines, port facilities, and airstrips could be seized with a force 

of just forty thousand men.”32 The idea behind the article denoted that there were also 

people, among the American administration, who were not supporting Saudi Arabia and, 

consequently, its relationship with the United States.

After Nixon's resignation, Ford had to face the situation and on August 17, 1974 he had 

a “first briefing on oil, OPEC, and the Shah”33; during this occasion Kissinger tried to 

persuade the new President that Iran was not to blame for the situation and that the U.S 

government should not trust Saudi Arabia.

“HK: Simon wants a confrontation with the Shah. He thinks the Saudis would reduce prices if the  
Shah would go along. I doubt the Saudis would get out in front. Also the Saudis belong to the  
most feckless and gutless of the Arabs. They have maneuvered skillfully. I think they are trying to 
tell us – they said they would have an auction – it will never come off. They won't let us live with 
lower prices but they won't fight for them. They would be jumped on by the radicals if they got in 
front. The Shah is a tough, mean guy. But he is our real friend. He is the only one who can stand 
up to the Soviet Union. We need him for the balance against India. We can't tackle him without 
breaking him. We can get to him by cutting military supplies, and the French would be delighted 
to replace them.”34

In September 1974, Ford “called for a reduction in oil prices”35 but the request was not 

successful: on an article published on the New York Times on September 14, 1974, Juan 

de Onis reported the news that OPEC countries had decided to increment taxes on oil. 

“All the major petroleum-exporting countries except Saudi Arabia agreed [...] to a tax 

increase of nearly 5 per cent on oil exports by foreign oil companies.”36 As de Onis 

pointed out in the article, Saudi Arabia did not join the tax increase and the Minister of 

Petroleum Yamani confirmed this, saying that “his country, the world's largest exporter, 

would not apply the tax increase adopted by all the other members of the 13-nation 

32 A. S. Cooper, op. cit., p. 234.
33 A. S. Cooper, op. cit., p. 200.
34 A. S. Cooper, op. cit., pp. 200-201.
35 A. S. Cooper,  Showdown at Doha: The Secret Oil Deal That Helped Sink the Shah of Iran , in  The 

Middle East Journal, vol. 62, Autumn 2008, NO. 4, p. 575.
36 J. de Onis, “Most OPEC Lands Agree on 5% Rise for Taxes on Oil”, New York Times, September 14, 

1974.
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Organisation of Petroleum Exporting Countries.”37 The Saudi decision underlined even 

more the “split in OPEC over price policy”38 that I mentioned before. Nevertheless, two 

days  after,  always  on  the  same  newspaper  (Reuters),  information  about  the  Saudi 

decision to raise oil prices was given, confirming, somehow, Kissinger's words about 

the not so sincere behaviour of Saudi Arabia regarding oil policies.

 “Saudi Arabia has informed other oil-exporting countries she intends to raise the average cost of  
its oil by about 13 cents a barrel, oil sources said [...].
 The  Saudi  intention  was  made  known after  Sheik  Ahmed Zaki  Yamani,  Saudi  Arabia's  oil 
minister,  refused  to  join  the  12  other  members  of  the  Organisation  of  Petroleum Exporting 
Countries in imposing coordinated royalty and tax increase on Oct. 1.
[…]
 Officially, Saudi Arabia will impose an increase of nearly 22 cents a barrel on “participation oil” 
- the oil directly owned by the Saudi Government and sold to oil companies.”39

However, on September 18, 1974, an article appeared on the New York Times, written 

by Richard Eder (Special to The New York Times), giving an explanation about the 

Saudi decision: the increment of oil price would have concerned only the petroleum 

owned directly by the Saudi government, as stated in the previous article. In addition, 

Yamani underlined Saudi's desire to lower the oil costs, which were too high for the 

Minister of Petroleum, emphasizing also the necessity, for the future, “to have close 

consultation between oil-producing countries and oil-consuming countries to coordinate 

a global economic policy”40, in order to create a more coordinate way of reaction.

In May 1975, the Shah went to Washington to meet president Ford. Before the meeting 

between the two men, Kissinger warned Ford not to speak about oil prices with Reza 

Pahlavi (“The one big bilateral problem we have is over oil prices”41). Nevertheless, 

despite Kissinger's good intentions and the mutual understanding which seemed to be 

present during the summit, soon after the end of the meeting (May 17, 1975), the Shah 

announced he  would  have  asked another  increase  in  oil  price  during  the  following 

OPEC meeting. This decision was taken by the American administration as a further 

sign of the Shah's disloyalty. He even desired to raise oil prices of 20/25% for the year  

1977. But this time the U.S government was really well-intentioned not to permit Iran, 

37 Ibid.
38 Ibid.
39 “Saudi Arabia Said to Raise Oil Price”, New York Times, September 16, 1974.
40 R. Eder, “Saudi Arabia Clarifies Rise on 'Participation Oil'”, New York Times, September 18, 1974.
41 Memorandum to President Ford from Secretary of State Henry Kissinger, in A. S. Cooper, Showdown 

at Doha, cit., p. 575.
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and in general OPEC, to increment oil prices again: a slow “economic recovery had 

taken hold in  the United States”42 and the U.S government  was really motivated to 

avoid  “bad  surprises”.  This  strength  of  will  demonstrated  by  America  combined 

perfectly with a change occurred in Saudi Arabia: in 1975 King Faisal died and the aim 

of his successor was to strengthen the relations with the United States. The new Saudi 

generation was

determined to do everything [it]  could to win the confidence of American policymakers and 
diplomats. And [it] genuinely feared the Shah of Iran's intentions towards [it]. The only way to 
restrain Iran's military buildup was to reduce the Shah's ability to spend money freely.”43

The strengthening of the relations with the American superpower had to be achieved 

through the adoption of a strong position towards the Iranian and the Arab threats of 

increasing again the oil price, a way which was not difficult to follow for the Saudi 

kingdom considering its willingness to lower the petroleum cost. On July 9, 1976, Ford 

and Kissinger met with a Saudi representative and the two men thanked “the Saudis for 

'the strong position that your government took on oil prices.'”44 They were referring to 

all the times that the Saudi monarchy opposed to the increment of the oil cost. One in 

particular  alluded to  the occasion when Yamani refused to  increment  the petroleum 

price during an OPEC meeting in 1976; consequently, during that occasion, the other 

Arab  countries  agreed  “to  freeze  oil  prices  for  a  further  six  months  until  the  next 

meeting in Doha, Qatar, in December.”45 The December meeting in Qatar (1976) was of 

vital importance for the United States: if the Arab oil-producing countries had agreed to 

an increase in the oil price, the world economy would have been damaged in a serious 

way46. As a result, important negotiations started to take place between Saudi Arabia 

and  the  U.S  government,  in  order  to  avoid  a  further  rise  of  the  petroleum  cost.  

Kissinger, Ford and the Saudi representatives were working close together to elaborate a 

plan of action. From the Saudi part, there was the request, for the American President, 

42 A. S. Cooper, Showdown at Doha, cit., p. 578.
43 A. S. Cooper, Showdown at Doha, cit., p. 579.
44 Ibid.
45 Ibid.
46 “[...] the Western economies were gradually coming out of recession “but any increase [in the price of 

oil] this December or for '77 would be extremely damaging, not only for the United States, but even 
more so for [the other Western countries] who are in a more fragile situation... It would be disastrous  
to push the world economy back to the recession of last year.”” In A. S. Cooper, Showdown at Doha, 
cit., p. 583.
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to push Iran and Venezuela to be more cooperative and not to adopt a policy of ever 

increasing  oil  prices.  Pressed  by  the  situation  and  simultaneously  by  the  Saudi 

counterpart,  Ford wrote a letter  to  the Shah in October 1976, where he warned the 

Iranian head of State that another increase of oil prices would have been devastating for 

the  Western  economies.  The  Shah's  reply  was  really  threatening,  somehow,  and  it 

marked the end of the relation between the two countries in a definitive way. The time 

for  the  Doha meeting came and Yamani acted according to  the Saudi  promises:  he 

refused to increase again the oil prices and he arrived to say that if the Arab countries 

had increased the petroleum cost, “Saudi Arabia would undercut the price offered by its 

competitors and boost its own domestic output from 8.6 million to 11.6 million barrels 

of oil a day. He made it clear that the Saudis, […], finally had become masters of their  

own house.”47 Saudi-American intentions and programs were finally successful and the 

plan worked, to the detriment of Iran: without the increase in the oil price, the Iranian 

finances were seriously harmed and the decision taken at Doha posed the foundations 

for future social disorders which led to the Iranian revolution in 1979.

3.3 The US-Saudi relationship during Ford presidency.

 During the Ford administration, the US-Saudi relationship maintained the usual, main 

features developed in the years before. They were the  military aspect,  economic aid, 

demonstrations of friendship during personal meetings, oil connected issues.

I  quoted  already in  the  second chapter  some paragraphs  connected  with a  personal 

conversation held between Prince Fahd, President Nixon and Kissinger. I would like to 

do the same in this section with a personal meeting occurred in Riyadh on October 13, 

1974 between, mainly, King Faisal and Secretary of State Kissinger. Before doing this, 

it is useful to remind what Henry Kissinger thought and said about Saudi Arabia when 

he was talking about the issue of oil price: he suggested President Ford not to trust the 

Saudi kingdom, affirming that “Also the Saudis belong to the most feckless and gutless 

of the Arabs.”48 This affirmation was made in August 1974, but as it will be clear in the 

following quotations, Kissinger's attitude towards King Faisal was completely different 

in  October  1974.  The  transcription  of  the  conversation  started  with  these  words, 

pronounced directly by the Secretary of State:  “I want to assure His Majesty of my 

47 A. S. Cooper, Showdown at Doha, cit., p. 587.
48 A. S. Cooper, op. cit., p. 200.
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profound feeling of friendship for the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia and for His Majesty.”49 

Also  King  Faisal  desired  “to  consolidate  further  our  [Saudi]  friendship  with  your 

country [America]”50, but at the same time the Saudi monarch feared Communism and 

Zionism:  he thought  that  these  two “elements”  could  “divide  Saudi  Arabia  and the 

United States.”51 Kissinger reassured Faisal and he affirmed the American commitment 

towards Saudi Arabia many times during the conversation. He also guaranteed that he 

was trying to reach a Middle Eastern agreement, in order to pacify the area. Regarding 

this last topic, King Faisal stated, again, that the Arab world could “never have a really 

peaceful  solution  unless  there  is  complete  Israeli  withdrawal  from  all  occupied 

territories, Jerusalem again becomes Arab and there is restoration of the rights of the 

Palestinian people and they are allowed to return to their homes.”52 In addition, Faisal 

suggested Kissinger that the U.S government should help and get more involved with 

the Arab states, in order to appease critics regarding a possible American disengagement 

towards  the  Middle  Eastern  region.  Finally,  the  Secretary  of  State  touched  the  oil 

problem and in this occasion he appreciated the Saudi position towards the oil policy 

and he even acknowledged that Saudi Arabia could not fight alone in the attempt to 

lower the oil prices. Faisal made it clear that Saudi Arabia would have acted according 

its statements, underlining that some Arab (radical) states were not collaborating for a 

positive solution of the problem.

Connected with the oil issue, but not mentioned in the conversation between Kissinger 

and Faisal, there was the topic of the nationalisation of ARAMCO. As I wrote in the 

second chapter,  the Oil  Minister  Yamani set  the path to  take complete  control  over 

ARAMCO, but differently from other Arab states, he began to do this slowly, hoping to 

fully nationalise the company in the 1980's. The New York Times published an article on 

January 25, 1975 (Reuters), where the reporter wrote about the negotiations which were 

going on between the Saudi government and the owners of ARAMCO. “Saudi Arabia 

and the  four  United  States  oil  companies  with  shares  in  the  Arabian  American  Oil 

Company have agreed to terms for a complete Saudi take-over of the company, the 

world's  largest  single  producer  of  oil.”53 In  1975,  Saudi  Arabia  owned  60%  of 

49 Memorandum of Conversation, October 16, 1974.
50 Ibid.
51 Ibid.
52 Ibid.
53 “Saudi Arabia and U.S. Concerns In Pact on Aramco Take-over”, New York Times, January 25, 1975.
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ARAMCO  and  the  oil  officials,  commenting  on  the  talks  between  the  Saudi  and 

American parts, said: “The terms of the Aramco take-over will set the pattern for full 

ownership of oil by the countries of the Persian Gulf”54.

In 1975, Senator Mike Mansfield sent a letter to President Ford where he described the 

Saudi situation; the words he used expressed excitement about the country and they 

denoted the importance of the kingdom for the United States:

“No country in the world has assumed such importance to the United States in such a short time  
as Saudi Arabia. For the foreseeable future, its significance will continue to grow. Oil today is  
money and power and Saudi Arabia sits atop perhaps 50% of the world's known and most easily 
retrievable oil reserves. More than four times as much new oil is being discovered each day than 
is taken out of the ground. With as much as 460 billion barrels in reserves, Saudi Arabia now  
produces some 7 million barrels a day. Actually, productive capacity is 11 million barrels a day 
and can be expended to as much as 20 million barrels a day by 1980.
 A brief  visit  to  Saudi  Arabia  tends  to  confirm  the  accuracy  of  press  reports  on  recent 
developments in that country. Jeddah is a boom town in a booming country. A short time ago it  
was a hot and dusty place in the desert. In less than a dozen years, it could well become one of  
the most spectacular of modern cities. Every day, more an more automobiles clog the streets.  
Some 50 freighters await until  unloading any given time and the delay may be as long as a  
month. A vast array of capital and consumer goods of the most advanced design is pouring into  
the country. On the other side of the Arabian Peninsula, an unending river of petroleum flows 
into tankers that carry the precious commodity to all parts of the non-communist world. Each  
barrel carries a price tag dictated by Opec. As the prices have been fixed higher and higher, total 
Saudi royalties have risen to fantastic levels. Estimates indicate they may already be as much as  
$10,000 per capita.
 The Saudi government anticipates that during the next five years about  $150 billion of these 
royalties will be put into modernisation. For the first time, perhaps, an economically backward 
country has all the financial resources it requires to pay for all the technology, goods and services 
for which it can find use.
 In short, Saudi Arabia gives the impression that some sort of Aladdin's lamp has been rubbed and 
an unlimited future has opened up for the Kingdom.”55

The central aspect of the letter was oil: Saudi Arabia was described as the country with 

the biggest resources in the world and its  production capacity was underlined many 

times, giving the idea of the petroleum output that the Saudi government could afford in 

those years. Moreover, it was emphasized the modernisation of the country, happened 

with the oil revenues. The latter were the key elements for the growth of the nation and 

they  permitted  Saudi  Arabia  to  abandon  the  status  of  an  “economically  backward 

country”56 to become a modern nation with all the facilities connected with it.

* * *

54 Ibid.
55 Letter  from  Senator  Mansfield  to  U.S.  President,  August  23,  1975,  in  Declassified  Documents,  

distribution by on-line subscriptions, NARA (US National Archives and Records Administration).
56 Ibid.
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 Another element which has always been present in the U.S Saudi relationship was the 

aspect  of  the  arms'  selling connected  with  the  security  of  the  Saudi  kingdom.  The 

United States of America was convinced that Saudi Arabia should be protected from 

external  attacks  and  the  desert  kingdom  should  also  be  provided  with  the  right 

equipment and training in order to reinforce its military apparatus.

During the Ford administration, this element did not disappear and newspapers were 

commenting on the issue. On November 2, 1974, an article was published on the New 

York  Times and  there  Juan  de  Onis  wrote  that  “United  States  defense  experts  are 

engaged in a major review of Saudi Arabia's security needs with an eye to maintaining a 

dominant position in arms sales to the oil producing country.”57 De Onis also mentioned 

the agreement signed in June 1974 which established a military commission and he 

underlined that Saudi Arabia was buying arms from the U.S government since many 

years.  However,  the  purchase  of  arms  was  not  directly  managed  by  the  American 

Department of Defense: as a matter of fact, Saudi Arabia was buying arms straight from 

the suppliers. Not satisfied with this method, the desert kingdom wanted to change the 

approach.  Consequently,  a  proposal  was made which  envisaged the  selling  of  arms 

“within  a  government-to-government  military  sales  agreement  based  on  a  joint 

assessment of the country's needs.”58 In this way, the U.S. Department of Defense found 

himself more involved in the topic, with the pleasure of Saudi Arabia. Nevertheless, this 

solution was not found without considering the American interests: to tell the truth,

“A major political consideration in the United States policy of cooperation with Saudi Arabia in 
satisfying these aspirations for security and economic development [was] that this might make 
Saudi Arabia, the world's largest oil exporter, more cooperative in reducing oil prices.”59

This “political consideration” was taken into account also when “The Administration 

launched a lobbying effort […] to deter Congress from blocking a sale of missiles to 

Saudi Arabia. A State Department official said such an action could lead to an increase 

in  oil  prices  for  the  United  States.”60 To  underline  the  danger  of  a  possible  “oil 

retaliation”, John W. Finney, the author of the article, also outlined the words of some 

57 J. de Onis, “U.S. Aides in Saudi Arabia Study Sales of New Arms”,  New York Times, November 2, 
1974.

58 Ibid.
59 Ibid.
60 J.  W.  Finney,  “U.S.  Fights  a  Move  In  Congress  to  Bar  Missiles  for  Saudis”,  New  York  Times,  

September 28, 1976.
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State Department witnesses, who

“warned  that  disapproval  of  the  missiles  sale  could  do  serious  damage  by  “undermining 
moderation and stability in the Middle East and jeopardizing our own economic well-being.”
 Mr. Atherton said Saudi Arabia had “not yet” linked the purchase of the Maverick missiles to the  
price of  oil.  But  he observed that  Saudi Arabia  “single-handedly has been holding the line”  
against other oil-exporting countries to increase the price of oil.
 If the missile sale is disapproved, he said, “it would greatly lessen the Saudi incentive to hold the 
line” and “we could well see substantial increases in the price of oil.””61

As it can be noted, the dispute about the missile sale happened in September 1976, 

some months before Saudi Arabia decided, with the American consensus and approval, 

to  go against  the oil  increase asked especially by Iran during the December OPEC 

meeting in Doha. The Saudis did non forget the administration efforts in trying to avoid 

a  negative  outcome  for  the  missiles  sale  and  the  success  scored  by  Ford  was 

remembered when the time came to face the other Arab countries about the oil price 

increase topic.

* * *

 Last but not least, it should be remembered the economic aspect of the relationship.

On February 22, 1975, Juan de Onis wrote an article published on the New York Times 

where he gave the news that “an agreement to build a $1-billion petrochemical refinery 

is the first of a series of huge industrial projects under the new five-year economic 

plan.”62 With this new deal, Saudi Arabia would have become also “a major supplier of 

processed gas and petrochemical products”63 and not only of crude oil. In the article de 

Onis mentioned also the “problem” of the big amount of money that Saudi Arabia had 

accumulated thanks to the oil sale. Since the 1973 oil embargo, in America there was a 

huge debate regarding this topic and policy makers and economists had different ideas 

about how to use or to invest this money. In the situation mentioned in the article quoted 

above, according to the Ministry of Finance, “it is better to use Saudi oil income to 

promote investment in industry here [in Saudi Arabia] than to deposit the money in 

foreign  banks  for  debt  instruments  than  finance  industries  outside  Saudi  Arabia.”64 

Moreover, at the end of the article, de Onis made clear, somehow, how was the situation 

61 Ibid.
62 J. de Onis,  “Saudi  Arabia Plans  More  Huge Plants,  Shell  Project  to  Be First  In  Building Up of  

Industry”, New York Times, February 22, 1975.
63 Ibid.
64 Ibid.
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regarding the topic for both sides, namely Saudi Arabia and foreign investors:

 “Saudi Arabia's policy on these big projects is to seek a 50-50 investments partnership with 
qualified foreign companies.  This  raises serious financing problems. While  Saudi  Arabia  has 
enormous capital accumulation from oil revenues, foreign partners find it difficult to obtain long-
term capital in today's financial markets.”65

The topic of the Saudi petrodollars was also approached in an article appeared on the 

New York Times on February 23, 1975 and written by Edward Cowan. The occasion was 

the first meeting of “The joint United States-Saudi Arabian Economic Commissions”66 

established with the June 1974 Agreement. In a general context, the hope was that the 

summit could “put a fresh glow on a special relationship that has lost some of its initial 

luster.”67 Moreover,

 “The meeting - […] - is expected to result in formal approval of technical assistance programs  
for vocational training, establishment of a scientific center in Saudi Arabia and the development 
of water resources to enable Saudi Arabian agriculture to expand.
 Although the commission's purpose is to foster diversification of the oil-based Saudi Arabian  
economy, another major topic [of the meeting is] Washington's indecision about limits on foreign  
investments in the United States, especially investment by Arab countries and Iran.”68

The issue of the petrodollar investment, as it will be clear later, was really important for 

the U.S government and each economic and political part had its own ideas about it. In 

addition, Cowan emphasized the reasons why the United States was so motivated in 

“broadening and deepening”69 the relationship with Saudi Arabia: “Washington's hope 

for a reduction of oil prices and security against a repetition of the five-month Arab oil  

embargo that began in the fall of 1973”70 was at the bottom of the American attempts in 

trying to convince Saudi Arabia of the U.S reliability towards the Arab country.

65 Ibid.
66 E. Cowan, “U.S.-Saudi Talks to Open this Week”, New York Times, February 23, 1975.
67 Ibid.
68 Ibid.
69 Ibid.
70 Ibid.
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3.4 The petrodollar recycling: how it began and developed.

 After the 1973 oil embargo, the US-Saudi relationship started to be characterised by the 

petrodollar accumulation and the consequent (Arab/Saudi)  petrodollar recycling71.  It 

can be said that after 1973 there was a new element in the relations between the two 

countries, which was the financial aspect.

First  of  all,  it  should  be  clarify  what  the  term “petrodollar”  means:  the  word  was 

elaborated in 1973 by Ibrahim Oweiss, an economics professor, to denote the dollars 

received by oil-producing countries for the selling of petroleum. With the increase of the 

oil prices, the Arab countries started to accumulate great quantities of petrodollars and 

after the 1973 oil embargo they began to think where they could invest this money. 

There were many possibilities regarding the use of petrodollars: they could be invested 

by the Arab country which had gathered the money in the Arab country itself (as it  

happened  in  the  case  of  Saudi  Arabia  which  invested  part  of  this  money  for  the 

establishment of a petrochemical refinery on its territory72) or they could be invested 

abroad, in foreign banks or industries. Nevertheless, American economists and policy 

makers were sometimes really sceptical about Arab ventures in the United States and 

this  fear  was  reported  many  times  in  the  newspapers  of  that  period73.  To  this 

apprehension it corresponded an Arab will to “know what industries Washington regards 

as closed to foreign investment or what the investment limits might be.”74 At the end, 

Arab investments,  and in  particular  Saudi  investments,  were accepted in  the United 

States and they were also regulated by a formal agreement stipulated between Saudi 

Arabia and America, which signed the “petrodollar arrangement” at the end of 1974.

As David Spiro emphasized in his book  The Hidden Hand of American Hegemony,  

Petrodollar Recycling and International Markets, “Nearly 500 billion petrodollars were 

recycled from oil producers with a capital surplus to countries with trade deficits.”75 In 

this  way,  Middle  Eastern  countries  financed  the  trade  deficits  of  Western  nations, 

preserving the capitalistic system.

71 One  interesting  and  very  well  written  book  about  the  topic  is  “The  Hidden  Hand  of  American  
Hegemony, Petrodollar Recycling and International Markets” of David E. Spiro.

72 This news was reported by an article appeared on the New York Times on February 22, 1975.
73 At that time it was not clear if private markets could have recycled the huge amount of surpluses 

without creating problems. In D. E. Spiro,  The Hidden Hand of American Hegemony, Petrodollar  
Recycling and International Markets, New York, Cornell University Press, 1999, p. 1.

74 E. Cowan, “U.S.-Saudi Talks to Open this Week”, New York Times, February 23, 1975.
75 D. E. Spiro, op. cit., p. 2.
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Spiro described very well what happened during the 1970's with the situation connected 

with petrodollars and their recycling in the international markets: he explained that “Oil 

exporters had a structural trade surplus because they could not increase their imports as 

fast as the price of oil rose.”76 Because oil-producing countries had a trade surplus, there 

should be other nations in the world with trade deficits, and so it was. However, soon 

after the oil shock, “recycling was not important to policy makers […]. They worried 

primarily about the economic effects of higher oil prices and the problem of securing a 

steady and reliable supply of foreign petroleum.”77 The fear was to incur again in a 

situation such as the one which emerged after the 1929 crisis. But despite the American 

determination  to  avoid  Arab  investments  in  the  United  States,  it  was  clear  that 

petrodollars should be recycled in the Western hemisphere and according to Kissinger 

“the United States was in a dominant position to attract Arab capital, and it had a very 

real incentive to do so.”78 This last idea was supported also by Simon, who, in 1975, 

affirmed that the precarious U.S financial situation could have been relieved if “OPEC 

nations  put a larger amount of their accumulated funds into investment in this country 

[America], or if the American public spends less and saves more.”79

* * *

 In April 1974, Foreign Affairs published an article of Gerald A. Pollack which handled 

the topic of the consequences of the energy crisis emerged after the 1973 oil embargo. 

Among the topics touched by Pollack, there was also the petrodollar subject and his 

article was one of the first publications writing about this new “phenomenon”. On a 

general level, it can be said that the report was divided according to a rigid schedule. 

Pollack mentioned the more expensive energy bills caused by the higher oil prices; he 

wrote about the possibility of Arab investments abroad; he depicted the international 

financial  situation,  including  the  issue  of  currencies  and  exchange  rates;  he  also 

analysed domestic adjustments (adjustments which should be adopted to cope with the 

crisis) and the effects of the world oil crisis in the Third World. Pollack's analysis started 

with a statement made by “the managing director of the International Monetary Fund 

(IMF)”80 who

76 Ibid.
77 Ibid.
78 D. E. Spiro, op. cit., p. 31.
79 U.S. Congress, Senate, Committee on finance, Effect of Petrodollars, in Ibid.
80 G. A. Pollack, “The Economic Consequences of the Energy Crisis”,  Foreign Affairs, April 1974, p. 

452.
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“has warned that the combination of oil shortages and price increases in 1974 is likely to produce  
'a staggering disequilibrium in the global balance of payments... that will place strains on the  
monetary system far in excess of any that have been experienced since the war.' And Treasury 
Secretary Shultz  has  stated  that  the  recent  oil  price  increases  raised  'literally  unmanageable' 
problems for many nations.”81

After these considerations, Pollack posed some questions and he then tried to give some 

reasonable answers to these issues later in the article:

“- Can the international  monetary system sustain a transfer of  wealth of  such unprecedented  
dimensions  without  extensive  disruption  or  even  collapse  because  of  intolerable  balance-of-
payments strains?
- Will the consuming countries be able and willing to absorb the immense investments the oil-
producing countries may wish to make?
- Will new financial mechanism be necessary to assure reasonable stability?
- what will happen to currency values?
- Will the consuming countries be able to make the necessary internal adjustments without severe 
dislocation and with no lasting impairment of growth?
- Will the increase in oil prices further accelerate the inflationary spiral?
- How severe will be the impact of higher prices on living standards?
- How will the resource-poor Third World be able to cope with the oil crisis, and what will be the  
political consequences for the industrial countries?”82

The increase in oil prices was not new for the global public opinion of that time; what 

was “unusual” for the industrialised world was, in reality, the surpluses accumulated by 

OPEC countries. According to Pollack's figures, “The OPEC investable surpluses may 

total nearly $100 billion by the end of 1974, and could cumulate to almost $500 billion 

by 1980 and more than $600 billion by 1985.”83 This huge amount of money could have 

destroyed the monetary system of that time; consequently, it was for this reason that a 

solution  had to  be found.  At  the  beginning of  his  article,  Pollack  described how it 

worked the payment system when it came to buy petroleum from OPEC countries. He 

then outlined what oil-producing countries did with petrodollars, underling that before 

the  oil  crisis  the  Arab  nations  were  “investing”  their  money  in  exports,  not  in 

investments abroad as it would have happened from 1974 on. Pollack suggested that if 

Middle Eastern countries had invested their petrodollars in Western “deals”, the balance 

of payments of the Western hemisphere would have been restored. The problem was the 

unwillingness of industrial countries to accept petrodollars and

81 Ibid., p. 452.
82 Ibid., p. 452-453.
83 Ibid., p. 453.
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“In some instances the limits of absorptive capacity may be set by political rather than economic 
considerations. The industrial countries might not be prepared to accept massive ownership of  
home enterprises by foreign investors, especially if those investors [were] not a large and diverse 
number of foreign individuals or companies, but a handful of governments with political fish to 
fry.”84

But  despite  all  the  considerations  made  by the  different  U.S  observers,  there  were 

people, among the American political groups, who wanted to attract Arab funds in the 

United  States  of  America.  In  particular,  Kissinger  pushed to  “make Saudi  Arabia  a 

stakeholder in America's economic success”85,  creating “incentives for the producing 

nations  to  become  responsible  participants  in  the  international  economy.”86 The 

Secretary of State was convinced that “the only thing that can truly neutralize the oil 

weapon was heavy Saudi investment in the U.S economy, since an embargo that raised 

oil prices would only exacerbate American balance-of-payments problems, which would 

in turn hurt Saudi investments in the U.S economy.”87 Kissinger's interest was matched 

by the Saudi motivation to deepen the relationship with America.

I already mentioned in the second chapter Simon's visit to King Faisal in July 1974; 

what can be added is that the aim of the Treasury Secretary's visit was “to put Saudi's 

vast  oil  income  –  expected  to  reach  $22-billion  this  year  –  into  building  Saudi 

industry.”88 Moreover,  the  meeting  between  the  two  men  should  also  arrange 

investments  of  “Saudi  oil  money  in  American  enterprises.”89 Going  on,  the  article 

writing about the visit mentioned Yamani's words, who assured the American public 

opinion that  the  Saudis  would  have  not  bought  up  “American  industries  with  their 

billions of dollars in surplus funds.”90 In addition, the Minister of Petroleum Affairs 

announced  that  the  Saudi  government  was  “considering  investing  in  special  United 

States Government securities. Besides the special securities, he said, the Saudis might 

also invest in the United States stock market. But he said they have no current interest in 

buying real estate.”91

A step further to the event introduced before was the article appeared on the New York 

84 Ibid., p. 456.
85 R. Bronson, op. cit., p. 125.
86 Henry Kissinger in Ibid.
87 Ibid.
88 “Simon Has Meeting With Saudi King On Investing in U.S.”, New York Times, July 21, 1974.
89 Ibid.
90 Ibid.
91 Ibid.
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Times  on  September  7,  1974  and  written  by  Juan  de  Onis.  In  the  article  de  Onis 

announced  that  “Saudi  Arabia  has  decided  to  purchase  several  billion  dollars  of  a 

special bond issue by the United States Treasury”92. The decision made by the Saudi 

monarchy marked the Saudi entrance in the American financial field: Saudi Arabia had 

decided  not  to  concentrate  its  petrodollars  only on  the  purchase  of  arms  or  import 

goods, but it also started to invest its money into American banks and companies.

 “[...] the decision to purchase the bonds, approved by King Faisal, was an important step by 
Saudi Arabia toward international  cooperation in the use of  the enormous oil  income of this 
kingdom, which is estimated in the current budget at $26-billion for the fiscal year ending next  
July.”93

The  article  also  explained  from  where  the  money  that  Saudi  Arabia  used  for  the 

purchase came:

 “This surplus created by the 300 per cent increase in oil prices since last year, is what the Saudi 
Arabian Government is being asked to invest by international financial organisations, the United 
States, needy countries, and a host of private banks and foreign companies.”94

It was clear that the atmosphere of fear was disappeared: now, the United States wanted 

the Saudi investments to be made in America because these investments were perceived 

as something necessary to “finance” the US trade deficit, they were a guarantee against 

another possible oil embargo and finally they permitted the entrance of Saudi Arabia 

into the international financial scenario.

In the article, de Onis also wrote that Saudi Arabia lent some money to the International 

Monetary Fund and “Saudi Arabia has also agreed to buy a World bank bond issue of 

$140-million,  denominated  in  Saudi  riyais,  for  development  financing  in  poorer 

countries.”95 But these were not the only investments that Saudi Arabia decided to do: 

the  kingdom  had  the  intention  to  be  more  involved  in  “humanitarian  purposes”96, 

making “loans to developing countries.”97 More important, Saudi Arabia invested $220-

million in the creation of the Islamic Bank, “for financing the development of Moslem 

92 J. de Onis, “A Multibillion Purchase of Treasury Issue Due”, New York Times, September 7, 1974.
93 Ibid.
94 Ibid.
95 Ibid.
96 Ibid.
97 Ibid.
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countries and communities throughout the world.”98 The kingdom was spending and 

investing money all  around the world and not only at  home. Nevertheless, de Onis, 

commenting on the Saudi purchase of the American bonds, wrote that

 “In  terms  of  Saudi  Arabia's  income,  this  is  a  small  and  cautious  beginning.  The  Saudis  
authorities  do  not  appear  to  have  come  to  any  decisions  to  embark  on  any  large  overseas 
investment program involving real estate or equity purchases, such as Kuwait  and Iran have 
already done.
 But  United States  diplomatic  sources said  that  there  have  been “dozens of  approaches” by 
American  banks  and  corporations  offering  the  Saudi  Government  investment  opportunities 
through private off-the-market stock sale.
 'They are  chewing  on  these  ideas,'  an  American  bank official  […]  said.  'The  Saudis  think 
primarily in terms of development investment within the kingdom, and they are only beginning 
to look to investment abroad because of the sheer pressure of income that cannot be absorbed 
here [in Saudi Arabia] immediately.'”99

Moreover, “There has yet been no known direct Saudi investment in the United States, 

however.”100

Anyway, things were changing faster and faster and a telegram sent from the embassy in 

Jeddah to Washington demonstrated that the Saudi Arabian Monetary Agency (SAMA) 

agreed, in December 1974, to purchase Treasury issues. The news, even if it  should 

have been confidential,  came in the context of a really important event: in the same 

month  and  year  the  so  called  Add-On  Arrangement101 (a  petrodollar  recycling 

agreement) was finalised and signed by Saudi Arabia and America.

* * *

 An important event for the final stipulation of the Add-On Arrangement was the visit of 

William Simon in July 1974 to Saudi Arabia which I already mentioned. During this 

occasion, Simon “completed an agreement to offer the Saudi Arabian Monetary Agency 

an  'add-on'  arrangement,  by which  the  United  States  government  undertook  to  sell 

SAMA treasury  obligations  outside  of  the  auctions  held  by the  New York  Fed.”102 

Financial  cooperation  was  also  discussed  in  the  negotiations  for  the  1974  July 

Agreement and when Nixon visited some countries in the Middle East in June 1974 “the 

idea of Saudi investment in the United States had been firmly implanted in the agenda 

98 Ibid.
99 Ibid.
100 Ibid.
101 The  Add-On Arrangement “allowed the Saudi Arabian Monetary Agency to buy U.S government 

obligations without competitive bidding.” In D. E. Spiro, op. cit., p. 109.
102 D. E. Spiro, op. cit., p. 107.
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of U.S.-Saudi relations.”103 “The recruitment of Saudi funds”104 was really welcomed by 

the US government and the strengthening of the relationship with Saudi Arabia also 

from a financial point of view demonstrated that “Saudi cooperation was needed on 

many fronts”105.

With the  Add-On Arrangement, Saudi petrodollars began to be recycled in the United 

States and when the agreement was finalised in December 1974, the details of the deal 

were clear and without misunderstandings:

“SAMA would purchase some $2.5 billion of new Treasury issues with a maturity of one year or  
more through the New York fed. The $2.5 billion would be in addition to any other government  
securities that SAMA wished to purchase, either through the Fed or through private channels. If 
SAMA wished at any time to sell the securities, it promised to notify the Fed in advance, and the  
U.S government would have first option at repurchasing the debt at prevailing market rates.”106

In  his  book,  Spiro  wrote  that  “The  add-on  arrangement  was  beneficial  to  the  U.S 

government  for  two  reasons”107:  firstly,  the  Saudi  petrodollars  invested  in  the  U.S 

Treasury  issues  would  have  helped  “the  government's  finances  and  the  domestic 

economy in general”108; secondly, the American government was able to demonstrate its 

ability  to  attract  Saudi  investments  to  America,  to  the  detriment  of  other  Western 

countries. As a matter of fact, the agreement was a “special discriminatory action”109 

because with it the United States of America made clear to the rest of the world that it 

was the best country to recycle petrodollars. To demonstrate that and to boost Saudi 

Arabia  to  choose  America  as  its  favourite  nation  where  to  invest  its  money,  U.S. 

Treasury offered attractive incentives to Saudi officials, who were, in this way, pushed 

to purchase “Treasury issues for what [SAMA investors] perceived to be economically 

rational reasons.”110 Finally, “SAMA placed a substantial portion of its portfolio in U.S 

government obligations because American states-people were able to alter the market so 

as to give Saudi Arabia a greater incentive to do so.”111

However, the possibilities for the Middle Eastern countries to invest their petrodollars in 

103 Ibid.
104 D. E. Spiro, op. cit., p. 108.
105 D. E. Spiro, op. cit., p. 109.
106 D. E. Spiro, op. cit., p. 110.
107 Ibid.
108 Ibid.
109 D. E. Spiro, op. cit., p. 112.
110 D. E. Spiro, op. cit., p. 115.
111 D. E. Spiro, op. cit., p. 116.
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the Western hemisphere were not seen and perceived in a good way by the industrialised 

nations: as a matter of fact, in December 1974, an article appeared on Time magazine 

where Spencer Davidson wrote that

“there is anger that prices artificially set by the 13 members of the Organisation of the Petroleum 
Exporting Countries give those nations massive revenues to invest in the West. The new and 
powerful image of the oil oligarchs has prompted many menacing scenarios, including New York 
magazine's recent fantasy about a successful military conquest by the Shah of Iran.”112

In addition, Davidson noted that

“The West's resentment is understandable, but it is precisely in the West – and especially in the  
U.S. - that oil's new shower of gold should be invested. There is no other place for it to go, and  
such large investments would also help both the West and the OPEC nations.
[…]
To be sure, in accepting surplus oil revenues of the size the OPEC nations possess, the U.S would 
be taking on financial task unparalleled in world history.”113

Anyway,  the U.S government  was ready to accept  such amount  of  money because, 

according to the words of General Motors Chairman Thomas A. Murphy, the American 

economy was “a free market, an auction market”114.

But not all the U.S policy makers and economists were happy and convinced about the 

petrodollars' investments in the American economy: as a matter of fact, some of them 

were  puzzled  about  Arab  funds  and  they  were  also  concerned  about  the  situation 

(Federal Reserve Chairman Arthur Burns said that the government should give much 

more attention to the problem). In addition, Middle Eastern investments could create 

“Arab lobbies” even more powerful than the Jewish ones and this was a real concern for 

some political men.

3.5  New elements:  Man of  the  Year,  descriptions  of  Saudi  Arabia,  study 

visits.

 The relationship between Saudi Arabia and the United States of America was not only 

described through economic, military or political connotations, but there were also some 

other elements used to refer to the Saudi kingdom.

112 S. Davidson, “The U.S. Should Soak Up That Shower of Gold.”, Time, December 16, 1974.
113 Ibid.
114 Ibid.
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For example, in 1975, Time magazine decided to appoint King Faisal Man of the Year, 

with  the  justification  that  the  Saudi  monarch  was  “a  crucial  decision  maker  and  a 

symbol of Arab petropower”115 Moreover,

“Throughout  1974,  Faisal's  actions  about  oil  prices  and  related  matters  touched,  in  various 
degrees, the lives and pocketbooks of virtually every human being on earth. Politically, too, 1974 
was marked by the increasing cohesion and power of the Arab world, a surging strength fueled by 
the largest transfer of capital in history. In all this, the shrewd and dedicated King has played a 
key role.”116

Source: 
http://www.time.com/time/covers/0,16641,
19750106,00.html, Time Magazine.

Going on, on March 26, 1975, the  New York Times  published an article about Saudi 

Arabia, where information about the Saudi kingdom was reported. This information was 

connected with geography, population, government, history, role in Islam and economy. 

Regarding  geography,  it  was  underlined  that  the  monarchy was  covered  almost  by 

desert and it was said that the dimensions of the kingdom were “almost the size of Texas 

and Alaska combined”117 (the same information had been given on an article published 

on Time magazine on November 19, 1973). Connected with population, it was written 

115 “Untitled”, Time, January 6, 1975.
116 Ibid.
117 “Saudi Arabia at a Glance”, New York Times, March 26, 1975.
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that Saudi inhabitants were estimated to be eight million people, but as usual there was 

no certainty about  the  number  (on  the  same article  appeared  on  Time  magazine  on 

November 19, 1973, it was said that “Nobody knows the exact population of Saudi 

Arabia;  estimates  range from 3,400,000 to  8,200,000”118).  About  the  government  of 

Saudi Arabia, this was the description which was given:

“Executive and religious authority is exercised by the King, in consultation with a Council of  
Ministers. The country has no parliament or formal constitution, with the Koran and a body of  
interpretative doctrine the sole recourse for settlement of judicial matters.”119

In  the  section  dedicated  to  the  history  of  the  country,  the  Wahabi  movement  was 

introduced, together with the figure of “The Bedouin warrior Abdel Aziz ibn Abdur-

Rahman Al Saud”120, who unified the Saudi territory under one king, proclaiming “the 

sovereign state of Saudi Arabia in 1932.”121 I already mentioned many times the role of 

the monarchy among the Islam world, because of the presence, on its territory, of the 

two holiest cities for the Islamic religion, Medina and Mecca. Also in this article this 

aspect was recalled, together with the fact that Saudi Arabia hosted, at that time, “500 

million adherents of Islam. The Saudi ruler is regarded as the chief defender of the faith 

as  well  as  a  secular  leader.”122 The  final  section  of  the  article  was  committed  to 

economy:

“Saudi Arabia, the world's leading exporter of oil, granted her first oil concessions in 1933. Five  
years later, oil was discovered in the eastern deserts. Although the country has the world's largest  
known oil reserves and has begun to import modern technology, annual per capita income is still  
law.  An  annual  rainfall  of  eight  inches  or  less  has  severely  limited  agricultural  production.  
Grazing of sheep and goats is extensive.”123

As  it  can  be  read,  oil  was  the  first  resource  mentioned  to  describe  the  economic 

situation of Saudi Arabia, mentioning, as usual, the position of the kingdom among the 

oil  producing  countries  regarding  exports  and  there  were  references  also  to  the  so 

important concession of 1933.

Finally, always on the New York Times, this time dated September 14, 1975, there was 

118 “The Arabs' New Oil Squeeze: Dimouts, Slowdowns, Chills”, Time, November 19, 1973.
119 “Saudi Arabia at a Glance”, New York Times, March 26, 1975.
120 Ibid.
121 Ibid.
122 Ibid.
123 Ibid.
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an article with the description of a study visit made by some American students in Saudi 

Arabia.

“Six business students from William and Mary College in Virginia took an all-expenses-paid, 
three-week trip to the Middle East this past summer [summer 1975] and came back to report that  
“contrary to the misconceptions of most Americans, Saudi Arabia is not inhabited by barbarians 
who fight on camels across oil-soaked desert.””124

The  article  reported  that  the  students  also  underlined  that  “Saudi  Arabia  'is  quite 

different from urban or even rural United States' and that understanding the religion and 

tradition of Saudi Arabia was necessary to understanding the country.”125

As it is clear from the articles cited above, Saudi Arabia was depicted from different 

point of views, with the aim to give a general idea about the Saudi monarchy, not only 

connected with oil, embargoes and economy.

3.6 Conclusion.

 Nothing changed in the way of describing Saudi Arabia during the Ford administration. 

Oil  remained a permanent factor in the newspapers'  and magazines'  articles when it 

came to write about Saudi Arabia and its relationship with America, and also the usual 

reference to the fact that the Saudi monarchy was the biggest oil supplier in the world 

remained unchanged. Orientalist  approaches,  however,  could be noted in Kissinger's 

conversations  where  once  he  said  that  Saudi  people  were  “feckless”  and  “gutless”. 

Nonetheless,  the Secretary of  State  showed a completely different  attitude during a 

meeting with King Faisal in October 1974: in that occasion, he expressed a profound 

feeling of friendship towards the Saudi monarch and its kingdom, a sentiment which 

was returned by Faisal.  Important  to  analyse  the  perception  of  Saudi  Arabia in  the 

American public opinion of that time there is also the letter written by Senator Mike 

Mansfield to President Ford: Mansfield underlined since the beginning of the message 

the importance of the Saudi kingdom for the United States of America, and the most  

important  factor  quoted  in  the  message  was,  of  course,  oil.  Saudi  capacity  was 

mentioned, as well as its position among oil-exporting countries. Connected with oil 

there was the topic of modernisation: thanks to the oil revenues Saudi Arabia was able 

to modernise its society (leaving its status of a “backward” country) and this element 

124 “Saudi Arabia, as Studied by Students”, New York Times, September 14, 1975.
125 Ibid.

113



was often recalled by the American public opinion. As a matter of fact, references to 

Saudi modernisation are present since the first chapter: they can be found in the short 

movie “Desert Venture”, as well as in many articles such as the one written by Dana 

Adams Schmidt, “Oil Revenue Spurs Modernisation in Saudi Arabia” and cited in the 

first part of this thesis. Anyway, a better explanation of this aspect will be given in the 

fourth chapter of this work.

The years of the Ford administration were quite calm, even if they were characterised 

by some events which determined important changes.

Connected with the Middle Eastern region, but also with Saudi Arabia in particular, it 

should be remembered the end of the Twin Pillar Policy so endorsed by Richard Nixon. 

Iran and Saudi Arabia were the two essential  countries for this  policy,  but after  the 

energy crisis triggered by the 1973 oil embargo, the situation started to change slowly. 

The prices of petroleum began to increase and the U.S government was trying to reduce 

oil prices in order to stabilize the international financial situation. To do that, it was 

pressing Iran and Saudi Arabia not to raise again the cost of petroleum and in this game 

the Saudi kingdom was eager to comply with the American wishes; on the other hand, 

however, Iran needed to increment the cost of petroleum to support its economy and its 

national  development.  Considering the situation and the fact  that  Iran did not show 

signs of collaboration, America, together with the Saudi monarchy, decided to torpedo, 

at the end of 1976, the Iranian decision to increase further on the oil prices. This event 

caused  really  big  and  serious  problems  for  Iran,  which  desperately  needed  the  oil 

incomes to let the economy run. Going into the peculiarity, it is useful to underline the 

different  perceptions  regarding the  Saudi  position  concerning the oil  increase issue: 

Treasury Secretary Simon was convinced of the reliability of Saudi Arabia and its desire 

to collaborate in order to decrease the cost of petroleum, while Kissinger warned many 

times  Ford  and  his  presidential  team  of  the  possible  mind's  change  of  the  Saudi 

kingdom. Of particular relevance is the article published by  Harper's  in March 1975 

where the anonymous author described the possibility of seizing Saudi oil fields for the 

recovery of the bad economical financial situation. Anyway, when Iran did not show 

signs of collaboration with the American government for the reduction of oil prices, the 

U.S policy shifted quickly towards Saudi Arabia and its help, considering also the fact 

that the Saudi kingdom was eager to work close together with the Ford administration. 
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Even Kissinger changed idea about the Saudi monarchy and the American press was 

reporting about the U.S will to broaden and deepen the relationship with Saudi Arabia 

to match a reduction in oil prices.

In the specific case of the US-Saudi relationship, the latter was affected by a change 

when  in  1975  King  Faisal  was  assassinated  and  Prince  Khalid  took  his  place  as 

sovereign of Saudi Arabia. The new monarch of the kingdom became known as one of 

the  most  supportive  Saudi  man  regarding  the  relationship  between  the  American 

superpower  and the  Arab country.  According to  King Khalid,  “a  new and glorious 

chapter in relations between Saudi Arabia and the United States”126 would have started, 

especially after the 1973 oil embargo. The elements of the relation remained the same 

even after the oil ban and Saudi Arabia continued to look for security and economic aid 

from the United States.

By the way, the most important aspect which started to characterise the relationship 

between America and Saudi  Arabia was the petrodollar recycling127.  From 1974 on, 

Middle Eastern countries in general, and Saudi Arabia in particular, began to invest their 

petrodollars in the United States, entering in a new phase of the financial international 

system. At the beginning, there were doubts about the Arab investments in the U.S 

banks and industries, but after some considerations, Middle Eastern funds started to be 

recycled in the Western superpower, having in mind that “the greater the OPEC share in 

the U:S economy and the bigger its interest in U.S business, the more the oil nations 

would become hostages to that economy and the less anxious they would be to impose 

another embargo that would damage their  own investments.”128 In the case of Saudi 

Arabia and America, the petrodollar recycling and the consequent financial aspect of the 

relationship between the two countries started to be discussed during the negotiations 

for the signing of the June 1974 agreement; then, the two elements mentioned before 

were  also  the  topic  of  the  Nixon's  visit  to  the  Middle  East  in  June  1974,  but  the 

regulation of the new financial practice happened with the stipulation of the Add-On 

Arrangement  in  December  1974.  Despite  the  1973  oil  embargo,  Saudi  Arabia  and 

America found new ways of collaboration, strengthening the relations and the reasons 

to be friends, not only from a military, economic and cultural point of view.

126 R. Bronson, op. cit., p. 125.
127 The petrodollar recycling started off the financial aspect of the US-Saudi connection.
128 S. Davidson, “The U.S. Should Soak Up That Shower of Gold.”, Time, December 16, 1974.
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CHAPTER IV

Cooperation or confrontation?

“To  ruin  the  other  countries  of  the  
OPEC,” […], “all  we have to do is to  
produce to our full capacity; to ruin the  
consumer  countries,  we  only  have  to  
reduce our production.”

Yamani to Oriana Fallaci, fall of 1975

“In the past year we discovered more oil  
than we produced. In the future, we will  
double our reserves.”

Yamani  to  Wilton  Wynn,  TIME 
Correspondent

4.1 The Carter administration: a general overview.

 During  the  1976 presidential  election,  Jimmy Carter  was  the  “official  Democratic 

candidate”1 who  succeeded  in  winning  the  race  for  the  White  House.  As  all  the 

American presidents, he had his negative and positive aspects: first of all, he was new 

on the political scene and this was useful in a time when the Democratic Party had 

suffered different and numerous scandals; because of his new face, he “ran a campaign 

as an outsider”2 and during his presidential campaign he kept saying “I'm Jimmy Carter 

and I'm running for president. I will never lie to you.”3 What came out and what Carter 

really stressed before being elected was his  Wilsonian moralism connected with his 

attachment to the topic of the human rights4, two elements which were criticized a lot 

1 J. Hanhimäki, op. cit., p. 449.
2 J. Hanhimäki, op. cit., p. 450.
3 Ibid.
4 Carter “made human rights a key plank of his campaign and a central goal of his presidency.” In R. J.  

116



during  his  mandate,  but  also  after  it.  However,  the  most  important  event  that  the 

election of Jimmy Carter brought on the American political scene was the resignation of 

Henry Kissinger from the office of Secretary of State. At the beginning, Carter had said 

that  Kissinger  was  “a  remarkable  man and  a  very good friend  of  mine”5;  then,  he 

changed his mind regarding him, affirming that Henry was “obsessed with power blocs, 

with spheres of influence.”6 Carter went even further claiming that the way Kissinger 

had run the foreign policy during the Nixon and Ford years had made possible that the 

presidents lost a bit of their power, affirming that “the president is not really in charge. 

Our policies are Kissinger's ideas and his goals, which are often derived in secret.”7 

Nevertheless, throughout his presidential campaign, Carter did not only attack Kissinger 

and his way of running the foreign policy, but also the weakness demonstrated by Ford 

during  his  mandate.  On  the  occasion  of  a  presidential  debate  about  foreign  policy 

occurred  on  October  6,  1976,  Carter  started  to  attack  the  previous  Republican 

administration, stating that

“Mr. Ford, Mr. Kissinger have continued on with the policies and failures of Richard Nixon.  
Even the  Republican platform has criticized  the  lack of  leadership  in  Mr.  Ford,  and they've 
criticized the foreign policy of this administration. This is one instance where I agree with the 
Republican platform … as far as foreign policy goes, Mr. Kissinger has been the President of this  
country. Mr. Ford has shown an absence of leadership and an absence of a grasp of what this 
country is and what it ought to be.”8

From his part, also Kissinger had something to say about the future American president: 

he observed that Carter was “vulnerable on a number of areas”9 and these areas were, 

according  also  to  other  critics  of  Jimmy  Carter,  the  following:  he  was  not  so 

experienced, especially in the field of foreign policy; his administration was fragmented 

and he did not succeed in obtaining the approval of numerous laws that he wanted to 

ratify during his mandate.

* * *

 During the Carter mandate, different episodes happened which should be mentioned.

Considering the relationship with the Soviet Union, there was still the problem of the 

McMahon, op. cit., pp. 137-138.
5 Ibid.
6 Ibid.
7 Ibid.
8 J.  Hanhimäki, op. cit., p. 452.
9 J. Hanhimäki, op. cit., p. 449.
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signing of the agreement of SALT II10. Soon after his election, President Carter sent the 

new Secretary of State Cyrus R. Vance to Moscow to discuss with the Kremlin the 

possibility of  “deeper  cuts  in offensive nuclear  weapons”11;  moreover,  it  was in  the 

American  intentions  “to  check  the  expanding  Soviet  involvement  in  Africa”12.  The 

Communist superpower did not like the way the United States was behaving towards it 

and  it  had  the  idea  that  “the  new  administration's  approach  to  Soviet-American 

relations”13 was  “confusing  and  threatening.”14 Brezhnev  was  still  proclaiming,  as 

during Ford presidency, that he was against any interference in the internal affairs of the 

Soviet Union and with other Soviet policy makers he was also puzzled about “Carter's 

proposal  for  more  radical  cuts  in  the  already  agreed  upon  SALT II  arms  control 

formula.”15 But why was America so motivated in strengthening the control over the 

Soviet  Union,  trying  to  avoid  a  possible  growth  of  the  Soviet  government  in  the 

international balance of power? The answer was really simple and could be found in 

what was happening around the world in those years: the Soviet bloc had become again 

really active in Africa, Asia and in the Middle East, supporting leftist regimes where it 

was needed. A good example for the statement made in the sentence before is the case 

of  Ethiopia,  where  “In  early  1978,  Cuban  troops,  supplied  and  transported  by  the 

Soviets,  routed  US-backed  Somali  forces  in  fighting  over  the  strategic  Ogaden 

peninsula.”16 Another  case  is  the  situation  which  came  out  in  Nicaragua  after  the 

overthrow of Anastasio Somoza Debayle. The latter was “a longstanding US ally”17, but 

“a Marxist-Leninist-led liberation movement with close ties to Cuba”18 took the power 

in Nicaragua, changing the balance of power in Central America in favour of the Soviet 

Union. All these events, together with the Soviet occupation of Afghanistan at the end 

of  December  1979,  convinced  the  American  government  that  it  was  “witnessing  a 

concerted geopolitical offensive against the West”19 from the Communist superpower. 

To reinforce this  U.S perception there was also the Soviet “decision to deploy new, 

10 It should be remembered that the discussions for the SALT II began in Vladivostok during a meeting  
occurred between, mainly, President Ford, Kissinger and Brezhnev.

11 R. J. McMahon, op. cit., p. 138.
12 Ibid.
13 Ibid.
14 Ibid.
15 Ibid.
16 R. J. McMahon, op. cit., p. 139.
17 R. J. McMahon, op. cit., p. 140.
18 Ibid.
19 R. J. McMahon, op. cit, p. 139.
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intermediate-range  nuclear  missiles”20 in  Eastern  Europe  at  the  beginning  of  1977. 

However, despite all the possible dangers posed by a reinvigorated Soviet Union, the 

two superpowers finally signed SALT II on June 18, 1979. The new agreement should 

suggest a new era for the relations between the two countries, characterised by mutual 

understanding  and  cooperation.  But  it  was  not  so  because  the  process  of  détente's 

decline  started  with  the  Ford  administration  reached  its  peak  during  the  Carter 

presidency: the feeling of a deterioration of the relationship between the two nations 

was real and strongly perceived in the American public opinion and McMahon good 

summarize all the divergent points present in the connection between the two states: 

“Tension over Third World conflicts, the SS-20 deployments, America's human rights 

campaign, and deepening Sino-American ties had plainly taken their toll.”21 In addition, 

there was the different  perception  and understanding that  the Soviet  Union and the 

United States of America had regarding the meaning of détente:

“For the Americans, it meant a Soviet Union bound to the existing world order; a Soviet Union 
that would act as a global stabilizing force. For the Russians, détente heralded their arrival and  
recognition as a co-equal power in a bipolar world, but did not preclude their continued support 
for revolutionary insurgencies and regimes across the Third World.”22

To conclude, it was clear that the situation had become more and more complicated for 

the international balance of power, due especially to the birth of new confrontations 

between the two global blocs. The historian John Lewis Gaddis well recapitulated what 

the Carter administration did wrong during the last years of the 1970's to arrive to such 

a condition, which determined, during the Regan's years, the revival of the Cold War:

“[...] the Carter administration was trying 'to do everything at once: achieve a breakthrough on  
SALT, implement a human rights campaign, deter Moscow from seeking incremental shifts in the 
balance of power, and at the same time move away from the excessive preoccupation with the 
Soviet Union that had characterized Kissinger's diplomacy.' Yet, however worthy each of those 
goals might have been on its own terms, 'one could not simultaneously negotiate with, reform,  
deter, and ignore the Soviet Union.'”23

20 R. J. McMahon, op. cit., pp. 139-140.
21 R. J. McMahon, op. cit., p. 140.
22 R. J. McMahon, op. cit., p. 142.
23 R. J. McMahon, op. cit., p. 138.
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4.2 Carter and the Middle East: from Iran to Afghanistan, passing through 

Camp David.

 Considering  the  Middle  Eastern  area,  Carter's  primarily  aim  was  that  of  finding 

“potential plans for a Middle East settlement.”24 This goal was realised when the Camp 

David talks started and resulted in the conclusion and signing of a peace treaty between 

Israel and Egypt, an agreement which put an end to the conflict going on between the 

two countries since many years.

Celebrating the signing of the Camp David Accords: Menachem Begin, Jimmy Carter, Anwar 
El Sadat.

Source: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Camp_David_Accords.

It is useful to start from the beginning, to see in details what Carter began to do for the 

Middle East.  First  of  all,  it  should be pointed out  that  the Carter's  approach to  the 

problem was completely different from the one adopted by Henry Kissinger after the 

Yom Kippur War25: the old Secretary of State started, as already noted in the second 

24 J.  Hanhimäki, op. cit., p. 452.
25 “The election of Jimmy Carter as US president in November 1976 initiated a new approach to the  

Arab-Israeli conflict. Carter abandoned Kissinger's scheme of limited agreements and decided to seek 
a  comprehensive  Arab-Israeli  accord,  to  be  negotiated  at  an  international  conference  that  would 
include not only the Soviet Union but also the Palestinians if the PLO could accept SCR 242. In the  
end Carter failed to gain his objectives.” In L. Fawcett, op. cit., p. 243.
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chapter of this work, the so called  shuttle diplomacy  based on  bilateral peace talks  

between the different parts involved in the Middle Eastern conflict; the new American 

President decided, on the contrary, to abandon this method and choose the multilateral  

strategy,  which  foresaw  that  Carter  visited  and  involved  almost  all  the  countries 

included  in  the  Arab-Israeli  dispute26.  However,  it  resulted  difficult  for  the  new 

President to conciliate all the positions; consequently, Sadat, the Egyptian President, 

decided “to approach Israel  on [his]  terms”27,  announcing,  November 1977,  that  he 

would have visited Jerusalem, looking for peace28. “The search for an Egyptian-Israeli 

peace had been set  in  motion.”29 Finally,  when all  the details  were worked out,  the 

accord between Egypt and Israel was signed and concluded (March 1979), “the first 

between an Arab state  and Israel  and a  milestone in  the history of  the Arab-Israeli 

conflict.”30 Nonetheless, the agreement brought bad and negative aspects with it: first of 

all,  and the most important element,  the “peace treaty did not suggest any progress 

towards  resolution  of  the  broader  conflict  by  further  negotiation.”31 Moreover,  the 

Palestinians were again out of the Arab deal and finally the Arab world, especially the 

most radical Arab countries, chose to expel Egypt from the Arab League (moving “its 

headquarters from Cairo to Tunis”32) and from the Islamic Conference.

* * *

 The peace treaty signed by Egypt and Israel in March 1979 can be considered the only 

“non-violent” event occurred in the Middle East during the last years of the 1970's. As a 

matter  of  fact,  in  1979,  two  circumstances  happened,  circumstances  that  changed 

completely not only the Middle Eastern balance of power, but also the international one. 

The  first  development  which  I  want  to  analyse  is  the  Iranian  Revolution  with  the 

consequent  Hostage  crisis.  I  already  mentioned  in  the  third  chapter  the  heavy 

dependence of Iran on oil and oil revenues. The latter were essential for the survival of  

the Iranian state, but with the Saudi decision, in 1976, not to support another oil price 

increase, the path towards the revolution was set in motion. However, the Saudi attitude 

26 At the end  of  1977,  President  Carter  had  already visited  Anwar El  Sadat  (Egypt),  King Hussein 
(Jordan), Hafez al-Assad (Syria), Yitzhak Rabin (Israel).

27 L. Fawcett, op. cit., p. 243.
28 Acting in that way, Sadat hoped to “bring Western, especially American, economic aid to Egypt.” In  

Ibid.
29 Ibid.
30 Ibid.
31 Ibid.
32 Ibid.
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towards  the  Iranian  request  was  not  the  only  reason  which  determined  the  fall  of 

Muhammad Reza Pahlavi.  Also other  causes  led to  the disintegration of  the  Shah's 

empire. The first one was the way Reza Pahlavi had run the internal policy of Iran: he 

had established an autocratic and absolute regime, which had foreseen the creation of a 

political  police which should be used to  hush up the resistance and the opposition. 

Moreover, the Shah had tried to give Iran a secular vocation, which was completely 

against the Muslim character of the population; Reza Pahlavi had been also motivated 

in strengthening the Iranian military apparatus and this last element had been essential 

for the United States that decided to make Iran (together with Saudi Arabia) the sentinel 

of the Middle Eastern area33. Nonetheless, one of the most important and relevant aspect 

of  antagonism towards  the  Iranian  government  was  the  fact  that  the  Shah was  not 

respectful of the human rights and freedoms of the population; connected with these last 

two elements there was also the Shah's pressure in making Iran more “Western” and 

“secular”. This pressure was in contradiction with the traditional, Muslim culture and 

especially the religious part of the society started to criticize the decisions taken by 

Reza Pahlavi. To these cultural and political elements, an economic aspect should be 

added: from 1976 on, the Iranian economy began to totter and this caused inflation, 

unemployment and lack of essential goods. Students, traders, farmers and 'ulamā' began 

to protest and not even the intervention of the army stopped the protests. The latter were 

led  by  the  ayatollāh  Khomeini,  the  most  important  representative  of  the  'ulamā' 

opposition. Khomeini, after being exiled for many years, in January 1979 came back to 

Iran and, after the escape of Muhammad Reza Pahlavi, the Islamic Republic of Iran was 

proclaimed (March 1979).

The events occurred in Iran struck harshly the international and Middle Eastern balance 

of power: the new Republic established in the Middle East was completely against the 

Western society, but most important was the fact that the new regime was against the 

United States of America. It did not appreciate the American superpower34 and with this 

event the U.S government lost one of its most loyal ally in the region, undermining 

definitely  the  so  called  Twin  Pillar  Policy.  From  the  Iranian  Revolution  on,  the 

33 Iran became the defence's bastion of the Western interests and the stability's warrantor of a region that  
was traditionally turbulent. In M. Campanini, op. cit., p. 159.

34 “Iran's new rulers viewed the United States with deep mistrust and suspicion, largely because it had 
been the principal backer of the Shah, the long-serving monarch they had despised and deposed.” In 
R. J. McMahon, op. cit., p. 141.
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American administrations were aware of the fact that they could rely only on Saudi 

Arabia for the protection of the so vital area of the Middle East35.

Soon after the proclamation of the Iranian Republic, another episode happened, which 

resulted to be somehow devastating for the U.S government, especially for President 

Carter's credibility: it was the Iranian hostage crisis. The latter was meant to support the 

Iranian Revolution and it resulted in the “capture” of 52 Americans, who were then kept 

hostages  from November  1979  to  January  1981.  Because  it  seemed  impossible  to 

resolve the situation through diplomatic channels, the U.S government even tried to 

rescue the hostages adopting the military force, without success. A final agreement was 

reached in Algeria in January 1981 and the prisoners were soon released. According to 

some political analysts and historians, the Iranian hostage crises was one of the reasons 

why  President  Carter  lost  the  elections  in  November  1980;  moreover,  the  episode 

strengthened Khomeini's prestige in Iran, supporting the idea that the country should cut 

all the ties with the Western hemisphere.

* * *

 The second event that I want to take into consideration is the invasion of Afghanistan at 

the  end  of  December  1979  by the  Soviet  Union.  After  the  Soviet  incursion  in  the 

country, President Carter stated that he “considered the Soviet invasion 'a clear threat to 

peace'  which  'could  mark  a  fundamental  and  long-standing  turning  point  in  our 

relations'”.36 As usual, the two superpowers had different perceptions of what happened:

“Although  the  Russians  considered  their  military  intervention  a  defensive  action  aimed  at 
preventing the emergence of  a hostile  regime on their  border,  the president  and most  of  his 
leading foreign policy experts viewed it, instead, as part of a bold geopolitical offensive. They 
were convinced that a confident, expansive-minded Soviet state was vying to seize the strategic 
initiative  from an America  weakened by Vietnam,  Watergate,  the  Iranian  hostage  crisis,  and 
various  economic  shocks,  with  the  ultimate  goal  of  dominating the Persian Gulf  region and 
denying its oil  to the West. In response, Carter authorized a massive increase in US defence  
spending; [...]”37

It is interesting to note that the accent was put, in particular, on the Persian Gulf region 

and its oil: again the Soviet Union was threatening the vital economic interests of the 

United States in the Middle East and the defence of the area became, consequently, 
35 “The year 1979 would prove a turning point in Middle East history. It would also lead to the further 

deepening of U.S.-Saudi relations as Saudi religious zeal brought with it obvious geopolitical benefits  
for both sides.” In R. Bronson, op. cit., p. 139.

36 R. J. McMahon, op. cit., p. 141.
37 R. J. McMahon, op. cit., pp. 143-144.
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essential to maintain an American supremacy in the region. Different measures were 

taken to respond to the Soviet offensive:  President  Carter “withdraw SALT II from 

Senate consideration”38 and in addition

“He also instituted a grain embargo against the Soviet Union, ordered a symbolic boycott of the  
1980  summer  Olympics  scheduled  to  be  held  in  Moscow,  re-established  military  draft 
registration,  and proclaimed a  new 'Carter  Doctrine'  that  promised to  repel  any effort  by an 
outside power to gain control over the Persian Gulf 'by any means necessary, including military 
force'. The Carter administration applied additional pressure on the Soviets by strengthening the 
burgeoning US strategic partnership with China via the sale of advanced military hardware and 
technology. With vigorous American support, NATO also moved to implement a December 1979 
decision to deploy new intermediate-range Pershing II and Cruise nuclear missiles in Western 
Europe to counter the Soviet SS-20s.”39

All these measures made clear, to the American and international public opinion, that 

the Cold War was again on the stage and the awakening of the confrontation between 

the Communist country and the Capitalistic state became the central point of the two 

Reagan's mandates in the 1980's.

4.3 “Saudis' Influence Is Growing”40

 The new American administration which won the election in November 1976 and that 

arrived to the White House in January 1977 affirmed that Saudi Arabia was part of the 

modernizing camp,  an important  and relevant  conceptual  shift  for a  Middle Eastern 

country.  This  change was mainly determined by the big investments  that  the Saudi 

monarchy was making “on infrastructural development, a component of modernization 

that attracted Washington policy makers.”41 In addition, “Such funds also contributed to 

a widening array of foreign operations.”42

Regarding the context of the peace process that President Carter was trying to promote 

with the Camp David talks, at the beginning Saudi Arabia played a positive and active 

role within it. This was supported by the fact that the Ford administration had left some 

briefing papers where it was written that Saudi Arabia, together with Egypt and Jordan, 

had to be considered “helpful moderate states.”43 Moreover, “Saudi Arabia's influence 

38 R. J. McMahon, op. cit., p. 141.
39 R. J. McMahon, op. cit., p. 144.
40 F. Lewis, “Saudis' Influence Is Growing”, New York Times, January 30, 1977.
41 R. Bronson, op. cit., p. 140.
42 Ibid.
43 Ibid.
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over the oil market and Arab states such as Syria, Jordan, and Egypt made it vitally 

important to the incoming administration.”44

The importance and the growing influence that  the Saudi  monarchy was exercising 

especially inside the U.S government was well described by an article appeared on the 

New York Times  and written by Flora Lewis (Special to The New York Times). In it, 

Lewis also analysed and presented the influence of Saudi Arabia among the Middle 

Eastern countries:

“Saudi Arabia is emerging as the dominant force in Middle East politics and probably the key 
power on the Arab side in future Israeli negotiations.
This is the conclusion of Western diplomats and other experts working here, and it is said to be  
the view of European leaders who have begun to pay state visits.”45

It  is clear from the quotation made above that it  was not only the American public 

opinion  which  was  aware  of  the  significance  of  the  Saudi  kingdom,  but  also  the 

European leaders started to consider the desert monarchy a “world power”46. Going on 

with the article,  Flora Lewis also described how the process of Saudi growth as an 

international  power  began,  including  the  importance  of  oil,  the  birth  of  a  Saudi 

diplomacy, connected especially with the Yom Kippur War, and the role of Saudi Arabia 

in the Middle Eastern region as a “peace-seeker”47:

 “The capacity to act [as a world power] has been building up over the years, as the Western 
world became dependent on oil and the Saudi oil reserves were transformed into vast amounts of  
cash. But the Saudis' will to act outside their borders is recent.
 The newly energetic Saudi diplomacy began to be felt little more than a year ago. Before that, 
[…], there scarcely was a Saudi foreign policy. Now its outlines are coming through clearly and 
forcefully, although it is still asserted with caution and preferably behind the scenes.
 The shift actually began after the 1973 Middle East war, […], when the Saudis first realized that 
their economic strength might provide political leverage.
After that, […], both interest and a sense of responsibility in world affairs began to grow.
 But it was after the death of old King Faisal, essentially an inward-looking traditionalist, in 1975 
that Saudi diplomacy began to play an active role in Middle Eastern affairs, and to concern itself 
with the world further afield.
 There are still differences of opinion within the Council of Ministers on just how much Saudi  
Arabia  should  involve  itself  in  the  quarrels  of  other  countries  rather  than  focus  on  its  own 
problems, […]. But the direction has been set, and a series of Saudi initiatives in the last year has  
begun to cast the country in the role of mediator and peace-seeker in this endemically volatile  
region.
 In a sense, the Saudis are moving into the vacuum left after the late President Gamal Abdel  

44 Ibid.
45 F. Lewis, “Saudis' Influence Is Growing”, New York Times, January 30, 1977.
46 Ibid.
47 Ibid.
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Nasser of Egypt elevated himself to spokesman for the Arab world and then President Houari 
Boumediene of Algeria claimed leadership of the Arabs as part of the third world. Both efforts 
faded,  primarily because the countries did not have the power to  support  the claims of their 
leaders to dominance.
 But Saudi Arabia is moving forward in a different way, more as arbiter than dictator, more as  
patron for others whose policies it approves than as pace-setter.”48

The  signs  of  changing  of  the  Saudi  attitude  towards  the  Middle  Eastern  and 

international  situation  were  good shown in  different  occasions,  during  which  Saudi 

Arabia exercised its political leverage to put pressure on different situations: the oil-

reach  country  intervened  in  South  Yemen,  Lebanon  and  North  Africa,  in  order  to 

resolve  the  conflicts  broken out  in  those  parts  of  the  world.  Nonetheless,  the  most 

important initiative undertaken by the Saudi government at the end of the 1970's was 

the will to find a peace settlement for the Arab-Israeli conflict49. There were mainly two 

reasons why Saudi Arabia decided “to enter the field of Arab-Israeli diplomacy”50:

“opposition to the radicalism that the generation-long conflict has promoted among Arabs, and a 
new determination that lavish resources be used for development before they run out and leave 
the Arab countries as poor as they used to be.”51

Lewis concluded with the affirmation that the new Saudi diplomacy was, reporting the 

words of the new Secretary of State Cyrus R. Vance, “a 'new window' for peace”52.

However, the article published at the beginning of the Carter presidency was not the 

only one that underlined the importance and influence of Saudi Arabia in relation to the 

international balance of power. In February 1977, another report appeared, always on 

the New York Times, and this time the former U.S Ambassador to Egypt and currently 

executive director of the Institute of Current World Affairs Richard Nolte concentrated 

more  on  the  US-Saudi  relationship,  explaining  why  the  Saudi  monarchy  was  so 

important for the United States of America.

“The amicable 44-year relationship with Saudi Arabia has become a matter of prime importance 
to the United States. This is true for economic and political reasons, and, most critically,  for  
reasons of United States security. Our national interest requires that this relationship, in a manner 

48 Ibid.
49 “The greatest  political issue for the Saudis now, obviously,  is the Arab-Israeli  dispute.  They have 

begun to play an intensive but behind-the-scenes role in seeking a definitive settlement.” In Ibid.
50 Ibid.
51 Ibid.
52 Ibid.
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consistent with principle, be supported and strengthened.”53

In the article there were mainly three reasons mentioned to sustain the importance of 

Saudi Arabia for the U.S government. The first one was the economic level:

“On  the  economic  level,  the  growth  of  the  United  States-Saudi  trade,  aid  and  financial 
transactions has been prodigious. The Saudi Government has development contracts with United 
States corporations totaling $16 billion. United States civilian exports are approaching $4 billion 
annually.  United States defense activities  in Saudi Arabia  involve  $5 billion in  hardware,  $4 
billion in services and construction.54

Numbers gave the idea of the big amount of money which was circulating between the 

two countries. At some point it came out also the topic of petrodollars: according to the 

calculations of the period, “Saudi monetary reserves at the end of 1976 were listed at 

nearly $53 billion, up more than $12 billion from 1975.”55 It was also reminded that this 

money had been and was essential for the American economy, given that petrodollars 

had been used “to recover” the negative U.S balance of power.

The second reason mentioned in the article by Nolte was the political level:

“The Saudi connection is even more important on the political level. Since the 1973 Arab-Israeli  
war, Saudi Arabia has become an effective participant in international politics, because of vast  
reserves of exportable oil, enormous wealth, and the realization than these can be used to achieve 
Saudi purposes abroad as well as at home.”56

As in  the  previous  article,  Nolte  remembered  the  readers  the  Saudi  intervention  in 

Lebanon, affirming that “Saudi Arabia has established itself  as a powerful force for 

moderation and peace.”57 This role of mediator assumed by the Saudi monarchy in the 

Middle Eastern region, according to the article, had a precise and important aim:

“Their aim is clear: stability in the Middle East, protection from external threat, and freedom to 
proceed with the enormous task of development at home. For this, in the Saudi view, an Arab 
settlement with Israel and resolution of the Palestinian problem is mandatory, and urgent.”58

In Nolte's  opinion,  it  was in the American interests  to cooperate  with the moderate 

53 R. Nolte, “The Saudi Connection and the Arab Boycott”, New York Times, February 18, 1977.
54 Ibid.
55 Ibid.
56 Ibid.
57 Ibid.
58 Ibid.
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regime of Saudi Arabia (but also with the other moderate regimes of the region) to find 

a solution for the Arab-Israeli conflict.  If the United States had not been able to be 

impartial and to conciliate all the interests of the parts involved in the dispute, it would 

have been inevitable that the Saudis would have not continued “their restraint on oil 

prices or to keep oil production at the current high level. Instead, it is likely they will 

begin dismantling the United States relationship.”59 To conclude and to summarize the 

possible dangers of a failure in the Arab-Israeli peace process, Nolte wrote that

“Failure  will  almost  certainly lead to  another Arab-Israeli  war,  raising  the specter  of  United 
States involvement, the likelihood of an oil cutoff, and the threat of a Soviet confrontation on less 
than advantageous terms.”60

The third element cited in the article was the “national security dimension of the Saudi 

relationship, the most crucial factor of all.”61 Not surprisingly, this factor was based and 

connected with oil: “National security depends not only on military power but also (like 

military  power  itself)  on  adequate  and  assured  supplies  of  oil.”62 And  Nolte  was 

completely aware of the fact that Saudi Arabia was the “largest foreign source”63 of oil 

for  the  United  States  of  America.  The  final  conclusion  of  the  article  was  clear: 

“Maintaining the United States-Saudi relationship is thus […] vital”64 and to avoid a 

negative repercussion in the relationship, the U.S government had to “move forward in 

promoting a peace settlement.”65

Nolte's article is for sure one of the best report I read about the US-Saudi relationship: it 

well and clear summarized all the points of the US-Saudi connection, giving them a 

name with the consequent explanations.  All  the elements mentioned in the previous 

chapters of this work are quoted by Nolte: there is the economic and political level, with 

the  dimension  of  the  national  security  connected  with  oil.  After  many  years  of 

“publications” that were writing only about some of these elements, finally, at the end 

of the 1970's, it came the complete awareness that the US-Saudi relations had different 

and inter-connected aspects and that all of them characterised, more or less from the 

59 Ibid.
60 Ibid.
61 Ibid.
62 Ibid.
63 Ibid.
64 Ibid.
65 Ibid.
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beginning, the connection between the two countries.

* * *

 Another  interesting  article  published  during  the  Carter  administration,  precisely  in 

April 1977, and which described the US-Saudi relationship, is a publication appeared 

on Foreign Affairs  and written by Dankwart A. Rustow. This time, the aspect used to 

connect the two countries was only  oil.  Rustow, the author of the article,  started to 

present the two countries in this way: “The leading oil exporter, with more than a fourth 

of the world total, is Saudi Arabia; the world's largest consumer of oil - […] - has been 

the United States.”66 The article mentioned the fact that after the 1973 oil crisis most of 

the major OPEC members had “emerged as independent actors on the world scene.”67 In 

particular, it was remembered that Saudi Arabia was the “OPEC's leading member.”68 

When it  came the  time to write  about  the relations  that  subsisted  between the two 

countries, Rustow approached the topic in this way:

“Relations between the two chief protagonists of the oil drama of the 1970s and 1980s – the 
United States and Saudi Arabia – have been based on a long-standing tradition of friendship.  
Saudi Arabia is the only major OPEC country with oil resources that have been developed wholly 
by American companies.”69

Once  again,  ARAMCO  was  mentioned  in  an  article  writing  about  the  US-Saudi 

relationship, with a brief mention to its story. Going on, Rustow wrote about the events 

which  characterised  the  relationship  after  the  1973  oil  embargo,  concluding  the 

“description” with an interesting statement:

“More recently, since mid-1974, Saudi Arabia has repeatedly restrained OPEC's price hawks, 
keeping increases in the global price of oil roughly in step with world inflation; conversely, the 
United States has been willing to supply major consignments of the most modern weapons to the  
desert kingdom. But Saudi Arabia's initiative in wielding the Arab 'oil weapon' against the United  
States in the fall of 1973, and Secretary Kissinger's hint a year later that the use of 'force' against  
oil-producing countries could not be ruled out – in a future 'grave emergency' 'where there is 
some actual  strangulation of  the industrial  world'  -  indicate  the potential  for  serious conflict 
beneath the placid diplomatic surface.
Whether  American-Saudi  relations  in  the  coming  decade  will  turn  toward  cooperation  or 
confrontation will  depend in  part  on the  further  evolution of  the  Arab-Israeli  conflict.  More  
crucially, it will depend on the measures that the new Administration will be able to devise – and 
Congress  and  the  American  public  will  be  willing  to  support  –  to  reduce  our  ever-growing 

66 D. A. Rustow, “U.S.-Saudi relations and the oil crises of the 1980s”, Foreign Affairs, April 1977.
67 Ibid.
68 Ibid.
69 Ibid.
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dependence on imported oil.”70

This time, the adjective “growing” was connected with the American dependence on oil 

imports,  in  particular  from Saudi  Arabia.  There  was  also  a  reference  to  a  possible 

confrontation  between the two countries, disagreement that would have been caused 

primarily by the non-achievement of a peace solution in the Arab-Israeli conflict. And 

Rustow came back also to the topic of alternative sources of energy that the American 

government had to develop, in order to avoid a complete dependence on oil  and to 

prevent also the negative consequences of another possible oil embargo coming from 

OPEC  countries  and  directed  to  the  Western  hemisphere71.  Nonetheless,  the  most 

revealing  part  of  the  article  was,  in  my opinion,  the  one  where  Saudi  Arabia  was 

described, together with its role in the oil market:

“OPEC's key member, of course, has been Saudi Arabia. The Saudis, as we saw, became the 
world's leading exporter of oil as a result of policies adopted in the 1950s and 1960s by the four 
American  companies  that  were  the  joint  owners  of  the  ARAMCO  concession;  it  was  this 
expansion of Saudi and other Middle Eastern supplies that fueled the dramatic postwar recovery 
and economic expansion in Western Europe and Japan. When the Saudis themselves began to  
take things in hand in the early 1970s, they undertook the first phase of a massive additional 
drilling program which enhanced their production capacity even further. […]
In 1973 and 1974 the Saudis took the lead – or in some instances at least willingly participated – 
in the dramatic price increases that raised the government revenue on each barrel of their “marker 
crude” from $1.77 in early October 1973 to $3.05 at the time of the Yom Kippur War, and $9.69 
by mid-1974. For the Saudis the result was a rapid accumulation of foreign exchange reserves: 
from $662 million in 1972 to $24.6 billion in mid-1976 - […].
High rates  of  oil  production  for  export,  a  substantial  excess  capacity,  and mounting  foreign 
exchange surpluses thus have laid the solid foundation for Saudi Arabia's oil policy in recent 
years. That policy has its economic and its political aspects, […].”72

In addition to the high oil prices derived from the 1973 war and embargo, there was also 

a reference to the petrodollars accumulation. Rustow called the petrodollars “foreign 

70 Ibid.
71 In his article, Rustow commented to the topic of the alternative sources of energy in this way: “the  

rational response is to reduce our [American] excessive dependence on Arab and other oil imports by 
reducing our [American] extravagant energy consumption and by developing our vast but dormant 
national energy resources.” To support his thesis, Rustow also remembered the readers that the United 
States  of  America  had  “extensive  resources  of  petroleum,  coal,  uranium  and  other  fuels.  Our 
[American] oil production […], despite its recent and continuing decline, still is higher than that of the 
Soviet Union or of Saudi Arabia.” Moreover, the writer concluded the article, and consequently the  
topic,  with this statement,  which I  believe is really significant for the period: “Only with such a  
determined effort in the energy field and a systematic reduction of our dependence on oil imports will  
the United States be able to reassert its leadership within the Western alliance system and the freedom  
of action of its foreign policy in the Middle East and elsewhere.” In Ibid.

72 Ibid.
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reserves”73, which “give them [the Saudis] a tangible stake in preserving the health of 

the major industrial  economies on which the continued value of their  foreign assets 

depends.”74 Considering also the huge amount of oil reserves that the desert kingdom 

had in its soil, Rustow underlined that the Saudi “large excess capacity has guaranteed 

to [the kingdom] the all-important role of regulator of the OPEC cartel.”75 In the last 

years of the 1970's, the newspapers had, many times, stressed the Saudi role in the Arab 

world,  recognizing  the  kingdom  the  part  of  mediator  in  the  Arab-Israeli  conflict. 

Rustow made the same in his article, writing that the Saudi government was “a potent 

and recognized political force in inter-Arab affairs.”76 To conclude the description of the 

monarchy, the reference to the Saudi hate for Zionism and Communism could not be 

missed, saying that “the late King Faisal, against all empirical evidence, professed to 

see no difference between the two.”77 At some point, the writer well summarized the 

situation of Saudi Arabia, taking into consideration the two elements that were used to 

depict the kingdom in those years: oil and petrodollars.

“In sum, Saudi Arabia's dominant position in global oil trade and vast financial surpluses have 
given it unprecedented economic leverage over other OPEC members and in inter-Arab councils-
as well as the hope of corresponding political leverage on the United States and Israel.”78

Rustow approached,  in  his  article,  also  the  topic  of  the  “U.S  policy  toward  Saudi 

Arabia”79, beginning with the statement that this policy, since 1973,

“has been highly ambivalent. No countermeasures were taken to the embargo, American arms 
deliveries to Saudi Arabia were stepped up vastly, and at various points in 1974 high U.S officials  
expressed their confidence that the Saudis, out of regard for their American friends, would bring  
down the price of oil.”80

Rustow's article can be considered really relevant for the analysis of this work because 

it was the only one published by  Foreign Affairs  completely on the topic of the US-

Saudi relationship.  Rustow's approach to the subject was not different from the one 

73 Ibid.
74 Ibid.
75 Ibid.
76 Ibid.
77 Ibid.
78 Ibid.
79 Ibid.
80 Ibid.
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adopted by other journalists/historians of that time. On the contrary, he underlined the 

importance of oil  in the connection between the two countries, reinforcing a typical 

trend of the analysis of the American-Saudi relations.

4.4 “Saudi Arabia's Growing Petropower”81

 From the newspapers' headings of the last years of the 1970's, there was the impression 

that  Saudi  Arabia  was  growing  on  many fronts.  Not  only the  Saudi  kingdom was 

developing its political and cultural role inside the Middle Eastern region, but it was 

also  exercising  an  economic  leverage  on  the  Western  hemisphere  (this  economic 

leverage emerged with the 1973 oil embargo and strengthened with the beginning of the 

petrodollar recycling).

A good article to explain and demonstrate the growth of the desert kingdom from an 

economic point of view was a publication appeared on the Time magazine on July 11, 

1977. The article opened with a statement made by a “Saudi Arabian businessman about 

his country's frenetic pace of development”82: “Never before in history has a country 

had to introduce electricity, running water, telephones, telex and color television all at 

the same time.”83 The journalist, then, went on describing the Saudi monarchy in the 

usual way it had ever been depicted in the newspapers of that time:

“Its population is sparse: only 7.5 million people in a country twice the size of Western Europe.  
Its army is tiny: a mere 35,000 men. Economically, the country is only in the beginning stages of  
industrialism. It suffers from what elsewhere would be debilitating inflation (prices are rising 
about 40% a year),  and so many of its  workers are  illiterate that it  is heavily dependent on  
imported foreign laborers.
Vast reserves. Yet in a world menaced by the specter of energy shortages, Saudi Arabia possesses  
one source of power that far outweighs all its drawbacks: a pool of oil so vast that it may almost 
equal the combined reserves of the Western Hemisphere and the Soviet Union. […] And high 
prices for the petroleum have given the Saudis an enormous pile of cash – reserves rocketed from 
$0.7  billion  in  1970 to  $27.8  billion  last  April  –  that  confers  tremendous  leverage  in  world 
finance.
Accordingly, Saudi Arabia is emerging from decades of isolation to exercise a powerful influence 
for stability in the Middle East, and is becoming the closest and most helpful ally of the U.S 
among the Arab nations.”84

As usual, when it came to write about Saudi Arabia, the first elements that were used to 

speak about the Saudi monarchy were characteristics connected with its population, its 

81 “Saudi Arabia's Growing Petropower”, Time, July 11, 1977.
82 Ibid.
83 Ibid.
84 Ibid.
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army and its territory. Then, oil was introduced to arrive to the most important point of 

the description: the desert kingdom possessed vast and immense reserves of petroleum 

that made it important from a political and economic level, underling the fact that oil 

made  possible  the  accumulation  of  money  reserves,  the  so  called  petrodollars.  In 

addition to the elements mentioned above, at the end of the 1970's, it was added the fact 

that Saudi Arabia was becoming an important actor in the Arab world. At some point, 

the  journalist  of  the  Time  magazine's  article  wrote  about  the  American  presidential 

perception of Saudi Arabia and its relationship with the United States, touching also and 

as usual the topic of oil connected with the U.S government85:

“He  can  rely  for  help  on  a  special  relationship,  grounded  in  mutual  self-interest,  that  is 
developing between the U.S and Saudi Arabia. To a degree, the Carter Administration's demands 
for Israeli withdrawal from the occupied areas taken in the 1967 war represent Washington's  
growing awareness of the need to keep good relations with the Saudis and other moderate Arabs. 
The U.S.-Saudi relationship is based on a simple proposition: American protection for a country  
that, though it is rapidly buying modern arms, is still virtually undefended, in return for Saudi  
petroleum.
The Saudis have more oil than even the present figures on proven reserves (110 billion bbl.) 
indicate.  Last  year  Saudi  Arabia  passed  the  U.S  to  become  the  world's  second  largest  oil 
producer, and this year it may overtake the Soviet Union to become No. 1. […] At present the  
country is producing about 9 million bbl a day, but Frank Jungers, chairman of Aramco, the once 
American-owned consortium, says: 'We're headed for 16 million bbl daily production capacity by 
1982.' Aramco will be 100% bought out by the Saudi government by year's end, but its American  
management has been retained.”86

In her book Thicker than oil, America's uneasy partnership with Saudi Arabia, Rachel 

Bronson tried to demonstrate that  the relations between the Saudi kingdom and the 

American superpower were not only based on the simply sentence and idea of “oil for 

security”:  as  a  matter  of  fact,  the  author  of  the book affirmed that  the  relationship 

between the two countries had more and deeper reasons, which were Saudi Arabia's 

geographic position,  the cultural  affinity and, most  important,  the common hate  for 

Communism. All the elements mentioned above were for sure taken into consideration 

when it came to write about the common aspects of Saudi Arabia and America. But it 

must be said that oil and the explanation “oil for security” remained one of the most  

significant factors to approach the U.S.-Saudi relationship's analysis. To confirm this 

last statement, the  Time  magazine's article cited before well illustrated the point: as a 

matter of fact, the invented word  petropower  (as the term  petrodollar) indicated the 

85 There is also a reference to ARAMCO, a current element to write and speak about Saudi Arabia.
86 “Saudi Arabia's Growing Petropower”, Time, July 11, 1977.
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power acquired by Saudi Arabia thanks to the presence, in its soil, of petroleum. Oil 

was the discriminating factor for the Saudi government, in the sense that this resource 

made possible the economic, political and cultural growth of the monarchy. Also for 

other  Arab  nations  oil  became the  turning point  for  their  internal  and international 

development, but in the short run they were not able, as Saudi Arabia was, to combine 

this  precious  resource  with  a  moderate  attitude  towards  the  Western  hemisphere  in 

general,  and towards the United States in  particular.  Going on, the journalist  of the 

article explained the Saudi behaviour regarding the possibility of higher oil prices so 

acclaimed by other OPEC's members in those years: as it happened several times, the 

Saudi monarchy was against a too high increase in the oil cost. It was convinced that 

higher  costs  of  this  resource  would  have  meant  another  setback  for  the  Western 

economy and this was not useful for the desert kingdom.

“[...] the Saudis want to keep their customers healthy so that they can sell them plenty of oil. 
Also, as strict Muslims and fervent antiCommunists, they fear that an economic crisis in the West 
could  so  weaken  Saudi  Arabia's  supporters  that  their  own  country  would  be  vulnerable  to 
Communist designs. Since the Saudis cannot possibly spend all their petrodollars at home, they 
have to make enormous investments in Western Europe and [in] the U.S. ($14 billion in U.S 
financial securities alone). They want to safeguard those investments.”87

Nevertheless, as it is clear from the quotation made above, oil was not the only aspect 

remembered  while  writing  about  Saudi  Arabia.  The  anti-Communist  fear  and  the 

petrodollars were deeply connected with the oil factor. Finally, the article recalled the 

attention of the readers on the U.S.-Saudi economic and trading relation,  explaining 

why the two countries were ideal partners on this front.

“Because of their vast size and huge needs, the U.S and Saudi Arabia are ideal economic trading  
partners. […] The Saudis are striving to develop a modern defense system, and this year they will  
spend $10.7 billion on weapons, many from the U.S. […] American firms have contracts totaling 
$17 billion for goods and services sold to Saudi Arabia. Thirty thousand Americans are now 
working in  Saudi Arabia, at jobs ranging from installing computers  to  searching for  new oil  
deposits. Saudi purchases from the U.S are running so high that – according to Saudi estimates – 
the jobs of 600,000 American factory workers are directly dependent on those sales. […]

But  who supported  the  relation  between the  two countries?  According  to  the  Time 

magazine's article,

87 Ibid.
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“The policy of partnership is supported by King Khalid ibn Abdul Aziz, who succeeded the slain  
Faisal ibn Abdul Aziz al Saud in 1975, and the older men, mostly royal princes, who run many of  
the ministries. But the men who breathe life into the policy are a lively, hard-driving group of 
young technocrats whose attitudes are shaping the country. They are known as the “American 
Mafia,” because they were educated in the U.S. The best known of the group is Yamani, 47, who  
studied  at  Harvard.  […],  Yamani  is  a  superb  technocrat  who  combines  an  encyclopedic 
knowledge of the world oil industry and markets with political insight and dramatic flair.”88

It was a common policy for many countries to send their “students” abroad, to study in 

Western universities,  especially in the American ones.  So it  is  clear that  also Saudi 

Arabia had its  own interests  in  sending people in  the United States:  from the Arab 

country's point of view, there was the necessity to have people educated in the United 

States because in this way these students could then use and develop what they had 

learnt there in the Saudi kingdom; bringing the advanced Western technology in the 

home country,  in order  to  enable the nation's  development.  From the United States' 

point of view, these students were a possibility to shape the policy of the country where 

they came from according to its interests and desires. However, the journalist of the 

article did not forget to underline that the “Saudi Arabia's quickened economic pace is 

creating  severe  problems.”89 Because  of  foreign  workers  working  and  living  in  the 

Saudi kingdom, “rents have soared 600% in 18 months to ridiculous levels.”90 Also the 

consumption of luxury goods incremented, this because the Saudis perceived them as a 

way of demonstrating their new richness and power.

4.5 Saudi and American official visits.

 The importance of a relationship can also be perceived by the visits that the political  

representatives of the countries pay to other nations.

In the last years of the 1970's, President Carter and the Saudi King visited many times 

the two different states, for many reasons which is useful and important to remember.

The first meeting between the new American President Jimmy Carter and prince Fahd 

happened  in  May  1977.  During  this  first  occasion,  the  Saudi  Prince  “assured  the 

president that he believed Israel had the right to exist and that he would try to push 

along Arab-Israeli negotiations to the best of his ability.”91 The most important aspect of 

this first meeting between the two man was that “This was not the first time that Saudi 

88 Ibid.
89 Ibid.
90 Ibid.
91 R. Bronson, op. cit., p. 141.
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officials voiced quiet, if qualified, statements supporting Israel's right to exist, but for 

the first time the message was conveyed at the highest political level.”92 In addition, 

Fahd  also  promised  “to  help  contain  the  escalating  price  of  oil  by  increasing 

production.”93 Coming back to the topic of the Arab-Israeli conflict, the Saudi Prince 

also stressed the significance to recognize an “independent Palestinian state.”94 Carter, 

from his point of view,

“stressed  the  importance  of  the  PLO's  acceptance  of  UN Resolution  242,  the  land-for-peace 
resolution in which the Arabs were to recognize Israel's sovereignty and territorial integrity in 
response to  an Israeli  withdrawal from territories  conquered during the 1967 war.  […] Fahd 
agreed to try to convince the PLO to accept it.”95

On a  general  level,  it  can  be  said  that  “The first  Carter-Fahd meeting  ended on a 

positive  note.”96 The  American  President,  commenting  on  the  event,  used  friendly 

words to describe the summit between him and the Saudi counterpart:

“I've said several times since I've been President of our country that I don't believe there is any 
other nation with whom we've had better friendship and a deeper sense of cooperation than we've 
found in Saudi Arabia.
 There have been many times unpublished when we saw a particular  problem,  either  in  our 
country or around the world, and as soon as this need became known by the leaders of that great 
country, the need has been met in a quiet but very effective and friendly way.”97

The meeting was also reported and described by the  Time  magazine. The newspaper 

published an article where the journalist wrote that President Carter

“played host to Saudi Arabia's Crown Prince Fahd, who brought the welcome message that his 
country would not use its oil leverage to influence U.S policy in the Middle East. Carter also had 
soothing words for the Saudis. Emerging from White House talks with Fahd, Carter declared that 
he and his guest had 'no disturbing differences at all' on mutual issues, including a Middle East 
settlement”98

A second  meeting  between  Carter  and  Khalid  occurred  in  November  1977.  At  the 

beginning, the American President was not supposed to visit the Arab country, but at the 

92 Ibid.
93 Ibid.
94 Ibid.
95 Ibid.
96 Ibid.
97 Speigel in Ibid.
98 “Plain Talk About America's Global Role”, Time, June 6, 1977.
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end, as an article appeared on the New York Times revealed (Special to The New York 

Times), there was a change in the President's mind, who decided to stop in the Saudi 

kingdom to “have talks on oil and Middle East diplomacy with King Khalid, Crown 

Prince Fahd and other Saudis”99.  What it  is interesting to note,  in the article,  is the 

comment of Gwertzman, the author of the article, regarding the visit of the President to 

Saudi Arabia: “The addition of Saudi Arabia to the itinerary gives Mr. Carter's journey a 

heavy emphasis on oil that was not so apparent when the trip was first announced on 

Sept. 23.100 Again, petroleum was seen as an important factor in the relations between 

the  two  countries  and  the  new  Secretary  of  State  gave  this  good  and  clarifying 

explanation  about  the  importance  of  oil  for  the  United  States  and  the  Western 

hemisphere in general: “the cost of oil was one of 'the most pressing problems' facing 

the  world.”101 Nonetheless,  oil  was  not  the  only  reason behind  the  American  visit: 

“President  Carter's  decision  to  meet  with  Saudi  officials  also  underscored  the 

importance the United States attaches to Saudi Arabia's behind-the-scenes role in urging 

moderation on the Arabs in the quest for a negotiated Middle East settlement.”102

The  position  of  Saudi  Arabia  concerning  the  Middle  Eastern  peace  process  (that 

President Carter made as one of his most urgent priority) was also the topic of another  

visit, this time from a Saudi minister to the United States. The first paragraphs of an 

article published by the  New York Times  and always written by Bernard Gwertzman 

well illustrated the point, underling the role of Saudi Arabia “as a power broker in the 

Middle East”103

“When President Carter receives Prince Saud al-Faisal, the Foreign Minister of Saudi Arabia,  
[…], the United States will again be underscoring the importance it attaches to Saudi Arabia's  
role as a power broker in the Middle East, the driving force that one Egyptian writer calls 'Petro-
Islam.'
 Saudi Arabia has always claimed a leading spiritual role among the Arabs as protector of the 
holy city of Mecca where the Prophet Mohammed was born. But now, as the West's principal 
supplier of oil, Saudi Arabia's drive to transform itself in a relatively short time from a backward 
desert kingdom to a modern society has been one of the striking developments of the past five 
years. In addition, astute behind-the-scenes diplomatic activity has made Saudi Arabia a kind of  
fledgling power, not only in the Middle East, but further afield.”104

99 B. Gwertzman, “Carter Plans to Add Saudi Arabia To His Foreign Tour Next Month”,  New York 
Times, October 17, 1977.

100 Ibid.
101 Ibid.
102 Ibid.
103 B. Gwertzman, “Saudi Arabia, Mideast Power Broker”, New York Times, October 23, 1977.
104 Ibid.
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In these paragraphs, again, it  was remembered the important shift occurred in Saudi 

Arabia: the “backward desert kingdom”105 succeed in becoming a “modern society”106, a 

society that was also able to develop diplomatic skills. The starting point of the Saudi 

diplomacy  was  so  depicted  by  Gwertzman,  who  connected  the  birth  of  the  Saudi 

diplomacy with the description of the beginning and of the evolution of the US-Saudi 

relationship:

 “The starting point for the Saudi foreign policy has been close ties to the United States. Not only  
is Saudi Arabia dependent on the United States for technological and managerial expertise for its  
economy, but it relies on the Unites States for the military help to protect its oil fields and to  
insure stability in the nearby regions.
 Yet Saudi rulers have traditionally been uneasy with this relationship because of the even closer 
ties the United States has with Israel. In 1967, the Saudis did not take any action against the 
United  States,  even  though  most  Arab  states  broke  relations  with  Washington  because  of 
American aid to Israel. In 1973, however, the pressure to stand with other Arabs became so great  
that King Faisal ordered the oil embargo that proved so devastating to the world economy.
 That embargo had a traumatizing effect on the Saudis. They seemed to decide afterward to try to 
do everything possible to insure that the need would not arise again to “choose” between the 
United States and the Arab cause. The United States decided also to strengthen ties with Saudi 
Arabia and other Arab states so that another oil embargo would be that much more difficult for 
the Arabs to initiate.
 Beginning with Henry A. Kissinger's first trip to Riyadh in November 1973, the Saudis became  
deeply involved in the new American efforts  to  bring about an Arab-Israeli  settlement.  King 
Faisal made it clear that even though he has what amounted to a fanatical hatred of Zionism, he 
would support  American  moves  for  an equitable  agreement because calm and stability were 
needed for Saudi society to prosper.
 Step by step, the Americans kept the Saudis informed of their various diplomatic moves.”107

The paragraphs cited above are good examples of how the American public opinion 

perceived Saudi Arabia and its relationship with the United States: the elements which 

connected the two countries were oil, technological, economic and military support and 

the  common interest  and desire  in  finding a  peace  solution  for  the  Middle  Eastern 

region.  Nevertheless,  Gwertzman  remembered  also  the  most  important  point  of 

disagreement between the Saudi kingdom and the American superpower, which were 

the close ties that the U.S government had with Israel. But despite this, the Saudis were 

determined to find stability for the area and they continued to promise to be mediators 

in the region, in order to arrive to a good solution for all  the parts  involved in the 

conflict.

105 Ibid.
106 Ibid.
107 Ibid.
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The Middle East peace process and oil matters were the reasons for another meeting 

occurred between Carter and the Saudi counterpart at the beginning of 1978. The details 

of the summit were reported by the New York Times, which published an article written 

by Eric Pace and with the title “Carter and Saudis meet on Mideast and oil problems”. 

The  atmosphere  of  the  summit  was  described  as  “one  of  warm  and  mutual 

understanding.”108 and Pace reported that the American President was determined “to do 

everything in [his] power to move the peace process forward.”109 In this article there 

were also described the different possibilities envisaged from the two parts (Americans 

and  Arabs)  to  resolve  the  Arab-Israeli  conflict:  the  Arabs  called  for  a  complete 

independent Palestinian state, while President Carter was more inclined to an “'entity' 

linked to Jordan.”110 The American proposition was also supported by Saudi Arabia and 

Pace  stated  that  “Because  of  Saudi  Arabia's  great  oil  resources  and  its  political 

influence, any Saudi movement toward a compromise on the difficult Palestinian issue 

would  possibly be  considered  a  potentially  decisive  step  in  the  Middle  East  peace 

process.”111

As I already wrote before, the Egyptian-Israeli peace agreement was signed in March 

1979 and it was not well accepted by the other Arab nations, especially by Saudi Arabia 

which was supplying Egypt with arms and money. Before the signature of the deal, 

however, the U.S government tried to avoid the negative consequences of a possible 

Arab retaliation against Egypt deciding to send “a high-level delegation to Saudi Arabia 

and  Jordan to  seek  their  support  of  the  Egyptian-Israeli  peace  treaty and  to  try  to 

discourage Arab action against Egypt for agreeing to sign the pact.”112 The American 

administration took this decision because it was really worried about “Arab threats of 

economic and oil boycotts against Egypt for its decision - […] - to sign the treaty with 

Israel.”113 Nevertheless,  the U.S government  had already tried to  convince the Arab 

nations to collaborate in the negotiations for the peace treaty between Egypt and Israel, 

“expressing the view that if Arab countries undertook punitive action against Egypt, 

their relations with the United States might be adversely affected.”114 In the specific case 
108 E. Pace, “Carter and Saudis meet on Mideast and oil problems”, New York Times, January 4, 1978.
109 Ibid.
110 Ibid.
111 Ibid.
112 B. Gwertzman, “Carter Aides To Fly To Arab Lands In Bid For Treaty Support”,  New York Times, 

March 16, 1979.
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of the Saudi kingdom, Gwertzman reported that

“Washington's  relations  with  Saudi  Arabia  have  been  strained  in  recent  months  for  various 
reasons.  But  the  United  States  took  military  actions  in  the  last  two  weeks  to  bolster  Saudi 
Arabia's security and to enhance the military strength of neighbouring Yemen, with the aim of  
demonstrating a desire for close relations with the Saudis, who lead the world in oil exports.”115

The Middle Eastern peace process and the negotiations to reach a settlement for the 

Arab-Israeli conflict had become a reason of confrontation between the United States of 

America and Saudi Arabia, causing a first moment of disagreement between the two 

countries.

4.6 The F-15 planes' deal.

 The American military support  for  Saudi  Arabia has  always  been one of  the most 

important  aspect  of  the  US-Saudi  relationship.  Since  the  birth  of  the  connection 

between the two countries, the United States of America had protected the kingdom 

from external threats, selling the monarchy advanced weaponry. This practice was not 

always  supported  by the  American  Congress:  as  a  matter  of  fact,  there  were  many 

politicians who were against this policy because they thought it would have affected the 

position and the safety of the Jewish state in the Middle Eastern region.

During the Carter administration, it developed a big debate about a possible sale of new 

arms to Saudi Arabia. This caused, as usual, the Israel criticism, which was condemning 

the  U.S  decision  mainly for  two basic  reasons:  from one  part,  the  Israeli  lobby in 

America was pushing to have the same opportunity as Saudi Arabia (that is, the U.S 

government had to sell also to Israel new arms); from the other part, the Israeli lobby 

was worried “about the huge weapons flows pouring into the Persian Gulf region.”116 At 

the  end,  the  American  President  decided to  involve  in  the  arm sale  also Israel  and 

Egypt, but a Time magazine's article reported that there was

“widespread congressional opposition to Carter's proposal to sell U.S.-made jet fighters to Israel,  
Egypt and Saudi Arabia. No one objected to the sale of 15 F-15s and 75 F-16s to Israel and few  
were worried about Egypt's purchase of 50 less sophisticated F-5Es. But a number of Senators  
and Congressmen, many of them under pressure from the Israeli lobby, were dead set against 
allowing Saudi Arabia to buy 60 F-15s.”117
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The trick found by the American administration to permit the sale of arms also to Saudi 

Arabia  was  really  subtle:  “To  circumvent  domestic  pressure,  the  White  House 

announced its intention to submit to Congress the arms request in combination with one 

for sophisticated equipment for Israel and Egypt. The package was to be approved or 

rejected in toto.”118 In this way, “The President hoped to get congressional approval for 

all three sales – or, if necessary, to end up with no sales at all.”119 The Time magazine's 

article cited above also explained “WHY THE SAUDIS WANT THE F-15”120:

“To Saudi Arabia, the sale of the F-15, the most sophisticated jet fighter in the U.S arsenal, is a 
test – not merely of Washington's intent to be evenhanded in the Middle East but, specifically, of  
whether America is prepared to be a reliable friend. As Crown Prince Fahd explains it, the Saudis' 
relationship with the U.S involves a basic trade-off: oil for security. They are prepared to hold  
down oil prices, expand their productive capacity and help protect the dollar – all of which are  
vital to the U.S and its Western allies. In return, they want security.
[…]
The Saudis realize that with so small  a population they cannot possibly build an army large  
enough to  defend their  vast  frontiers.  […] their  only hope  for  defense,  they believe,  lies  in 
acquiring modern weapons, like the F-15, that required limited manpower. The Saudis believe  
they need a military force capable of holding out against attack for at least two or three days – 
just long enough for a powerful friend to come to their aid. They want that friend to be the U.S.,  
and  thus  they  regard  the  proposed  sale  of  60  F-15s,  which  two  U.S.  Administrations  have  
supported, as a barometer of that friendship.”121

The  paragraphs  quoted  above  are  illustrative  of  what  were  the  basic  elements  that 

supported the US-Saudi relationship: once again, the concept of “oil for security” was 

singled out to justify the connection between the two countries. In exchange of arms, 

and  consequently  of  security,  the  Saudi  kingdom  would  have  helped  the  U.S 

government  with  low  oil  prices,  with  more  petroleum  production  and  with  the 

protection  of  the  dollar.  All  elements  which  were important  for  the  survival  of  the 

relation.  Moreover,  the journalist  of the article wrote that the sale of arms to Saudi 

Arabia would have not been a danger for the Jewish state. Consequently, there were no 

reasons, for the Jewish side, to be worried about the deal, especially because “such a 

transaction [the sale of arms to the Saudi kingdom] would not alter the essential military 
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fact of the Middle East: Israel's overwhelming superiority.”122

The episode of the arm sale to Israel, Egypt and Saudi Arabia saw the pressure and the 

presence of lobby groups not only from the Israeli part, but also from the Saudi side. As 

a matter of fact, “The debate over President Carter's proposal to sell jet fighters as a 

package to Israel, Egypt and Saudi Arabia has marked the emergence of the Saudi lobby 

here as a new force on the political scene.”123 The Saudi kingdom had found a new way 

to put pressure on the U.S government: there was not only the oil coercion and the 

cultural  interference,  now also the military aspect  saw the birth  of Saudi  groups of 

pressure inside the American society. What happened in the case of the sale of F-15 jet 

fighters to Saudi Arabia was clear: “the Saudis and paid representatives have vigorously 

pressed Congress to approve the sale of 60 F-15's for the Saudi Air Force.”124 In an 

article appeared on the New York Times on May 12, 1978, Steven V. Roberts explained 

from when things started to change and from when Saudi Arabia began to exercise a 

political and economic leverage in the U.S society.  As in other articles cited in this 

chapter, Roberts wrote that “The change started with the 1973 Arab-Israeli war and the 

consequent oil embargo.”125 Moreover, Roberts underlined that “Saudi political power 

in Congress stems directly from economic power at the gasoline pump, and pro-Saudi 

lobbyists  have  repeatedly  emphasized  that  economic  power.”126 Oil  was  again 

considered  as  the  starting  point  for  the  Saudi  political  growth and influence  in  the 

United States of America. But how did it work the new Saudi lobby in the episode of 

the  F-15  jet  fighters  sale?  First  of  all,  Saudi  officials  hired  and  paid  American 

businessman  and  politicians,  in  order  to  compile  “information  favouring  the  Saudi 

viewpoint and sending it to key members of Congress and their staffs.”127 In addition, 

“The Saudis purchased space in Time and Newsweek for advertisements proclaiming a 

'special  relationship'  between Washington and Riyadh.”128 Saudi officials  talked also 

with more than 50 members of the American Congress, in order to convince them of the 

usefulness of the sale. They even “visited many pro-Israeli members of Congress”129 On 

the Saudi part there were American industries supporting the kingdom's efforts in trying 
122 Ibid.
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to obtain the sale of the new arms (“American companies make a big show of lobbying 

for the Arabs”130). Anyway, what was the basis for the acceptance of the arms sale and 

the consequent permission coming from the U.S Congress was especially one factor: 

oil.

“The message in all the appeals can be summarized in one word – oil. The line of reasoning is  
that Americans want the Saudis to sell them oil, to keep the price down, to accept payment in  
dollars,  to  protect  the oilfields from Communist  threats  and to  re-invest  profits  in  American  
goods  and  services.  Selling  the  Saudis  60  fighters  planes  is  not  too  much  to  ask  in  return, 
supporters say.”131

At the end, Carter won the battle with the U.S Congress and “In May 1978 Congress 

approved an arms sale including seventy-five F-16s and fifteen F-15s to Israel, sixty F-

15s  to  Saudi  Arabia,  and  fifty  F-5Es  to  Egypt.”132 Secretary  of  State  Cyrus  Vance 

commented on the sale affirming that the deal was “one 'of immense importance in 

promoting a course of moderation.'”133 In addition, it seems that the Saudi pressure was 

successful because the Arab kingdom “was the only one of the three countries granted 

the entirety of its original request.”134

4.7 “Arms and the Saudi Connection”135

 The  Commentary  article  published  in  June  1978  about  the  US-Saudi  relationship 

deserves to have its own part in this chapter, especially because I found strange that a 

publication  like  Commentary  founded  in  1945  by the  American  Jewish  Committee 

could  write  about  the  connection  between  the  Saudi  kingdom  and  the  American 

superpower in the way it did.

The report opens with these powerful words:

“The connection between the United States and Saudi Arabia, long considered a well established 
partnership, recently has been elevated in official parlance to the status of a 'special relationship'.  
This honour is not unique among Middle Eastern states – the U.S also has special relationships  
with Egypt, Israel, Jordan, and Iran – but the decision to use this particular term is significant. It 
is meant to elicit a sense of satisfaction and reassurance, a peculiar warmth of feeling that no 
other  combination  of  words  will  produce.  […]  But  as  a  code  phrase,  a  special  relationship 
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connotes something more, something exceptionally dear and valued, to be honored and protected 
beyond other relationships in the same class. Thus President Carter's formulation: 'The future of 
Saudi Arabia and the future of the United States are tied together very closely in an irrevocable 
way.'
Some irrevocable ties derive from a deep cultural affinity, a perception of common history, or the  
natural attraction of nations with similar socioeconomic systems and strategic interests.”136

The paragraphs quoted above are important to explain the shift occurred in the way of 

referring to  the US-Saudi  relationship in  the American  public  opinion.  The relation 

itself  had  become  “special”  (with  all  the  connotations  this  implied)  and  not  only 

Commentary was writing about the connection between the two countries in this way. 

As a matter of fact, also other magazines and newspapers such as Time magazine and 

New York Times were describing the relationship in the same way, with the same words. 

Going on, the  Commentary  article explained which were the elements that bound the 

Saudi kingdom with the American superpower and not surprisingly they were the same 

used by other publications when it came to write about the US-Saudi relationship: oil, 

petrodollars, their recycling and their use to correct the balance-of-payments deficits 

caused by the higher oil prices in the Western hemisphere.

“In the Saudi case, the special relationship is rooted in the politics of the oil revolution and its  
consequences.  With  25  per  cent  of  the  world's  proven  reserves  and  a  still  larger  share  of  
exportable oil, as well as influence over the United Arab Emirates and other producers, Riyadh 
now holds the key to the global price and supply of the lifeblood of the world industrial system.  
[…] Unspent surplus revenues, already accumulating at a rate unprecedented in the history of  
finance, will, if the Saudis cooperate, multiply still more rapidly. Responsible recycling of these 
reserves will  continue to be necessary to correct balance-of-payments disequilibriums for the 
nations hardest bit by inflated oil-import bills, including the United States, in the forms of loans, 
bond purchases, bank deposits, and foreign investments. Relatively small fluctuations in Saudi 
production, pricing, or investment policies can set in motion waves of disruption throughout the  
industrial world, while having minimal impact on the fortunes of Saudi Arabia itself.”137

The  authors  of  the  article,  Steven  J.  Rosen  and Haim Shaked,  gave  also  a  deeper 

explanation about the Saudi investments in the Western countries, writing also about the 

Saudi dependence on the West:

“unilateral actions in Saudi financial policy could fundamentally upset the structure of the world 
monetary system, the value of individual currencies, and the availability of investment capital to 
finance growth in many countries of the First and Third Worlds.
It is true that Saudi Arabia is also dependent on the West – for technology, managerial assistance, 
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the stability of the global environment, and the security of its overseas investments.”138

Considering the point that a lot of writers and journalists saw and perceived the Saudi 

petrodollars' investments in the Western hemisphere as a way to avoid the collapse of 

the international  monetary system, it  is  also true that not all  of them had the same 

idea139. As a matter of fact, the two journalists of the Commentary article questioned the 

assumption made above, underling that

“Strengthening the Western (mainly Christian) system is not the ultimate objective, but merely an 
instrument  to  protect  the bastion  of  Islamic  conservatism from the  threats  of  radicalism and 
Communism. It follows that, should at some future date the interests of Islam and those of the  
West come to be perceived as divergent, the responsibilities of the Saudi leadership might shift  
accordingly.”140

It  is  clear  that  Rosen  and  Shaked  were  suggesting  a  possible  “separation”  and 

“diversification” of  the US-Saudi  interests,  with a  final  observation that  made even 

clearer the point discussed above:

“For American policy-makers, the possibility of conflict between Western and Islamic interests is 
a relatively remote concern. But the intensification of the Saudis' Arab identity and their renewed 
commitment to pan-Arab goals are recognized as a more immediate reality. Yet the willingness of  
Riyadh  to  assume  a  role  of  Arab  leadership  and  to  offer  itself  as  an  alternative  to  Cairo,  
Damascus, and Baghdad as the focal point of the Arab coalition is regarded by Washington as a 
positive  development,  indeed  one  to  be  encouraged  by  the  United  States.  According  to  the 
prevailing view in Washington, the Wahabbi leadership is moderate and responsible and can be 
expected to exercise a restraining influence on the more strident and adventurous elements of the  
Arab camp. The Saudis are doves within OPEC, a stabilizing influence in the Persian Gulf and 
the Arabian peninsula, and, it is said, a moderating influence in the Arab-Israeli context. But is  
this view accurate?”141

From the  paragraphs  quoted  above,  it  can  be  said  that  the  two  journalists  of  the 

Commentary  article  were  not  completely  sure  of  the  duration  of  the  US-Saudi 

relationship. At the beginning of the report Rosen and Shaked had for sure emphasized 

the importance of the connection between the two countries, but at some point they 

started to question the reliability of the Saudi kingdom towards the United States, using 

always the same scheme: they began giving the reasons why the U.S government found 
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Saudi Arabia so important for the American interests, arriving, then, to the conclusion 

that there were some negative points which should be considered. Another example of 

the possibility of a separation between the two countries is the following reasoning:

 “Today, the driving force of Saudi external policy is to achieve dominance and hegemony on the 
Arabian peninsula and a position of seniority in the inter-Arab sphere. The importance that the  
U.S attributes to Saudi leadership enhances the influence of the kingdom within the Arab camp, 
and  the  enhanced  influence  of  Riyadh  within  the  Arab  camp  increases  its  leverage  with 
Washington. American advocates of the Saudi connection recognize certain anomalies in this 
alliance, such as the failure of Riyadh to support the Sadat peace initiative and its extensive 
financial support to Syria and the PLO. But these are excused by the imperatives of pan-Arab 
leadership: e.g., Riyadh cannot openly endorse Sadat (a position that is assumed otherwise to be 
natural) because this would split the Arab world into two caucuses and reduce Saudi influence 
with the Arab hawks. Prince Fahd considers 'Arab fragmentation more fatal than wars.' Similarly, 
it  is said, Riyadh must contribute to the PLO to demonstrate its solidarity and to enhance its 
restraining influence with the Palestinians. American policy-makers accept and even endorse this 
Saudi tactic  of  sitting on the fence to  see what develops without committing Riyadh to any 
specific party.
 Proponents of this analytical line seldom consider its obverse: that while Saudi leadership may 
influence the direction of Arab policy, the requirements of becoming the leader of the Arab bloc  
may also change the Saudi perspective and influence Saudi policy. Within the pan-Arab context, 
a prospective leader must have certain qualities: (1) a demonstrated independence of the West 
and, if necessary, a willingness to oppose it; (2) a tangible commitment to the struggle against  
Israel; (3) solidarity with the Arabs of Palestine; (4) a willingness to commit resources to, and 
sacrifice other objectives for, the first three principles; and (5) open lines of communication with  
the other principal states of the coalition. Inherent in these imperatives is the potential for serious 
conflict  between an Arabized Saudi Arabia  and the West,  with implications  that  seem to  be 
overlooked by present American policy.”142

In the article there were also references to the Egyptian-Israeli peace agreement and the 

role that Saudi Arabia played in this peace agreement.

“The Carter  administration apparently considers  it  a  truism that  'Saudi  Arabia  has played an 
important moderating role in the search for peace in the Middle East. We consider the Saudis a  
constructive  partner  in  our  efforts  in  the  region.'  American  officials  seem  inclined  to  do 
everything possible to encourage Saudi leadership of the Arab bloc. Yet the inherent ambivalence  
of Saudi policy puts in  doubt whether such a development would in  fact  promote the peace 
process or impede it. Some may even conclude that things have not gone as well as they might 
have between Sadat and Begin precisely because of the Saudi role in limiting concessions by 
Egypt and Jordan.”143

Rosen and Shaked also challenged the American military support to Saudi Arabia: they 

argued that a too heavy militarisation of the Saudi kingdom would have caused a direct 

confrontation between Saudi Arabia and Israel, arriving, maybe, to a fifth Arab-Israeli 
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war.

 “In sum, the most serious problem raised by the Saudi buildup is that it increases the probability 
of the outcome least desired by the Carter administration, the Israelis, and presumably the Saudis:  
direct combat between forces of Israel and Saudi Arabia, making the latter, for the first time, a  
full-fledged confrontation state.
Even under the best of circumstances, including complete Saudi military abstention, a fifth Arab-
Israeli war would severely strain the 'special relationship' between Washington and Riyadh. It is  
conceivable  that  a  crisis  could  be  isolated  if  both  parties  stood at  some distance  from their  
respective clients during the fighting.”144

At the end of the article what came out was not a complete support for the US-Saudi 

relationship,  together  with an idyllic  description of  the connection between the two 

countries. To the contrary, Rosen and Shaked questioned many aspects and elements of 

the US-Saudi relation, opening new questions about a possible confrontation between 

the American superpower and the desert kingdom.

4.8 The cultural sphere: documentaries and universities.

 “Death of a princess”145 is a British drama-documentary which tells the story of a Saudi 

princess, Misha, killed because, according to the British press, had married a commoner 

instead of the man chosen for her by her family. The story became really popular at the 

end of the 1970's and it provoked a scandal which had also political implication. The 

Saudi Arabian government was really outraged by the words used by the British press to 

describe what happened to the princess: it stated that Great Britain was depicting the 

kingdom in a wrong way, giving a totally distorted idea of the Saudi society146. A Time 

magazine's  article wrote that the episode offered “the world a rare glimpse into the 

mores of the oil-rich desert kingdom”147, but at the end of the 1970's, the American 

government decided to distance itself from the event, in order to avoid a diplomatic 

misunderstanding between it and Saudi Arabia.

The  cultural  dimension of  the  US-Saudi  relationship  was  also  present  in  an  article 

published  by  Commentary  in  April  1979:  in  the  report  Seth  Cropsey explored  the 
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connections born between the American universities (in the specific case of the article, 

the  University  of  Southern  California)  and  the  Arab  countries,  with  a  particular 

reference to Saudi Arabia. The topic is really simple: the article affirmed that at the end 

of  the  1970's,  money  to  finance  specific  programs,  conferences,  and  centres  of 

American universities were coming primarily from Arab countries. These funds gave 

them (the Arab nations) the possibility to influence, somehow, the choices made by the 

U.S cultural institutions, pushing the latter to concentrate themselves “on the study of a 

particular [Arab] land or culture.”148 In the specific case of the desert kingdom, Cropsey 

reported that

“Saudi Arabia has a relationship with southern California which goes back at least twenty years 
and is based on a similarity of terrain, climate, and resources. Southern Californians made the 
desert habitable and tapped its oil reserves, and the Saudis came to learn how they had done it.  
When oil money flowed in Saudi Arabia, business in southern California reaped a big share of  
contracts. Some of the oil revenues have found their way back to the University of Southern 
California (USC).”149

It is interesting to note that, at some point, the Saudi monarchy resolved to invest part of 

its  “petrodollars”  in  cultural  programs  in  the  United  States,  a  diversification  of 

investments which allowed the kingdom to spread its plan of action. The funds invested 

by Saudi Arabia in America permitted the creation and the establishment of Middle 

Eastern centres for the study of the Middle East, together with the creation of Arab 

chairs.

What  I  found  somehow  not  fair,  in  the  article,  is  the  covert  charge  made  by  the 

journalist  against  this  new  Arab/Saudi  practice:  as  a  matter  of  fact,  Seth  Cropsey 

accused the Saudis, and more in general the Arabs, to influence the view of the Middle 

East according to their  perception,  excluding Israel from the region or treating “the 

Jewish state as an international outlaw.”150 Cropsey arrived to say that the Arab/Saudi 

funds could imply “the complete politicization of scholarship and the transformation of 

the university into an ideological battleground.”151 Finally, the journalist of the article 

wrote that “This is a new and alarming development which threatens to turn gift-giving 

into a great pork barrel and in so doing to undermine the scholarly disinterestedness of 

148 S. Cropsey, “Observations: Arab Money and the Universities”, Commentary, April 1979.
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the university.”152

I do not want to judge the practice assumed by the Arab states at the end of the 1970's 

towards  the  American  education  and  cultural  institutions,  but  I  think  it  is  fair  to 

underline  and  to  remember  that  for  centuries  the  Middle  Eastern  region  had  been 

analysed, read and considered according to Western concepts and studies (what Edward 

Said called the science of Orientalism), concepts and studies that brought to the creation 

of  a  way of  perceiving  the  Middle  East  according  to  dogma that,  usually,  did  not 

correspond to the Middle Eastern reality. At the end of the 1970's, the inclinations were 

slowly changing, bringing to the Western hemisphere new cultural approaches, which 

were anyway not threatening the American perception of the Middle East.

Anyway, the phenomenon of the Arab funds in the American universities underlined 

also an important cultural shift occurred between Saudi Arabia and the United States: 

before,  it  was  the  American  superpower  that  was  influencing  Saudi  students  with 

American education (to remember the fact that Arab young people were sent to Western 

universities to study); at the end of the 1970's, to the contrary, it was the Arab countries 

in  general,  and  Saudi  Arabia  in  particular,  that  were  affecting  the  U.S  cultural 

institutions with their money and power.

4.9 Possible confrontation: a decline in the US-Saudi relationship?

 The first signs of a possible decline in the US-Saudi relationship appeared on an article 

published on the New York Times on December 24, 1978 and written by Steven Rattner. 

According to Rattner, the main reason for the cooling of the relations was the American 

support for the peace agreement between Israel and Egypt:

 “The relationship has withstood challenges, particularly American support for Israel and Saudi  
participation in the 1973 October war and the oil boycott. But after last week's OPEC meeting, it 
is being tested as it has not been in the last half decade.
 The Saudis are dismayed by the course of negotiations towards a Middle East peace settlement. 
They are perturbed as well by the American response to instability in neighbouring countries, 
such as Iran. By one interpretation, these and other disagreements resulted in the Saudis' failure  
to prevent a substantial oil price increase at the oil exporting countries' meeting. Taken together,  
the perception that  the Saudis  have been working against American interests  on the issue of 
Middle East peace and oil prices has led to a cooling of American ardor.
 'A new attitude is developing here towards the Saudis,' said Senator Henry M. Jackson, chairmen 
of the energy committee and a staunch supporter of Israel. 'The Saudis have quickly lost much of  
what they have gained in our eyes over the last 24 months.'
 Those gains were principally represented by what was seen as a tacit agreement that the Saudis  
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would help America work for Middle East peace and oil price moderation. In return, the Carter 
administration won Congressional approval for the sale of war planes to the Saudis.”153

The Saudi  kingdom was not  happy at  all  with the Camp David negotiations and it 

mainly did not approve the path that was leading to the signing of the peace treaty 

between Israel and Egypt. In the  New York Times' article Rattner reported that “'The 

Saudis  were horrified by Camp David,'  said one American expert.  'They saw Sadat 

giving up everything and getting nothing.'”154

However, the Camp David negotiations were not the only motivations for a setback in 

the US-Saudi connection. The Saudis were also unhappy “with the trend of events in 

their region, particularly the Horn of Africa and of course, Iran.”155 The problem, here, 

was the Soviet activisms in the Horn of Africa and the Saudi monarchy, which was 

strongly  anti-Communist,  complained  about  the  non-American  intervention  in  the 

region to prevent a further advance of the Communist superpower. Moreover, the desert 

kingdom was scared about the Iranian demonstrations and also in this situation they 

were annoyed by the American attitude.

 “They are scared stiff, […], by the Soviet attempts to dominate the Horn, particularly after the 
successful Soviet grab for influence in Afghanistan. Although there is no love lost between Saudi 
officials and the Shah, the Saudis fear that a dimunition of his authority might allow the Soviets 
to move in there as well.
 To counter these trends, the Saudis expect American help, which to their thinking has not been  
forthcoming. 'They think we should do more in Iran, but like everyone else, they don't know what 
that help should be,'”156

Together with the anti-Communist feeling, Saudi Arabia was also worried about the 

radical Arab movements, especially because it thought they could disrupt the internal 

equilibrium  of  the  monarchy.  Nevertheless,  at  the  end  of  the  1970's,  the  Saudi 

“diminished confidence in the United States has coincided with increased efforts  to 

maintain good relations with the radicals.”157

Which was the American reaction to these events and Saudi attitude? Rattner wrote that 

“Although State Department officials minimize the differences with the Saudis, they are 
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clearly worried about the impact.”158 In addition, “State Department officials believe the 

Saudis can still play a positive role in the Middle East, and at the least, must maintain 

their huge financial aid to Egypt.”159 But it is the final statement of the article to be 

useful  to  understand  which  was  the  American  position  regarding  these  signs  of 

confrontation between Saudi Arabia and the United States:

 “Nonetheless, American officials acknowledge that genuine differences exist over the Saudis' 
role in the Middle East and on oil pricing, and they are eager to smooth them. Three or four  
Cabinet Secretaries will visit the country in the early part of next year and many other exchanges 
and contacts will continue.
 'This is like a marriage which has hit one of its occasional rocky spots,' one official explained,  
'For all the problems, you shouldn't underestimate the bond.'”160

There is  another  New York Times' article  published on February 27,  1979 by Flora 

Lewis, which reported about misunderstandings between the Saudi monarchy and the 

American superpower.

 “A surprisingly wide gap of communications has emerged between the United States and Saudi  
Arabia.
 Talks with high-level American officials in both the Administration and the Senate and with 
Middle  East  analysts  who are  in  the  confidence  of  the  Saudi  Arabians  have  revealed  major  
differences of perception on Saudi policy and intentions that seem impossible to explain except  
as a fundamental misunderstanding.”161

The communication gap underlined by Flora Lewis depended on, as usual, the Camp 

David talks and the possible Egyptian-Israeli peace agreement. The U.S government 

thought that the Saudi kingdom would have supported the negotiations and the peace 

settlement between Egypt and Israel, while Saudi Arabia stressed that it would have not 

changed  idea  and  position  regarding  the  situation.  As  a  matter  of  fact,  the  policy 

adopted by the monarchy continued “to be against any partial settlement of the Arab-

Israeli dispute that fails to resolve the fate of the Palestinians by enabling them to re-

establish themselves on the West Bank of the Jordan.”162 In addition, Saudi Arabia did 

not want to change its position because it did not want to break the relations “with the  

other  Arab  states  over  the  issue  of  peace  with  Israel  and  continue  to  insist  on  a 

158 Ibid.
159 Ibid.
160 Ibid.
161 F. Lewis, “U.S.-Saudi relations: A Surprising Communications Gap”, New York Times, February 27, 

1979.
162 Ibid.
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comprehensive Middle East settlement.”163 But the Camp David negotiations were not 

the only reasons of misunderstanding between the two countries. As it was underlined 

in the previous  New York Times' article, “The differences of perception also extend to 

policies on oil pricing and production, to American military support for Saudi Arabia 

and to what the American officials call the 'special  relationship'  with the Saudis.”164 

When the article was published, the Iranian revolution had already happened. Logically, 

the changes in Iran should have made the Saudis much closer to the United States, but, 

according to Lewis, “On the contrary,  it  has made them more eager to spread their 

relations and more interested in further arms purchases from West European countries 

and even in talking with the Soviet Union.”165 However, Flora Lewis stressed, at the 

end, that “It seems odd that such misunderstandings should persist after so long and so 

close a relationship.”166 So, which were the future prospects for the US-Saudi relations?

 “The prospects are that the differences will persist and perhaps grow, according to one analyst,  
because there are pressures in Saudi Arabia to reconsider the policy of high oil production levels.  
Saudi Arabia, is now the world's leading exporter and the third producer, after the Soviet Union  
and the United States.
 At a time when the United States is looking to Saudi Arabia to increase output to replace oil from 
Iran, younger Saudi decision-makers are urging a cut-back to save resources for the future and to 
slow  the  process  of  industrialisation  and  modernisation  to  reduce  the  kind  of  tensions  that 
provoked the Iranian upheaval.”167

It seems that the American public opinion did not feel confident about the duration of 

the  US-Saudi  connection;  on  the  contrary,  the  future  expectations  were  completely 

negative, especially, and not surprisingly, about the Saudi collaboration on oil matters.

After  the signing of  the Egyptian-Israeli  peace agreement  so opposed by the  Saudi 

monarchy, the American Secretary of State Cyrus Vance commented on the US-Saudi 

connection,  affirming  that  “American  relations  with  Saudi  Arabia  had  deteriorated 

because  of  'clear  and  sharp  differences'  over  the  Egyptian-Israeli  peace  treaty.”168 

Nonetheless, Vance was optimistic about the future, stressing that “the United States 

would  continue  to  try  to  strengthen  its  relationship  with  Saudi  Arabia,  which  he 

described as a staunch friend and ally for many years. Saudi Arabia is also a major 

163 Ibid.
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165 Ibid.
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168 “Vance Sees Decline In U.S.-Saudi Links”, New York Times, May 9, 1979.
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supplier of oil to the United States.”169

Also a  Time  magazine's article appeared on May 28, 1979, reported the view of the 

Secretary of State Cyrus Vance regarding the relationship between the United States and 

Saudi Arabia, and, as in the previous article, the perception was not so positive:

“Less than a year ago, Secretary of State Cyrus Vance described the connection between the U.S 
and  Saudi  Arabia  as  a  'special  relationship.'  That  is  no  longer  so.  Though  the  Carter 
Administration has been exceedingly slow to realize the depth of Saudi anger and bitterness over  
the Egyptian-Israeli peace treaty, it is now obvious that the era of Saudi Arabia's almost total 
reliance on the U.S has come to an end. Vance has acknowledged that there is now a 'clear and 
sharp difference' between the foreign policies of the two countries.”170

The reasons for this situation were the same that other newspapers and publications 

claimed in their articles:

“The  Saudis  have  been  increasingly  critical  of  U.S  policy  for  some  time.  They  felt  that 
Washington failed to give all-out support to their ally the Shah of Iran, thereby contributing to his  
downfall. […] More recently, they have been angered by stories that CIA agents had reported 
home that the Saudi royal family was split in its policy over Egypt and that the power of Crown 
Prince Fahd, generally assumed to be the country's de facto ruler, was in decline.”171

The journalist of the report affirmed that the beginning of the distancing between the 

two countries began with the Egyptian visit to Jerusalem in November 1977 and with 

the “Camp David negotiations in September 1978.”172 According to the article,

“The Saudis, who felt that they should have been consulted during those talks, are deeply upset 
that  Sadat's  initiative  has  had  the  effect  of  splitting  the  Arab  world,  and  of  increasing  the 
influence of the radical Arab states. The Saudis are also distrustful of the terms of the peace treaty 
itself. […] ' It is impossible to admit any settlement not based on the return of Jerusalem to its  
1967 status as an Arab and Muslim city.'”173

What I found really interesting is the closing of the article, which seems to proclaim an 

upcoming end of the connection, with the veiled affirmation that the balance between 

the oil-producing state and the oil-consuming nation was shifting towards the desert 

kingdom: “Today they [the Saudis] regard their friendship with the U.S as important but 

no longer crucial. […] In a way, it is the classic end of an affair: the dependence of one 

169 Ibid.
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partner, Saudi Arabia, is on the decline, and the dependence of the other, the U.S., is  

greater than even before.”174

4.10 Conclusion.

 The newspapers'  and magazines'  articles of this  chapter are very illustrative of the 

change occurred in the American public opinion at the end of the 1970s regarding the 

perception of the US-Saudi relationship.

Considering  only the  perception  of  Saudi  Arabia,  it  can  be  noticed  that  Orientalist 

approaches in the way of describing the monarchy almost disappeared. In some articles, 

Saudi  Arabia  was  mentioned  as  the  “backward  desert  kingdom”,  a  typical  way of 

calling  Saudi  Arabia  in  the  American  press,  and  in  one  article  appeared  on  Time 

magazine on July 11, 1977, there was written that Saudi workers were “illiterate”. In 

addition to these aspects, when it came to write about the kingdom, the references to oil  

were and remained a must: many journalists underlined the importance of Saudi Arabia 

inside the OPEC cartel and the fact that the monarchy was considered as the “world's 

leading exporter of oil”175.

From a  conceptual point of view, the perception of Saudi Arabia was subjected to an 

important shift, this because the Carter administration began with important and solid 

affirmations and statements of friendship towards the Saudi monarchy. As a matter of 

fact,  at  the  end of  the  1970's,  the  kingdom started  to  be  considered  as  part  of  the 

modernizing camp. References to the modernization of Saudi Arabia are present since 

the beginning of this work: the short documentary “Desert Venture” and many articles 

appeared on different newspapers and magazines made clear that the money earned by 

the  Saudi  kingdom  thanks  to  the  selling  of  petroleum  were  then  invested  in  the 

modernization  of  the  country176.  This  means  that  Saudi  Arabia  adopted  a  policy of 

development for the monarchy, a policy which foresaw the establishment of a process of 

planning. This resulted in the elaboration of six Programmes of Development. Only the 

first two regarded the period which I took into consideration for this thesis and they are 

so divided: the First Programme of Development considered the years from 1970 to 

174 Ibid.
175 D. A. Rustow, “U.S.-Saudi relations and the oil crises of the 1980s”, Foreign Affairs, April 1977.
176 The money earned by the selling of oil has been the driving force for the development of Saudi 

Arabia and in addition this money permitted the creation of several infrastructures necessary for the 
development of the Saudi economy. In Ministero dell'Informazione,  Il libro del Regno dell'Arabia  
Saudita, Isole del Canale, Knight Communications Ltd, 1996, p. 38.
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1975; the second one considered the years from 1975 to 1980. On a general level, it can 

be  said  that  these  Programmes  took  into  consideration  every  aspects  of  the  Saudi 

monarchy,  expressing  economic,  industrial,  commercial  and  agricultural  strategies 

compatible with the achievement of national purposes. Thanks to the the Programmes 

of  Development,  Saudi  Arabia  achieved  higher  standards  of  living,  it  was  able  to 

diversify its economy from oil building plants for the production of steel, iron, glass and 

aluminium  and  it  developed  also  education  programmes  and  vocational  training. 

Moreover,  the  Saudi  kingdom  was  also  able  to  develop  the  agricultural  field, 

transforming its traditional agricultural system in a really modern one177.

In addition to the  modernizing element,  Saudi Arabia started to be considered as an 

international power,  with political leverage and economic influence thanks to its oil 

reserves and revenues. The Western hemisphere recognized the kingdom the status of 

“world power”178 and this thing was of real importance for a Middle Eastern nation. 

Moreover, the desert kingdom had started to get more involved in the Middle Eastern 

area and this resulted in the efforts made by the Saudi government in finding a solution 

for the Arab-Israeli conflict. Saudi Arabia was really motivated in acting as a mediator 

among  the  different  parts  and  the  United  States  perceived  the  Saudi  approach  as 

something  good  for  the  peace  talks  and  the  negotiations  started  at  Camp  David. 

However, the breaking point arrived when Sadat announced that he would have visited 

Jerusalem (1977). Saudi Arabia in particular, and the other Arab states in general, saw 

the Egyptian decision as an act of betrayal towards the Arab world and almost all of the 

Arab countries took the decision to expel Egypt from the Arab League and the Islamic 

Conference.  In  addition,  the Saudi  monarchy decided to  cut  economic/financial  and 

military aid to Egypt.

Considering, instead, the perception of the US-Saudi relationship, the opinion seemed 

to be really positive: in Nolte's article (New York Times, February 18, 1977), the author 

supported the connection between the two countries, underling and expressing very well 

all the elements which characterised the relation (economic, political and US security 

reasons). Very important in Nolte's article, as well as in other reports analysed in this 

chapter (see for example the  Time  magazine's article published on May 8, 1978), the 

explanation given to describe the US-Saudi connection: “oil for security”. The latter 

177 Ministero dell'Informazione, op. cit., pp. 38-39-40-47.
178 F. Lewis, “Saudis' Influence Is Growing”, New York Times, January 30, 1977.
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meant that Saudi Arabia provided (cheap) oil to the U.S government and in exchange 

the United States supported the monarchy from a military point of view. Despite all the 

other factors at the base of the relation, “oil for security” remained the best explanation 

used to approach the US-Saudi connection and the one most present in the American 

public opinion's expressions. To underline, there is also the fact that the American press 

began to perceive the US-Saudi relationship as a “special connection”, and this was 

emphasized by all  the newspapers used for the analysis  of this work, independently 

from the political “identity” of the magazines and/or journalists.

What  I  tried  to  underline  in  this  chapter  is  the  fact  that  the  Egyptian-Israeli  peace 

agreement was a first element of dispute between the desert kingdom and the American 

government. To that element, there was also the confrontation about oil prices and the 

Saudi perception that the U.S superpower was not so involved in what was happening in 

the  Middle  Eastern  region and in  the  Horn  of  Africa.  Nonetheless,  the  cooperation 

between the two countries did not disappear: on the contrary, it was reinforced, also 

because after the Iranian revolution, Saudi Arabia was the only friendly country in the 

area on which the United States could rely on. The pattern was the same adopted at the 

end of the oil  embargo in 1974: it  seemed that  the relations between the American 

superpower and the  Saudi  monarchy should stop,  but  at  the  end they became even 

stronger than before. The reinforcement of the relationship was also demonstrated by 

the fact that during the Carter administration the U.S government decided to renew the 

Add-On Arrangement signed in December 1974, even though the United States were 

scared about  the possible  causes  of  the Arab investments  in  the American financial 

market.

Finally, in this last part of the work, I mainly quoted newspapers' article which were 

reporting the “growing” political and economic influence of Saudi Arabia. This was for 

sure true if the developments of that time are taken into consideration. What I want to 

underline, anyway, is the fact that Saudi Arabia began to grow from a political and 

economic point  of  view directly since the Yom Kippur War and the consequent  oil 

embargo. As a matter of fact, during that occasion, the desert kingdom demonstrated its 

muscles  towards  the  Western  hemisphere,  showing  a  strong  attitude  towards  those 

countries that it considered unfriendly to the Arab cause. The fact that the American 

newspapers were writing about this growth only at the end of the 1970s demonstrated 
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that  the  U.S  public  opinion  took  its  time  to  become aware  about  the  political  and 

economic influence assumed by the Saudi monarchy inside the American society.
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CONCLUSION

“Ask  most  any  Saudi  Arabian  about  
Saudi-American  relations  and  the  
response  will  repeatedly  dwell  on  
Franklin Delano Roosevelt. Not F.D.R in  
general,  but  his  meeting  in  February,  
1945  with  King  Ibn  Saud  aboard  a  
United States Navy vessel in Great Bitter  
Lake in the Suez  Canal.  There the two  
leaders  pledged  a  friendship  that  has  
lasted  for  30  years,  cemented  through 
millions  of  dollars  of  aid,  the  
involvement  of  four  American  oil  
companies  in  the  Saudi  oil  fields,  and  
most  of  all,  through the  abhorrence  of  
Communism.”

New York Times, December 24, 1978

 This  work  had,  as  a  main  goal,  the  analysis  of  the  perception  of  the  US-Saudi 

relationship in the American public opinion.

However, the starting point for this study has been the idea that the U.S press had, 

during the 1970s, but also before, about Saudi Arabia as a country. To better examine 

this first aspect, I compared what I found and read in the different articles (coming from 

the  New York Times,  Time  magazine,  Commentary,  Foreign Affairs,  Radical America, 

Monthly Review)  with the elements  connected with the science of  Orientalism.  The 

latter  was  a  discipline  born  in  the  Western  hemisphere  and  which  considered  the 

Oriental  world and its  people  as  inferior,  despotic,  depraved,  corrupt,  insincere and 

backward if compared to the Western culture and society. It derived that the (Western) 

opinion and image about the Oriental world was characterised mainly by a  negative 

approach.

Was  it  true  also  for  Saudi  Arabia?  How  was  the  Saudi  kingdom described  in  the 

American press? It  can be said that,  till  the end of the 1970s,  the American public 

opinion was referring to Saudi Arabia according to  Orientalist principles. This means 
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that the idea it developed about the Saudi kingdom was mainly negative. Considering 

the short documentary “Desert Venture”, the monarchy was described by the narrative 

voice as “strange”,  its  civilisation was considered as “slumbering” and Arab people 

were perceived as “suspicious”. It is clear that the impression given to the audience was 

not  of  a  civilised  and  modern  country.  In  addition,  always  in  the  movie  “Desert  

Venture”, it was recalled the missionary theme so appreciated by Orientalism. This kind 

of descriptions and references led to another fundamental feature of Orientalism, which 

was a  clear division between “us” (the Western part  of the world) and “them” (the 

Oriental part of the world); in the case of Saudi Arabia, the division mentioned above 

was also supported by the Jim Crow system established in the Saudi oil fields after the 

discover of petroleum in the kingdom.

From the documentary “Desert Venture” and from some articles analysed already in the 

first chapter of this thesis, two significant elements came out (they were not connected 

with  the  discipline  of  Orientalism):  the  importance  of  oil  for  Saudi  Arabia  (and 

consequently for the US-Saudi relationship) and connected with it the modernization of 

the country1. The Saudi kingdom possessed a lot of petroleum2 and with the time it 

became the most important supplier of oil in the world, assuming the role of  swing 

producer.  Oil  made possible the economic,  political  and diplomatic growth of Saudi 

Arabia, especially thanks to the money earned by the selling of petroleum. The Saudi 

modernization was supported by oil and the economic and political leverage assumed 

by the monarchy on an international level since the beginning of the 1970s was mainly 

attributed to petroleum3. The economic, political and technical developments made by 

Saudi Arabia during the twentieth century were well described by George Lenczowski 

in his book  The Middle East in World Affairs. There, the author mentioned the Saudi 

investments made by the monarchy for “the technological development of the country 

in the fields of transportation, electrification, agriculture and water supply, schools, and 

1 The modernization of Saudi Arabia was made, of course, thanks to the money earned by the selling of  
petroleum,  but  it  has  been  also  possible  thanks  to  the  American  technology  and  help  (this  last  
affirmation  underlined  the  importance  of  the  United  States  in  comparison  with  Saudi  Arabia, 
consolidating the Orientalist idea that the Western society was more developed than the Oriental one).

2 According to the estimates of that time, Saudi Arabia possessed 25% of the proven oil reserves in the  
world. In Ministero dell'Informazione, op. cit., p. 1. To have a better comprehension of the oil history, 
consult also p. 26-27-28 of the book “Il libro del Regno dell'Arabia Saudita”.

3 “It is oil which allowed the consolidation of the Saudi state, providing sufficient financial resources to  
pay for a modern state bureaucracy, and eliminating the urge to conquer in order to replenish empty 
coffers.” In L. Fawcett, op. cit., p. 87.
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hospitals.”4 Lenczowski  mentioned  also  other  elements  connected  with  the 

modernization  of  Saudi  Arabia:  they  were  plans  of  land  reclamation,  irrigation 

networks,  water  pipelines,  paved  roads,  construction  of  new  harbours  and 

implementation of the old ones, construction of railways and rail roads, development of 

telephone and radio communications, increase of health standards. Moreover, the author 

of the book underlined the growth of the Saudi king (in the specific case, Ibn Saud) in 

Arab  affairs,  anticipating  a  tendency  that  during  the  1970s  became  even  more 

important: as a matter of fact, especially after the 1973 oil embargo, the Saudi kingdom 

started to play an active role in the Middle Eastern region, in order to promote a peace 

settlement among all the countries involved in the Arab-Israeli conflict5. There were, 

however, also some paradoxes in the Saudi kingdom, well emphasized by Lenczowski: 

if from one side Saudi Arabia was growing and developing its economical and social 

system,  from  the  other  side  the  monarchy  was  still  characterised  by  a  stationary 

government,  the  Saudi  royal  family was  bound to  old  traditions,  Saudi  kings  were 

perceived as absolute monarchs (“subject  only to  the limitations of Islamic laws”6), 

patriarchal lines were still at the base of the Saudi government, foreign people found 

difficult to obtain visas to enter the country7.

What came out from the articles analysed, then, in the second, third and fourth chapters 

of this work, in addition to the references to oil and to the position assumed by Saudi 

Arabia in the international oil market, there was the fact that the monarchy began to be 

called  the  “desert  kingdom” or  “kingdom of  sand”,  considering  it  also a  backward 

country. This last aspect could be perceived and connected, again, with the discipline of 

Orientalism because it recalled, somehow, a negative aspect of Saudi Arabia. A negative 

approach was  also  adopted  towards  the  Saudi  royal  family who was  considered  as 

untrustworthy and characterised by excesses of extravagance (to remember the fact that 

the  Saudi  royal  members  spent  a  lot  of  money  in  whims  and  the  government 

distinguished itself for a high level of corruption).

Another element connected with the perception of Saudi Arabia in the American press 

was  the  fact  that  journalists  and  reporters  writing  about  the  kingdom were  always 

4 G. Lenczowski, The Middle East in World Affairs, Ithaca, New York, Cornell University Press, 1952, p. 
353.

5 G. Lenczowski, op. cit., pp. 353-354.
6 G. Lenczowski, op. cit., p. 355.
7 G. Lenczowski, op. cit., p. 354-355.
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imprecise about the information they gave about the monarchy (for example, they did 

not know the exact amount of people living in the kingdom).

However, at the end of the 1970s, a big change occurred in the U.S perception of Saudi 

Arabia, moving from an Orientalist approach of the country to a positive and renewed 

idea of the kingdom. The Saudi monarchy started to be perceived as a modern nation, 

with an  international stature. At the end, the United States of America acknowledged 

the emergence and the growth of the Saudi kingdom on an international level, writing 

about the monarchy as a “growing” state from a political, economic and social point of 

view (a process started at the beginning of the 1970s).

Nevertheless, to be precise, a friendly way of approaching Saudi Arabia emerged also 

from  different  private  conversations  held  between  the  representatives  of  the  two 

countries:  just  to  remember the atmosphere  present  during  the  Quincy meeting and 

during  a  conversation  occurred  between Nixon,  Kissinger  and Prince  Fahd in  June 

1974.

 After having analysed the perception of Saudi Arabia in the American public opinion, 

the four chapters of this thesis had then approached the relationship between the two 

states. The connection between the Saudi monarchy and the United States of America 

born in 1933 when the U.S government obtained an oil concession from the Saudi king 

Ibn  Saud.  Consequently,  as  I  tried  to  make  clear  in  the  first  chapter,  oil was  the 

primarily  reason  which  brought  the  two  countries  closer  to  each  other.  Petroleum 

remained then the most important factor of the connection and this was supported by 

the  creation  of  ARAMCO and  the  fact  that  the  American  newspapers  were  mainly 

concentrated  on  this  topic  in  writing  about  the  kingdom  and  its  relationship  with 

America. Oil was the main concern during the 1973 oil embargo, but despite the Saudi 

attempt to use petroleum as a political weapon to persuade the Western hemisphere, but 

especially the United States, to adopt a more pro-Arab attitude, the occasion did not 

interrupt or modify the relations between the American superpower and the oil giant. 

On the contrary, the relationship was solidified and the two countries consolidated their 

economic, political and military ties through the signing of the 1974 Agreement (June). 

Moreover, after the embargo, also the financial aspect came into the relationship with 

the petrodollars' recycling and the stipulation of the Add-On Arrangement in December 

1974, then renewed during the Carter administration.
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Nevertheless, oil was not the only element which connected Saudi Arabia with America: 

as a matter of fact, also the  military aspect covered an important position in the US-

Saudi relationship, this because since the construction of the Dhahran airfield the two 

countries  adopted  a  tight  policy  of  collaboration  according  to  which  the  U.S 

government provided the monarchy with military support in exchange for cheap oil. 

This was the base of the relationship, the element that Rachel Bronson called  oil for  

security. When it came to write about the connection between the two countries, the 

American press mostly referred to the sentence quoted above and this mainly happened 

at  the  end  of  the  1970s.  The  American  military  support  to  the  kingdom was  also 

determined by the strategic position of Saudi Arabia in the Middle Eastern region: it 

was in the U.S interests to defend the oil-rich monarchy, so precious for the political 

and economic American purposes.

In addition to oil and military support, Saudi Arabia and America shared a  common 

antagonism towards the Soviet Union: both countries feared the expansionism of the 

Red block and during the Cold War period they did all they could to prevent a victory of 

the  Soviet  superpower  over  the  free  world.  The  profound  religiosity  of  the  Saudi 

monarchy served the purpose to fight the Communist threat: as a matter of fact, Saudi 

Arabia financed a lot of Islamic movements which had an anti-Communist character, as 

for example mujaheddin in Afghanistan.

As it happened for the American perception of Saudi Arabia,  also for the US-Saudi 

relationship the U.S press modified its idea about the American-Saudi friendship at the 

end  of  the  1970s:  journalists  and  historians  writing  in  different  newspapers  and 

magazines  finally  acknowledged  all  the  elements  (oil,  military  support,  political 

interests) present in the connection between the two countries (they did not cite only 

some of them) and they started to write about the connection as a “special relationship”. 

Important to illustrate the changes occurred in the American press, there were some 

articles appeared on the  New York Times  (in  the specific case,  there was the article 

written  by  Nolte  where  the  author  mentioned  the  economic,  political  and  security 

aspects of the relationship) and on Commentary (in the specific case, the article written 

by Rosen and Shaked and quoted and analysed in the fourth chapter of this thesis).

Of course, the relationship between Saudi Arabia and America was not perceived as 

something positive only by the U.S government: also the Saudi monarchy considered its 
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relationship with the American superpower as a good element for the country and this 

was supported by the friendly words used by different Saudi representatives (consider, 

for example, the attitude of Ibn Saud during the Quincy Agreement, the words used by 

King Faisal during some meetings and also the behaviour of Khalid when he became 

monarch  of  Saudi  Arabia).  The  American  superpower  was  important  for  the  Saudi 

interests  because it  provided, as I stated before,  military support and it  also offered 

markets where to sell  Saudi products (especially oil).  In addition,  the two countries 

were deeply involved in many investments which brought the kingdom to invest its 

petrodollars in U.S banks and both of them established joint ventures in the monarchy 

in order to modernize and diversify the Saudi economy.

However,  to  be  precise,  it  must  be  said  and  remembered  that  Saudi  Arabia 

demonstrated,  sometimes, a sort  of annoyance towards the American presence in its 

kingdom and this  was demonstrated by a comment appeared on a  New York Times' 

article published on February 27,  1979, where Flora Lewis  wrote that  “The Saudis' 

position, […], is that while an American security umbrella is desirable, Saudi Arabia 

does not want to be too closely linked to the United States.”8

Connected with the perception of the US-Saudi relationship, it should be pointed out 

that the relations between the two countries have not been without obstacles. On the 

contrary, there have been several setbacks (such as the 1973 oil embargo), which never, 

anyway, put in danger the stability of the relationship. Such setbacks strengthened the 

connection, bringing the two countries even closer to each other. Nevertheless, at the 

end of the 1970s, the U.S public opinion was reporting about the Arab-Israeli peace 

process so endorsed by Carter: at the beginning, the Saudi monarchy was supporting the 

American efforts9, but then, with the signing of the Egyptian-Israeli peace agreement, 

the kingdom changed idea, stopping supporting Egypt with its military and economic 

help.  As  the  event  demonstrated,  the  Arab-Israeli  negotiations  caused  another 

complication for the American-Saudi friendship, in addition to the disagreements about 

different oil policies and views about the U.S intervention in the Middle East. However, 

to be precise, the Arab-Israeli conflict has always been the greatest element of quarrel 

between Saudi Arabia and America, this because the two countries had different views 

8 F. Lewis,  “U.S.-Saudi relations: A Surprising Communications Gap”,  New York times,  February 27, 
1979.

9 Both countries had, as a main political goal, the stability of the Middle Eastern region. In Ministero 
dell'Informazione, op. cit., pp. 74-75.
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and approaches to the problem. This resulted in the fact that the kingdom had always 

supported the Palestinian cause, while the U.S government was closer to the Israeli side, 

insomuch as many times America affirmed that it had no intention of abandoning Israel. 

Nevertheless, even if the thesis has been concluded with a possible end of the US-Saudi 

relationship, it  must be underlined that during the 1980s the two countries began to 

collaborate  again  closer  and closer,  demonstrating  the fact  that  the relationship  was 

strong enough to overcome all the obstacles.

* * *

 From all  the considerations made before,  there is the possibility that it  is not clear  

which was the American opinion regarding the relationship between Saudi Arabia and 

the United States of America. As a matter of fact, unlike the U.S perception of Saudi 

Arabia,  where  it  has  been  underlined  which  kind  of  words,  adjectives  and  even 

sentences were used to refer to the kingdom, in the case of the American idea about the 

connection  between  the  two countries  there  has  not  been  emphasized  the  linguistic 

approach towards  the  subject.  This  has  been caused by the  fact  that  in  the  articles 

examined in all the four chapters, the linguistic level was not so present in the way of 

writing  about  the  US-Saudi  connection.  Journalists  and  historians  wrote  that  Saudi 

Arabia was an American friend and ally and that the relationship established with the 

United States started to be considered, at some point, as something “special” (end of the 

1970s). But despite this, no clear words or adjectives have been employed to describe 

the relation. However, even if the linguistic approach results to be less perceptible inside 

the work,  the analysis  of the US-Saudi relationship has been possible  thanks to the 

common and shared elements present in the relationship and which brought the two 

countries closer to each other. As a matter of fact, from this thesis has emerged that 

Saudi Arabia and America maintained a longstanding relationship because there have 

been  common elements  which  characterised  the  connection  since  its  birth  in  1933. 

These  factors  were,  first  of  all,  oil,  then  military  support,  the  common  fear  for 

Communism, the strategic position of Saudi Arabia in the Middle Eastern region and, 

finally, also a cultural connection. All the elements mentioned before were present in 

newspapers' and magazines' articles writing about the connection between Saudi Arabia 

and the United States and this means that there was a sort of continuity in the way of 

referring to the American-Saudi connection and that such elements were at the base of 
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the  American  perception  of  the  relation.  Historical  processes  helped  defining  the 

common elements of the relation, this is why it has been important to describe also the 

international and Middle Eastern situation, underling some vital moments such as the 

1973 oil embargo or the Middle Eastern situation at the end of the 1970s.

* * *

 In the introduction of this work, it has been written that the analysis of the US-Saudi 

relationship was also based on the examination of magazines such as Radical America 

and Monthly Review. However, as the reader perceived, there has been no references to 

these newspapers in the different chapters of this  work and there was absolutely no 

intention to leave the “left” American public opinion out from this thesis. As I stated in 

the introduction of the work, my intention was to cover the broadest spectrum of press 

mouthpieces, in order to give almost all the opinions about the US-Saudi relationship. 

Nevertheless, the researches concerning this topic among Monthly Review and Radical  

America brought to no results. References to the relation between the two countries or 

even allusions to the Saudi kingdom did not match elements in the archives of these 

newspapers. Both of them were concentrated on topics such as labour, class struggle, 

women's movements, students' and workers' alliances, Latin America, China, Africa.. 

Only  on  Monthly  Review  an  article  appeared  about  petrodollars  written  by  Harry 

Magdoff in January 1979, but there were no references at all to the Saudi monarchy. 

However, Monthly Review began to concentrate on oil from 2006 and from this moment 

on articles about petroleum, its price and the fact that America was addicted to it started 

to be published in the socialist magazine.

On  a  general  level,  it  can  be  affirmed  that  the  opinion  about  the  American-Saudi 

relationship was the same for all the newspapers taken into consideration for this work, 

independently from the political tendency of the magazines: as a matter of fact, all of 

them referred to the monarchy as the “desert kingdom”, they considered it backward, 

they  mentioned  oil  as  the  most  important  aspect  to  describe  Saudi  Arabia  and  its 

relationship with the United States of America, they considered the Arab-Israeli conflict 

the most serious misunderstanding between the two countries.

Only a remark should be made about the fact that, at some point, the American press 

started to perceive the US-Saudi  relationship as “special”.  This  was not  a privilege 

given  only  to  Saudi  Arabia.  According  to  some  newspapers  such  as,  for  example, 
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Commentary  and  Monthly Review, “special” was also the relationship between Israel 

and  America  and  the  connection  between  Great  Britain  and  the  United  States. 

Consequently,  it  can  be  stated  that  the  adjective  “special”  was  given  to  all  those 

relations considered by the American press as “vital” for the conservation of the U.S 

interests all over the world. Nevertheless, the importance of the the change regarding 

the American perception of the US-Saudi relationship should not be underestimated: as 

a matter of fact, at the end of the 1970s, Saudi Arabia was the only Arab country to be 

perceived as a loyal ally towards the United States of America. The relationship with 

Iran, also considered “special” (especially by Kissinger), was completely in trouble due 

to the Iranian negative attitude towards the oil prices (to remember the Iranian will to 

increment the prices of petroleum despite the American efforts to bring the prices down) 

and the fact that the Islamic Revolution in the country was developing quickly and 

quickly, threatening the Twin Pillar Policy so endorsed by Nixon already at the end of 

the 1960s (one important aspect of the Iranian Revolution was the aversion towards 

America). Consequently, considering all the events and aspects mentioned before, it was 

clear that the connection with the Saudi kingdom had to be safeguarded and maintained, 

also because the U.S government needed a moderate regime in the Middle Eastern area 

to counterbalance the revolutionary movements of the region.
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