
Although the House of Saud, Saudi Arabia’s
royal family, has long leaned toward the West, it is
a corrupt totalitarian regime at sharp variance
with America’s most cherished values. Despite the
well-publicized ties between the two governments,
Saudi Arabia has seldom aided, and often ham-
strung, U.S. attempts to combat terrorism. 

Even worse is Riyadh’s willingness to buy off
even the most unsavory regimes and groups. Both
at home and abroad it supports the extreme
Wahhabi form of Islam, a movement hostile to
modernity and the West. Saudi money has even
gone to the fundamentalist Pakistani academies
known as madrassahs, which have served as
recruiting grounds for Osama bin Laden. 

American support for Riyadh is one of the
prime factors motivating bin Laden, who seeks
to drive the United States from what he sees as
holy Muslim lands. Even if the United States suc-
ceeds in eliminating bin Laden, the presence of
American troops will continue to inflame

Islamic extremists and encourage future terrorist
attacks. Yet Washington hesitates to speak ill of
its ally for one reason: oil.

The United States does not need to be deferential
because of the oil issue. Although Riyadh possesses
the globe’s most abundant reserves, it currently pro-
vides only about 10 percent of production. In the
short term, any supply disruption would cause fair-
ly significant harm; the impact would be ameliorat-
ed in the long term, however, as new sources were
found and the U.S. economy adapted.

The United States should reassess its relation-
ship with Riyadh. Most important, Washington
should withdraw its military forces from Saudi
Arabia. That connection has already drawn
Washington into one conventional war, against
Iraq, and helped to make Americans targets of ter-
rorism. Although America should not retreat from
the world, it should stop supporting illegitimate
and unpopular regimes where its vital interests are
not involved, as in Saudi Arabia.
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Introduction

Nothing can justify the heinous terrorist
attacks of September 11. Unfortunately, some
U.S. policies have acted as the equivalent of
poking hornet nests, turning Americans into
targets for violence at home and abroad. 

Demanding reconsideration, therefore, is
the promiscuous foreign intervention that
has helped generate not just abstract hatred
but hostile passions intense enough to cause
people to hijack airplanes and fly them into
buildings full of innocent people. And one of
the worst aspects of U.S. foreign policy has
been the tendency to prop up “friendly”
autocratic regimes. Among Washington’s
more dubious allies is Saudi Arabia, a corrupt
totalitarian regime at sharp variance with
America’s most cherished values, including
religious liberty.

The House of Saud has long leaned
toward the West. Saudi Arabia grew out of
the defeat in World War I of the Ottoman
Empire, an ally of the Central Powers, at the
hands of Great Britain and various subject
Arab peoples. King Abdul al-Aziz al-Saud,
who briefly fought against the Turks and
then defeated the Hashemite Dynasty and
allied Arab families to take control of the
bulk of the Arabian Peninsula, proclaimed
the modern Saudi Arabia in 1932. King
Abdul al-Aziz, who fathered 44 sons before
dying in 1953, was the fount of today’s royal
family. His son, pro-American King Fahd bin
Abdul Aziz, suffered a series of strokes begin-
ning in 1995, leaving another son, Crown
Prince Abdullah bin Abdul Aziz, largely run-
ning the government.

Saudi Arabia would be unimportant to
the United States but for the massive oil
deposits sitting beneath its seemingly endless
deserts. The advent of an activist
Organization of Petroleum Exporting
Countries, led by Saudi Arabia, which sup-
ported the oil embargo of 1973–74 against
America, helped to raise oil prices and enrich
the Saudi monarchy. Tensions with the West
grew—for a time a few analysts even advocat-

ed invading the Persian Gulf region to seize
the oil. The latest round of worrying about
Saudi stability has led some people to recycle
that idea.1

However, in the post–World War II era,
U.S. policymakers have focused primarily on
defending the gulf region from other poten-
tial invaders—the Soviet Union during the
Cold War, the Islamic revolutionaries who
seized control of Iran in 1979, and finally
Iraq’s Saddam Hussein.2 To deter Moscow,
President Jimmy Carter created a rapid
deployment force; to block Tehran, the
Reagan administration aided Iraq in its
bloody and lengthy war against Iran.

Finally, America went to war with
Baghdad, with preservation of the House of
Saud of far more concern than the liberation
of Kuwait, the formal public goal.
Washington easily defeated Iraq but left
Saddam in power. Ten years of desultory UN
weapons inspections, economic embargo,
“no-fly zones,” and frequent U.S. bombing
followed. America backed its military units in
Turkey and carrier forces in the Persian Gulf
with about 5,000 Air Force personnel in
Saudi Arabia as part of the Southern Watch
command, comprising aircraft ranging from
F-15s and F-16s to C-130s and KC-135s.
Another 1,300 military personnel and civil-
ian contractors worked with the Saudi
National Guard.3 No mere temporary
response to Saddam’s aggression, America’s
presence has a “permanent feel,” as Howard
Schneider of the Washington Post put it.4

The Unsavory Saudi State

Although the relationship between
Riyadh and Washington is close, it has rarely
been easy.5 For American administrations
that loudly promote democracy, the alliance
with Saudi Arabia has been a deep embar-
rassment. Reports Human Rights Watch:

Freedom of expression and associa-
tion were nonexistent rights, politi-
cal parties and independent local
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media were not permitted, and even
peaceful anti-government activities
remained virtually unthinkable.
Infringements on privacy, institu-
tionalized gender discrimination,
harsh restrictions on the exercise of
religious freedom, and the use of
capital and corporal punishment
were also major features of the king-
dom’s human rights record.6

Repression and Corruption
Saudi Arabia is an absolute monarchy, an

almost medieval theocracy, with power con-
centrated in the hands of senior royalty and
wealth concentrated among some 7,000 al-
Saud princes (or more, by some estimates).
Political opposition and even criticism are
forbidden. In practice there are few procedur-
al protections for anyone arrested or charged
by the government; the semiautonomous
religious police, or Mutawaa’in, also intimi-
date and detain citizens and foreigners alike.
The government may invade homes and violate
privacy whenever it chooses; travel is limited.
Women are covered, cloistered, and confined,
much as they were in Afghanistan under the
Taliban.7

The Saudi regime’s apologists, such as
Abdulrahman al-Zamil, a member of the offi-
cial 120-member Shoura (Advisory) Council,
consider the lack of popular accountability a
virtue, arguing that it ensures selection “unre-
lated to the influence of special interest groups
and financial contributions.”8 But ultimate
control rests with the 75,000-man National
Guard (run by the crown prince), which is as
large as the army, not any group of advisers.
Command positions are reserved for the royal
family, which thereby strengthens its influence
and creates further resentments. “Nobody
climbs up into the higher ranks,” one Saudi
complained to the Wall Street Journal. “Those are
reserved for the royal family.”9

It is perhaps no surprise that such a
regime has an unenviable reputation for cor-
ruption. Western business partners are occa-
sionally imprisoned to resolve disputes. The
problem is so great that the Saudi ambas-

sador to the United States, Prince Bandar bin
Sultan, has acknowledged tens of billions of
dollars in abuse and theft.10 Indolence is even
more widespread. For years, every college
graduate could expect a government position
that provided a good salary (and many tea
breaks) for little work.11 More than a quarter
of Saudi Arabia’s nearly 23 million people are
expatriates, many of whom are domestic
workers. During the Gulf War many Saudis
expected others to do the dirty work of mili-
tary combat, likening America’s presence to
hiring mercenaries.12

Religious Totalitarianism
Most ugly, though, is the religious totalitar-

ianism enforced by Riyadh. Citizens and for-
eigners alike are prohibited from engaging in
non-Muslim worship as well as proselytizing.
According to former foreign service officer Tim
Hunter, fired by the State Department for his
criticism of its timidity in dealing with the
Saudis, Christian clerics, if discovered, are
arrested, beaten and brutalized, and eventually
expelled from the country.13 Conversion means
apostasy, which is punishable by death.14

Private devotion is theoretically allowed, but
homes are raided if worshippers gather
together. Christians have also been punished
for blasphemy.15 In fact, in this regard Saudi
Arabia follows much the same policy as the
Taliban (which Riyadh recognized and funded
until recently), which was assailed by President
George W. Bush for prosecuting foreign aid
workers accused of proselytizing.16

Thuggish behavior alone is rarely enough
to preclude diplomatic relations, but it
should discourage the United States from
affirmatively embracing the Saudi regime,
even in the name of stability.17 After all,
repression is not the only path to security.
Saudi Arabia’s neighbor Kuwait has gained
legitimacy by creating an elected legislature
and considering giving women the vote;
Bahrain plans on holding parliamentary elec-
tions in 2003, a move that, in the words of
analyst Joseph Shattan, “appears to have seri-
ously blunted the anti-American rage that is
currently sweeping through the rest of the
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Arab world.”18 In fact, the quick dissipation
of fundamentalist street protests during the
war in Afghanistan would appear to offer a
propitious moment for Arab governments to
adopt political reforms. Those autocratic
regimes should be strong enough to risk
reaching for long-term stability through
democratic means.19

U.S. policies have identified Washington
with the Saudi kleptocracy. As Richard Perle
of the American Enterprise Institute observes,
“We are associated with regimes that are cor-
rupt and illegitimate.”20 Many average Saudis
believe the United States is either serving as a
pillar of the regime or taking advantage of its
position to profit from the Gulf War. This has
generated anger against America and support
for sending home its troops, as well as the
feeling that terrorism against the United
States is legitimate. That phenomenon was
evident after the bombing of the Khobar
Towers military barracks in 1996 as well as
after September 11, 2001.21

Americans are now paying for
Washington’s cozy ties with Riyadh. That
association has made the United States a tar-
get of terrorists. Obviously, one must take
Saudi terrorist Osama bin Laden’s pro-
nouncements with some grains of salt, but
ending American support for the corrupt
regime in Riyadh and expelling U.S. forces
from the Persian Gulf region appear to be his
main goals.22 Since he lacks missiles,
bombers, and carrier groups to achieve his
end, he instead relies on terrorism.23

Growing Internal Problems
The Saudi ruling elite is also paying for its

repression and links to Washington, especial-
ly when contrasted with its formalistic
Muslim piety. With 70 percent of govern-
ment revenues (and 40 percent of gross
domestic product) derived from oil sales, the
drop in energy prices since the early 1980s
has caused economic pain in Saudi Arabia;
per capita GDP has dropped from $28,600 in
1981 to less than $7,000 today.24 Unemploy-
ment is now estimated at 15 percent overall
and 20 percent for those under 30.25 That has

helped generate deep undertones of unrest,
but the discontented feel helpless to pro-
mote political change. Criticism tends to be
expressed through religious leaders. Novel-
ist Abdelrahman Munif warns that the “sit-
uation produces a desperate citizenry, with-
out a sense of dignity or belonging.”26

Observes Neil MacFarquhar of the New York
Times: “In another country Mr. bin Laden
might have become an opposition politician
rather than a holy warrior. But Saudi Arabia
brooks no dissent.”27

Senior clerics live well on the government
payroll and therefore lack credibility. Radical
freelancers have developed a widespread fol-
lowing: 15 of the 19 hijackers of September 11
were from Saudi Arabia. And in January
Riyadh acknowledged that about 100 of the
158 alleged al-Qaeda prisoners being held at
Guantanamo Bay were Saudi citizens. One
Saudi businessman told the Wall Street Journal:
“Many young people are disgruntled and dis-
enchanted with our society’s openness to the
West and U.S. foreign policy. These people are
frustrated and have nothing to do. They fall
prey to people with agendas of their own.
They are time bombs. They’re like the
Japanese kamikazi.”28 With roughly half of
the population under the age of 15, the
potential for further unrest is substantial.29

Soaring dissatisfaction with the regime
due to slumping revenues and a slowing
economy has merged with criticism of
America. Many Saudis are angry about U.S.
support for the House of Saud; many stu-
dents irrationally blame America for Saudi
Arabia’s economic problems.30 Additional
irritants are Washington’s support of Israel
and attacks on Iraq (paradoxically seen as
anti-Muslim now, a decade after that
nation’s defeat), and now the air strikes in
Afghanistan. Admiration for bin Laden is
evident even among those who dislike his
austere Islamic vision.31 Worries Richard
Murphy, a one-time U.S. ambassador to
Saudi Arabia who is now with the Council
on Foreign Relations, “After 11 years, we’ve
worn out our welcome on the popular level,
though not with the leadership.”32
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Saudi Obstructionism

The Saudi leadership has proved wary of
aiding the United States despite direct
attacks on Americans. The 1996 bomb attack
on the Khobar Towers barracks in Dharan
killed 19 Americans and wounded another
372. It was the work of radical Islamists, who,
like bin Laden, view Riyadh’s alliance with
America as a defilement of holy lands.
However, U.S. efforts to investigate the
bombing were hamstrung by the Saudis, who
refused to turn over relevant information or
to extradite any of the 13 Saudis indicted by
an American grand jury.33

In the same year, the Saudis refused,
despite U.S. urging, to take custody of bin
Laden from Sudan.34 In 1998 bin Laden and
several other extremist Muslim leaders issued
a manifesto calling for a holy war to drive the
United States from Islamic lands. Even so, U.S.
officials were unable “to get anything at all
from King Fahd” to challenge bin Laden’s
financial network, charges a new book by John
O’Neill, a former Federal Bureau of
Investigation official involved with counter-
terrorism who died in the attack on the World
Trade Center, where he was security chief.35

Riyadh’s reluctance to risk popular displea-
sure by identifying with Washington contin-
ues, even after the deaths of several thousand
Americans on September 11. Observes Daniel
Pipes, director of the Middle East Forum: “In
1979 when a group of extremists took over the
Mecca Mosque, the Saudi regime called in
French troops, infidels to go into Mecca and
take it over. [In] 1990, when Saddam Hussein
threatened, they called us in and we protected
them. Now it’s our turn to call. We’re the ones
who lost 5,000 dead. We need them, they’ve
got to be there.”36

Privately, White House aides acknowledge
that Saudi officials have not been as cooper-
ative as hoped. Riyadh has refused to run
“traces,” involving background investiga-
tions, on its 15 citizens who committed the
atrocities of September 11, supply passenger
lists of those on flights to America, and block

terrorist funds flowing through supposed
charities (if the money goes awry, the regime
explains, it does so outside of Saudi Arabia).37

Riyadh has also pressed, luckily without
great success, non-OPEC nations to cut oil
production in an attempt to raise prices to
buttress the cartel of which it is the leading
member.38 It is no surprise, then, that Riyadh
seemed to be one of the targets of the presi-
dent’s address to the UN General Assembly
in which he called for moving from “sympa-
thy” to “action.”39 Publicly, however, adminis-
tration officials, including the president,
laud Saudi cooperation.40

The Saudis are, it is true, allowing use of
the operations center at Prince Sultan Air
Base, near Riyadh, but Saudi Arabia has
joined its neighbors in attempting to keep its
distance, ostentatiously announcing that no
foreign troops would use Saudi facilities to
stage attacks.41 One reason is concern about
America’s strong three-decade-long support
for Israel.42 But more generally Riyadh fears
identifying with the United States. By early
November some Saudi officials were at least
willing to blame the Taliban and not America
for civilian casualties in Afghanistan, though
the Saudis failed to join other governments
in marking the three-month anniversary of
the terrorist attacks.43 Still, one anonymous
official asked: “Does it matter what we are
saying publicly?”44 Unfortunately, just as
cooperation with the West generates unrest,
the refusal to aggressively defend coopera-
tion with the West encourages extremist sen-
timents to grow.

Saudi Arabia: Terrorism’s
Enabler

The lack of a public endorsement pales in
comparison with Riyadh’s support for the
very Islamic fundamentalism that threatens
to consume the regime in Riyadh as well as to
murder more Americans in future terrorist
attacks. Al-Zamil criticized the United States
for aiding Afghan guerrillas only in their
fight against the Soviet Union, as if Washing-
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ton could have subsequently imposed order
on a land rent by warring, fratricidal factions:
“The Saudi volunteers, pure at heart and
committed to high principles, could under-
stand neither the opportunism nor pragma-
tism of US foreign policy.”45 It is a curious
criticism for a Saudi official, given the rank
opportunism and pragmatism of Saudi poli-
cy. Al-Zamil himself admits that “the US mil-
itary presence is very unpopular throughout
Saudi society and is a liability rather than an
asset,” raising questions about why U.S. mili-
tary personnel are there—other than as prag-
matic protection from Iraq and perhaps
Iran.46

As Neil MacFarquhar of the New York
Times has observed, a recent charity telethon
for Muslims “perfectly mirrored the govern-
ment’s way of doing business: throw money
at nasty problems and leave the unpleasant
details under the rug.”47 Riyadh’s strategy is to
buy off everyone. It long subsidized Arab gov-
ernments and guerrilla movements at war
with Israel, and it opposed the 1979 peace
treaty between Egypt and Israel. The regime
was, along with Pakistan, the primary finan-
cial backer of the Taliban in Afghanistan,
which provided sanctuary for bin Laden and
his training camps.48 It is widely believed that
even Saudi businessmen unsympathetic to
his goals have made contributions to bin
Laden in an attempt to purchase protection.
There are serious charges of financial support
from some members of the Saudi royal fami-
ly itself for bin Laden’s al-Qaeda network.49

The problem runs even deeper. The Saudi
state, run by royals who often flaunt their lib-
ertinism, enforces the extreme Wahhabi form
of Islam at home and subsidizes its practice
abroad. Wahhabism derives from the prac-
tices of a fundamentalist 18th-century tribal
leader whose followers helped the Saudi royal
family consolidate power in the early 1900s.
The practice is thought to dominate as many
as 80 percent of the mosques in America.50

Within this sect, hostile to modernity, politi-
cal extremism and support for terrorism have
flourished in Saudi Arabia itself.51 Moreover,
the threat now reaches beyond the Middle

East to Indonesia, Malaysia, and even the
Philippines.52 Reports the New York Times,
Riyadh “has also sponsored the fundamen-
talist academies known as madrassa in
Pakistan. Many graduates of these madrassa
have headed straight to Afghanistan, some to
bin Laden training camps.”53

In short, “these are SOBs who are barely
even our SOBs,” complains National Review
editor Rich Lowry.54 By any normal assess-
ment, Americans should care little if the
House of Saud fell, as have other illegitimate
monarchies such as Iran’s Peacock throne.
Except for one thing: Saudi Arabia has oil.
Saudi oil expert Nawaf Obaid worries that if
Saudi Arabia fell to a fundamentalist revolu-
tion, the resulting government would be “ten
times more powerful [than] Iraq or Iran.”55

The Erroneous Oil 
Justification

Contrary to popular wisdom, the Saudis’
trump card is surprisingly weak. True, with
262 billion barrels in proven reserves, Saudi
Arabia has about one-quarter of the world’s
resources and 8.7 times America’s supplies.56

Riyadh is not only the world’s leading suppli-
er, but as a low-cost producer it can easily
augment its daily exports, which were 9.1
million barrels a day last year.57

However, the reserves figure vastly over-
states the importance of Middle Eastern oil
to the U.S. (and Western) economy. Saudi
Arabia accounted for about 12.3 percent of
global production in 2000 (and closer to 10
percent in 2001); Riyadh plus Kuwait and the
various sheikdoms came to 21.3 percent;
OPEC as a whole produced 41.5 percent of
the world’s supplies.58 By one estimate, zero
Mideast production would push prices to
$76 a barrel.59 The result in such a worst-case
scenario would be severe economic pain in
the short term, though the Strategic
Petroleum Reserve, which the president has
vowed to fill, would help moderate prices.60

With a 1 percent supply reduction estimated
to influence a 10 percent price rise, zero
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Saudi production would push prices to $42 a
barrel—a high but hardly catastrophic level.
Moreover, the United States has survived
high prices in the past: between 1974 and
1985, real gasoline prices ranged between 1.4
and 2.3 times current prices. 61

The Myth of the Oil Weapon
Were the Saudi regime to fall, prices

would rise substantially only if the con-
queror, whether internal or external, kept the
oil off the market. That would be true espe-
cially if the other states in the region did not
also collapse. 

Withholding oil would, however, defeat
the very purpose of conquest, even for a fun-
damentalist regime. After all, the Iranian rev-
olution did not cause Iran to stop exporting
oil; in fact, production increased every year
from 1990 to 1998 and rose again in 2000,
almost returning to 1998 levels. 62 In fact, even
bin Laden has urged his followers via video-
cassettes not to damage Saudi oil wells since
oil is the source of Arab power.63

If a new regime did halt sales, the primary
beneficiaries would be other oil producers,
who would likely increase exports in
response to higher prices. A targeted boycott
of only the United States would be ineffec-
tive, since oil is a uniform product available
around the world.64 In fact, the embargo of
1973–74 had little impact on production.65

The global recession of 1975 caused a far
more noticeable drop.

A new regime might decide to pump less
oil in order to raise prices. Such a strategy
would require international cooperation, yet
the oil producers have long found it difficult
to coordinate price hikes and limit cheating
on agreed-upon quotas.66 Even if effective,
restricting sales would have only a limited
impact. A decade ago, when oil was selling for
about $20 a barrel, David R. Henderson, for-
mer senior energy economist with President
Reagan’s Council of Economic Advisers and
now with the Hoover Institution, calculated
that the worst result of an Iraqi seizure of the
Saudi oil fields would be about a 50 percent
price increase, which would cost the U.S. econ-

omy about one-half of 1 percent of GDP.67

Prices were running in the mid-$20s in 2001
but have since fallen to below $20 a barrel
because of the slumping economy. Thus, a
price hike of a similar magnitude today would
be lower in real terms and would fall on an
economy more than one-quarter larger.

In any case, the economic impact would
decline over time. Countries such as Kuwait,
Iran, Nigeria, Russia, and the United Arab
Emirates have the ability to pump significant-
ly more oil than they are currently produc-
ing.68 An eventual resolution of the conflict
with Iraq would bring substantial new sup-
plies online; Baghdad pumped 2.2 million
barrels a day in 1990, before becoming subject
to sanctions after the end of the Gulf War.69

As economist Susan Lee puts it, should
Riyadh turn off the pumps, “the U.S. would
find itself plenty of new best friends.”70

Sharply higher prices would bring forth
new energy supplies elsewhere. Total proven
world oil reserves were 660 billion barrels in
1980, 1,009 billion in 1990, and 1,046 billion
at the end of 2000. Yet in the last decade alone
the world’s people consumed 250 billion bar-
rels of oil.71 How could this be? A combina-
tion of new discoveries and technological
advances increased the amount of economi-
cally recoverable oil. Reserves rose even as oil
prices dropped: between 1980 and 1990
proven oil reserves jumped by 62 percent
while prices for Middle Eastern petroleum
were falling 43 percent. Prices eventually hit a
dramatic low in 1998, down another 41 per-
cent, before rising over the next two years.72

America’s Oil Options
America is dotted with high-production-

cost wells that could be unplugged. The
nation’s outer continental shelf alone is
thought to contain more than current proven
reserves; since so little of the outer continental
shelf, barely 6 percent, has been leased, those
resources have not been proved.73 Some 15,000
acres of the 19.6 million acre Arctic National
Wildlife Refuge could contain a similar
amount of oil (as well as supplies of natural
gas). Even the modest estimate of 5 billion bar-
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rels of recoverable reserves would be a signifi-
cant addition to current supplies. However, we
won’t know how much is there without
drilling, which could be conducted in an envi-
ronmentally sensitive manner.74 And,
although some people might think the desire
to lower the cost of gasoline an inadequate rea-
son to develop those supplies, the prospect of
terrorism and war related to America’s access
to Persian Gulf oil should change the
cost/benefit ratio considerably.75

Further, some 300 billion barrels of unre-
covered oil, 10 times our proven reserves and
more than known Saudi resources, lie in beds of
shale under the United States.76 They are not
counted, however, because they are not current-
ly worth developing. But as prices rise and new
techniques are developed, they may become
economically recoverable. Moreover, energy
companies are looking for new oil deposits
around the world, including in the Caspian
Basin, Russia, and West Africa. Estimates of as
yet undiscovered potentially recoverable oil
range from 1 trillion to 6 trillion barrels. The
Energy Information Administration estimates
that, at current consumption rates, we have
enough oil for another 230 years and that
“unconventional” sources, such as shale, could
last 580 years.77 And even those figures are based
on existing prices and technologies. Higher
prices would stimulate exploration, as well as
production of alternative fuels and conserva-
tion, reducing oil consumption.

In short, an unfriendly Saudi Arabia
might hurt America’s pocketbook; it would
not threaten America’s survival. Different
would be the ascension of a truly terrorist
regime, one dedicated to using oil revenues to
undertake a campaign against the United
States. That is unlikely, however, if for no
other reason than that Washington’s cam-
paign against Afghanistan demonstrates that
in such a case the new ruling elites would not
long remain the new ruling elites. (Control of
the gulf region by a hegemonic rival, notably
the Soviet Union, would have posed a signifi-
cantly different, and greater, security threat,
but that prospect disappeared with the end
of the Cold War.)78

Although in an unlikely worst case (the
loss of most Persian Gulf oil) the cost hike
might be significant, that risk must be bal-
anced against the annual cost of maintaining
forces to protect Saudi oil, estimated at $50
billion.79 On top of that come the costs of
fighting terrorism, exacerbated by U.S. sup-
port for Saudi Arabia. The war in Afghanistan
costs at least a billion dollars a month.80 And
then there are the likely civilian casualties
from future attacks should the war on terror-
ism fail, or prove only partially successful.

Severing the Tie

Mentioning Saudi Arabia’s shortcomings
or suggesting that the regime’s survival is not
vital to America makes policymakers in
Washington and Riyadh nervous. In particu-
lar, the House of Saud doesn’t take criticism
well. Crown Prince Abdullah denounced the
U.S. media in a speech on state television,
charging that they were damaging his nation’s
reputation and driving a wedge between his
government and Washington. In the Arab
News he blamed the American media cam-
paign for expressing “its hatred toward the
Islamic system.”81 His government diplomati-
cally suggested that Riyadh’s problems were
with the press, not the Bush administration.82

(In mid-November the Saudi government
bought a four-page advertisement in leading
newspapers extolling the accomplishments of
King Fahd, “a doyen of world statesmen.”)83

In fact, there are rumors that policymak-
ers in Riyadh, worried about domestic criti-
cism of their ties to Washington, are consid-
ering ending America’s military presence.84

That has naturally been denied by Saudi and
U.S. officials alike, but serious tensions obvi-
ously remain.85 In his letter to President Bush,
Crown Prince Abdullah wrote, “It is time for
the U.S. and Saudi Arabia to look at their sep-
arate interests.”86 Al-Zamil suggested that
“Saudi Arabia might well find it necessary to
reassess its 70-year special relationship with
the United States,” including pulling its stu-
dents out of American universities, with-
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drawing financial investments from the
United States, and “playing a different role
within OPEC.”87 Those are empty threats,
however: America would not notice the
departure of Saudi university students; arbi-
trarily pulling out investments would hurt
Saudi Arabia more than America. Moreover,
even in the aftermath of September 11
Riyadh was lobbying non-OPEC oil produc-
ers to cut production, to America’s detri-
ment. The House of Saud sets, and will con-
tinue to set, oil production on the basis of
Saudi, not American, interests.

Washington Should Take the Initiative
The country that should reassess the cur-

rent Washington-Riyadh axis is the United
States. Observes Boston Globe columnist Jeff
Jacoby: “For years the United States has had
an arrangement with Saudi Arabia’s rulers:
They would sell us oil and we would pretend
to not notice that they were intolerant dicta-
tors who crushed dissent at home while nur-
turing some of the world’s most violent
fanatics abroad. But now we are at war with
those fanatics and the old bargain cannot
continue.”88 Senate Armed Services Commit-
tee chairman Carl Levin (D-Mich.) has bro-
ken with the Washington consensus to make
much the same point. The American com-
mitment to the Saudi royal family is a moral
blemish and a practical danger. It has already
drawn the United States into one conven-
tional war and has helped make Americans
targets of terrorism, which generated far
more casualties in one day than did the Gulf
War, Kosovo conflict, and Afghanistan cam-
paign (so far) combined.

The most important reason to withdraw
U.S. troops is to eliminate a source of antag-
onism that has fostered the sort of virulent
terrorism seen on September 11. Neverthe-
less, Washington can ill afford to cite that as
its justification, and it cannot pull out pre-
cipitously, lest the lesson learned abroad is
that the way to change American foreign pol-
icy is to slaughter innocent Americans.
However, the United States has ample reason
to make such a change on other, public

grounds: Saudi Arabia is an authoritarian
regime that has simultaneously fostered ter-
rorism abroad and undercut long-term sta-
bility at home. The survival of the House of
Saud should be left to it.

Saudi Arabia’s oil is important, but who sells
it to America is not. Indeed, though stability in
the Persian Gulf is of value, the benefits of
America’s presence are not so obvious. It is not
clear that America’s presence increases Saudi
stability. Certainly the royal family will do
whatever it takes to maintain its power and
privileges against internal opposition. As
analyst Simon Henderson puts it, “The
House of Saud will be ruthless in preserving
itself.”89 If that ruthlessness is insufficient,
the American presence is not likely to help,
unless the United States is prepared to com-
mit ground forces—in addition to those
presently on station—to prop up the monar-
chy, creating the prospect of a lengthy occu-
pation and increased terrorist activity.

Of greater concern is the possibility of
renewed external aggression, most obviously
by Iraq, though it remains in greatly weak-
ened condition. But even before September
11 the Gulf States were working to resolve
conflicts and improve their ability to defend
themselves without Washington’s help.90

Saudi Arabia spends more on its military
than do Iran and Iraq combined; the Gulf
Cooperation Council, made up of Bahrain,
Kuwait, Oman, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, and the
United Arab Emirates, has a larger population
than Iraq but has yet to field a comparable
military. The prospect of American disengage-
ment would, like the prospect of a hanging,
help concentrate the mind. Such aprospect
would also increase pressure on the Gulf
States to forge defensive relationships with
surrounding powers, most notably Iran,
Syria, and Turkey, and to inaugurate serious
political reform to generate a popular will-
ingness to defend the incumbent regimes.

Good Riddance
If it fails to act, however, the United States

shouldn’t worry unduly about the future of
the Saudi regime. As National Review’s Lowry
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observes, “Dealing with these allies will
require more cold-bloodedness and calcula-
tion than the U.S. has been capable of since
the height of the Cold War.”91 Although
Lowry opposes withdrawal of U.S. troops,
that is the logical result of cold-blooded
analysis. Badgering the Saudis to be more
cooperative and to democratize, as has been
proposed, is unlikely to succeed, since they
would have done so already if they thought it
was in their interest.92 Expanding America’s
military, going to war, and risking civilian
casualties as a result of terrorism in order to
defend Riyadh costs far more than stability
in the gulf region is worth. Forcibly ousting
the House of Saud and imposing a puppet
regime, whatever such a strategy’s apparent
short-term virtues, would further entangle
the United States in a virulent, hate-filled
region made even more volatile by America’s
action.93 The hysterical international reac-
tion, by friend and foe alike, can easily be
imagined. 

Should the House of Saud fall or be over-
run, Washington would finally be relieved of
the moral dead weight of defending that
regime. And consumers would almost cer-
tainly continue to purchase sufficient oil, if
not directly from a hostile Saudi regime,
then from other producers in a marketplace
that would remain global. Americans would
adjust to any higher prices by finding new
supplies, developing alternative energy
forms, and reducing consumption.

There were many causes of the September
11 atrocity. Some, such as America’s status
as a free society whose influence permeates
the globe, reflect the country’s very being
and cannot and should not be changed. But
some U.S. positions—such as Washington’s
willingness to make common cause with the
morally decrepit, theocratic monarchy in
Riyadh—would be of only dubious benefit
even if they did not put Americans at risk.
The United States must not retreat from the
world. But it should stop intervening mili-
tarily and supporting illegitimate and
unpopular regimes where its vital interests
are not involved, as in Saudi Arabia.
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