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Abstract  
Ronald Reagan entered the presidency after several watershed events in the Middle East. 

America’s closest ally, the Shah, was replaced by a theocratic regime that despised America. 

At the same time, the Soviet Union invaded Afghanistan and the Cold War reached a new 

height, while Iran and Iraq fought for regional hegemony. These events reinforced in 

Washington the need for allies and Saudi Arabia quickly became an important one.  

This thesis portrays the US-Saudi relationship during Ronald Reagan’s first presidential 

term. The biggest inquiry of this study has been to research why, and how, the relationship 

between two divergent allies has endured the many ups and downs as the ones in the period of 

1981-1985. These impediments, when zoomed in, are outweighed by a deep and common 

dependency for the strategic partnership that has sustained since the early 1940s. As a marriage 

of convince, the United States and Saudi Arabia were, and continue to be, bound by common 

need for stability in global oil markets and regional stability, not for love of common ideals.   
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1 Introduction  

“Standing with Saudi Arabia” 
When dissident journalist Jamal Khashoggi was killed in October 2018 and the blame fell on 

the Saudi government, the US-Saudi relationship was quickly scrutinized. This time, it was the 

Donald Trump administration that bore the marks of critique. In a White House statement, a 

month later, President Trump argued against the critique and for the strong partnership with 

Saudi Arabia. Trumps arguments stated that United States was a “steadfast partner of Saudi 

Arabia” and a “great ally” against the “world’s leading sponsor of terror”; Iran.1 In addition, a 

partnership with Saudi Arabia only benefitted American interests in the region and those of 

Israel.2  Trump’s remarks, however, are not new, and as this thesis demonstrates, rather a 

continuation of American foreign policy toward the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia. It seems that no 

matter what, the United States will always stand with Saudi Arabia.  

The Scope of the Study  
Since the early 1940s, the United States and Saudi Arabia have been in an informal strategic 

partnership, a partnership that has endured wars and revolts in the Middle East as well as 

tumultuous ups and downs of the international oil market. Though they are committed, as they 

have been since oil was struck in Dhahran in 1938, the marriage of Saudi Arabia and the United 

States has not always been amicable. Rather, it has been a marriage of convenience.3 

 This thesis looks at how this marriage of convenience unfolded itself during the Reagan 

administration’s first term. Witnessing the vast changes in the Middle East and the Persian Gulf, 

the Reagan administration set out to strengthen the perceived depleted American hegemony. 

Although a strong supporter of Israel, Reagan’s fears of communism and Soviet expansion 

made the need for allies in the Persian Gulf evident. This study argues that the US-Saudi 

relationship overcame hardships and impediments met by the pro-Israel lobby, Congress and 

diverging efforts at diplomacy in Lebanon as the Saudi royal family, threatened by the fall of 

																																																								
1 Donald J. Trump, "Statement from President Donald J. Trump on Standing with Saudi Arabia", 
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefings-statements/statement-president-donald-j-trump-standing-saudi-arabia/. 
(last accessed May 4, 2019) 
2 Ibid. 
3 Douglas Little, "Gideon’s Band: America and the Middle East since 1945," Diplomatic History 18, no. 4 
(1994): 535. Douglas Little uses the term in reference to the formation of the relationship during President John 
F. Kennedy, but it is a term that is well suited to explain the US-Saudi relationship in general and during the 
Reagan administration more specifically. 
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the Shah, the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan and the Iran-Iraq war, welcomed the Reagan 

administration as a guarantor of its security. 

The following research questions have been used to explain how, and why, Washington 

and Riyadh endured the many obstacles met in the period of 1981-1985: How did the Saudi-

American relationship evolve during the presidency of Ronald Reagan? How and why did Saudi 

Arabia become an important strategic asset in American Middle East policy? Did the United 

States become more reliant on Saudi Arabia in terms of security and foreign policy?  How was 

Saudi Arabia perceived in Washington, and what policies did Washington implement on the 

Kingdom? Why did the Americans need the Saudis? What impediments were met in the 

relationship and why? 

The “Holy Trinity” of American Foreign Policy  
The “holy trinity” of American foreign policy has revolved around three important interests: 

containing the Soviet Union, securing access to cheap and stable Middle East oil and providing 

Israel with security in a region of hostility. These interests, however, have more than often been 

conflicting.4 The United States had, nevertheless, loose connections to the Middle East prior to 

World War II. American oil companies were digging for oil on the Persian Gulf, but 

diplomatically and militarily, Washington had little interest in the politics of the region. The 

Second World War, however, heightened US involvement in the Middle East.5  

Access to cheap oil was not the only reason for American involvement in the Middle 

East after WWII. As scholar and National Security Council staffer William B Quandt puts it, 

“[m]ore important than oil was the coming of age of America as a global power”.6 Washington 

could not revert to its isolationist pre-war policies, as that would only strengthen the Soviet 

Union in their quest for dominance. Soon after the war ended, Washington scripted a 

containment policy in order to weaken the Soviet Union and its “expansion” of communism. 

Therefore, the United States made it a policy to fight communism world-wide, leading to a 

rivalry between superpowers. When the United States committed themselves to this cause, they 

sought allies who could strengthen their policies. With allies comes responsibility, and with 

																																																								
4 Michael Hudson, "To Play the Hegemon: Fifty Years of Us Policy toward the Middle East," The Middle East 
Journal 50, no. 3 (1996): 329-332. 
5 Yakub Halabi, US Foreign Policy in the Middle East: From Crises to Change (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2009), 1.  
6 William B.  Quandt, "American and the Middle East: A Fifty-Year Overview," in Diplomacy in the Middle 
East: The International Relations of Regional and Outside Powers, ed. L. Carl Brown (London: Tauris, 2001), 
60. 
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responsibility comes credibility, which was essentially the ultimate goal of any policy coming 

from Washington.7   

As the Cold War began, the American dependence on oil deepened. Compared to the 

American production of 5 million barrels daily (mbd), the Middle East countries produced only 

1.5 mbd in the late 1940s. However, Middle East oil was extremely cost-efficient at a time of 

declining oil production in the United States. The Middle East, therefore, became important 

because of the oil it could produce to the Western world, but also because, to Washington, oil 

meant power.8 The access to oil was, however, quickly deemed a vital interest to the United 

States, causing the Pentagon in 1956 to proclaim “that nothing should be allowed to threaten 

its continuance”.9 Oil embedded Saudi Arabia in American strategic thinking in the early 1940s 

when American President Franklin D. Roosevelt and King Saud formulated a strategic 

partnership.10 Continued access to oil became even more important when Arab nationalism 

swept the Middle East in the 1960s causing both super powers to advance their commitment. 

The Soviets supported the pan-Arabism movement in Egypt and Syria while Washington, 

supported the “moderate” Saudi Kingdom and its vast amounts of oil.11 

The last piece of the puzzle in American foreign policy was, and still remains, the strong 

connection with Israel. The United States supported the State of Israel immediately after its 

creation in May 1948. The following year, Israel became a vital national interest for the United 

States.12 But the support for Israel was not an immediate consensus. American diplomats from 

the State Department warned that ardent support for Israel would only fracture the American 

foreign policy toward the Arab countries. As Kermit Roosevelt Jr., grandson of Theodore D. 

Roosevelt and CIA officer with extensive experience in the Middle East and Iran, wrote in 

1948, “almost all Americans with diplomatic, educational, missionary, or business experience 

in the Middle East protest fervently that support of political Zionism is directly contrary to our 

national interest, as well as to common justice”.13 In spite of Roosevelt’s criticism, President 

Harry Truman whole-heartedly supported the birth of Israel. American support for Israel 

became more embedded in both defense and diplomacy after the Israeli victory of the Six-Day 

War in June 1967. Not only did Israel manifest their strength over the militarily weak Arab 

																																																								
7 Ibid. 
8 Halabi, US Foreign Policy in the Middle East: From Crises to Change, 30. 
9 Quoted in Peter L Hahn, Crisis and Crossfire: The United States and the Middle East since 1945 (Dulles: 
Potomac Books, Inc, 2005), 7. 
10 Ibid., 9-10. 
11 Hudson, "To Play the Hegemon: Fifty Years of Us Policy toward the Middle East," 331. 
12 Hahn, Crisis and Crossfire, 11, 24. 
13 Hudson, "To Play the Hegemon: Fifty Years of Us Policy toward the Middle East," 334. 
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countries, Israeli interests became inherent with American interests. Politically, pro-Israel 

supporters have continuously waged great amount of power on the executive branch in 

Washington. Militarily and economically, Israel is mightier than any of the countries in the 

Middle East, which American financial support perpetuates.14  

The Middle East gained more importance as the Vietnam War waged to seemingly no 

end, which only reinforced in the White House a notion of a depleted hegemony. Furthermore, 

the strength of Israel proved to Washington the importance of the country as an ally, a strategic 

partner and as a necessity in American foreign policy. Still, Washington could not forget its 

two other interests. After 1967, Washington panned its focus to three countries: Israel, Iran and 

Saudi Arabia. In 1973, Saudi Arabia proved to Washington that it was a contender in American 

foreign policy by undergoing an oil embargo with ramifications for not only the US but the 

West in general. Furthermore, American foreign policy in the Persian Gulf revolved around the 

Shah of Iran. To the White House, the Shah was a valuable ally, formulating a policy for the 

Gulf based on the security of his realm. During the Nixon presidency, the Shah was put on a 

pedestal, giving him full access to the latest American weaponry.15  

The year 1979, however, marked a watershed moment in American Middle East policy 

and in the Middle East. In February, the great American friend, the Shah, was dethroned and 

replaced with a theocratic regime wanting to cut the ties with the United States. At the same 

time, a peace treaty between Israel and Egypt was signed with significant clout for American 

diplomacy. However, by the end of the year the Iranian revolution spread within the Persian 

Gulf, inflicting great threat on the Saudi royal family, who realized the great fear of being 

toppled when fanatics attacked the Grand Mosque in November. A month later, Soviet forces 

invaded Afghanistan.16 Summing up American foreign policy after WWII, it is evident that one 

continuity has been the need for credibility, and the fall of the Shah only augmented this need. 

The following decade of American foreign policy would be designed around this very need, 

and Saudi Arabia was an important part of the puzzle.  

																																																								
14 Ibid.; Quandt, "American and the Middle East: A Fifty-Year Overview," 61. 
15 Quandt, "American and the Middle East: A Fifty-Year Overview," 65-67. 
16 For more detailed analysis of the events in 1979, see David W. Lesch, 1979: The Year That Shaped the 
Modern Middle East (Boulder, Colorado Westview, 2001). 
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Theoretical Perspectives: The Shaping of US Foreign Policy   
There were two things Ronald Reagan seemed to value more than anything else: his religious 

faith and his conservative ideology. These personal beliefs were reflected in his politics.17 He 

resented communism, and he did not hold back in his anticommunist rhetoric toward the Soviet 

Union. The Soviets, in his opinion, were the manifestation of evil. 18  This belief shaped 

Reagan’s foreign policy when he entered the presidency, as Reagan set out to “reverse the 

expansion of Soviet control and military presence throughout the world”.19 Commonly known 

as the Reagan doctrine, this policy (cleverly master-minded by Reagan’s staunchly pro-Israel 

ambassador to the UN, Jeane Kirkpatrick) lay the groundwork for Reagan’s ideological battle 

against communism. By supporting countries around the world, near and far, the Reagan 

doctrine spread its wings to Islamist fighters in Afghanistan, right-wing “freedom fighters” in 

Nicaragua and communist resistance movements in Angola, Cambodia and Mozambique.20 

Reagan’s principal Middle East policy mission was to reinvigorate American strength, which 

he perceived had been “emasculated” during the human rights model of President Jimmy 

Carter.21 Because the Soviet Union represented atheism and a governance on the complete 

opposite scale of Saudi Arabia, the administration perceived the Saudis an ally in which the 

administration could restore this strength and overturn “godless Communism”.22  

Ronald Reagan had big ambitions, but his leadership style was rather laissez-faire. 

Containing the Soviet Union was such a grand ambition, but he distanced himself in the 

achievement of his aspirations and the people around him were ultimately in charge of realizing 

his visions. Because of this, Reagan has been characterized as “merely the public spokesman”.23 

This was again perpetuated in Reagan’s decision-making, which was far from centralized. 

Reagan’s cabinet members were inexperienced in the matters of foreign policy and rivalry 

among the staff lead to bickering and downsizing of individuals, especially those within the 

																																																								
17 James Graham Wilson, "Ronald Reagan’s Engagement and the Cold War," in Reagan and the World: 
Leadership and National Security, 1981-1989, ed. Bradley Lynn Coleman and Kyle Longley (Lexington: The 
University Press of Kentucky 2017), 12. 
18 Steven L Spiegel, The Other Arab-Israeli Conflict. Making America’s Middle East Policy, from Truman to 
Reagan (Chicago The University of Chicago Press, 1985), 399. 
19 Rachel Bronson, Thicker Than Oil: America's Uneasy Partnership with Saudi Arabia (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2006), 153; James M. Scott, Deciding to Intervene: The Reagan Doctrine and American 
Foreign Policy (Durham: Duke university press, 1996), 14-19. 
20 Bronson, Thicker Than Oil, 153. 
21 Seyom Brown, Faces of Power: Constancy and Change in United States Foreign Policy from Truman to 
Obama, Third edition ed. (New York: Columbia University Press, 2015), 398. 
22 Bronson, Thicker Than Oil, 3. 
23 William W. Newmann, "The Structures of National Security Decision Making: Leadership, Institutions, and 
Politics in the Carter, Reagan, and G. H. W. Bush Years," Presidential Studies Quarterly 34, no. 2 (2004): 281-
282. 
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National Security Council. By the end of his first term in 1985, Reagan had appointed three 

national security advisors and fired his first secretary of state. Furthermore, tensions within the 

White House (and with and between other government agencies) were partly caused by 

Reagan’s inner circle in the White House. Known as the “troika”—Edwin Meese, James Baker 

III and Michael Deaver—marginalized the role of the national security advisor Richard V. 

Allen. Reagan’s second and third national security advisors were more in control, but even here 

rivalry between the National Security Council and State Department was significant. The high 

turnover in staff, especially in the NSC, was a symptom of Ronald Reagan’s frail leadership 

style.24   

In formulating foreign policy, the president is accompanied by his closest advisors, 

usually the secretary of state. Several models try to explain the machinery behind such decision. 

The strategic model emphasizes that decision making is based on the understanding of national 

interests and what interests are important. But presidents are rarely rational beings that can 

easily formulate policies based on this, and they do not always agree on what is considered a 

national interest. Another problem occurs when one views the many different agencies that 

have a say in foreign policy. This is the premise for the bureaucratic politics model, which 

highlights the rivalry among the many agencies within a cabinet. The several disputes within 

the Reagan presidency are examples of how bureaucracy shapes policy. One last theory is the 

domestic politics model and the lobbying of interest groups. The pro-Israel lobby obtains strong 

influence among the Congress, which again reinforces decision-making on foreign policy 

through budget and restrictions. Quandt, however, disagrees in the notion that the pro-Israeli 

lobby, or its counterpart the oil lobby, has a remarkable impact on American foreign policy.25 

As Steven Spiegel adds, the president makes “decisions generally for reasons of state, largely 

unrelated to domestic politics and often in defiance of domestic groups”.26 

The role of interest groups in shaping US foreign policy, often a contentious political 

issue, remains an open one. According to Michael Hudson, the large financial, military and 

emotional support for Israel since its creation goes to show the enormous influence pro-Israeli 

interests group have on Congress and on the White House.27 This study will argue that the pro-

Israel lobby, though in some cases defeated, was highly influential within the Reagan 

administration. This is especially the case with the most influential interest group, the American 

																																																								
24 Ibid., 282-283. 
25 William B. Quandt, Peace Process:  American Diplomacy and the Arab-Israeli Conflict since 1967, 3rd ed. 
ed. (Washington, D.C: Brookings Institution Press, 2005), 8.  
26 Spiegel, The Other Arab-Israeli Conflict, 386. 
27 Hudson, "To Play the Hegemon: Fifty Years of Us Policy toward the Middle East," 337. 
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Israel Public Affairs Committee (AIPAC). More importantly, this study’s focus is on how the 

US-Saudi relationship remains highly intact despite of the influence from the pro-Israel lobby. 

Still, there is one aspect that both Spiegel and Quandt emphasize as important in decision 

making; the role of the president. “It is the presidential elite that generates change”, Spiegel 

argues.28  

According to Spiegel, policy changes can be explained by analyzing the leadership of a 

government. Because the presidency is so powerful within the American system of government, 

the strengths, and the weaknesses, of such role will ultimately affect policies. When the 

incumbent president is replaced, the new one tries to mark its difference from the latter.29 As 

will be argued, such was the case with Ronald Reagan. Although this study argues that Reagan’s 

foreign policy toward Saudi Arabia was a continuation of Jimmy Carter’s last years of 

presidency, the Reagan administration firmly believed that their policies marked a great change. 

Reagan’s policies were perceived through his distorted vision of the world that saw no other 

option than the East-West perspective, which intensified the fear of losing allies and being 

perceived as precisely “emasculated”. 

This study uses two different theories to explain American foreign policy during 

President Reagan in general, and the US-Saudi relationship more specifically. The first 

analytical framework is that of realism. Realists argue that threats are unavoidable, therefore, 

in order to ease any threats, states need to protect themselves.30 In this sense, states are viewed 

as rigid systems, in which only power produces the desired policies. Under this umbrella, the 

United States, being a hegemon, uses its strength and influence to ensure that such a realist 

stability is obtained. In the Middle East, the United States has usually done this in order to 

secure the access to oil, which ultimately yields the hegemon more power.31 Although Reagan’s 

foreign policy toward Saudi Arabia can be viewed through this perspective, there is additionally 

another theory that fittingly explains the longevity of the relationship.  

 The US-Saudi relationship can be read as a case study of classical dependence theory, 

indicating a strong Saudi dependence on the United States. Although Saudi Arabia seeks 

American protection it cannot entirely be defined as dependent on the US because, as the Saudis 

proved in 1973, they can leverage oil as a weapon against the Americans. Consequently, F. 

Gregory Gause III analyses the US-Saudi partnership can be described as a case of asymmetric 

																																																								
28 Spiegel, The Other Arab-Israeli Conflict, 390. 
29 Ibid., 391. 
30 Benjamin Miller, "Contrasting Explanations for Peace: Realism Vs. Liberalism in Europe and the Middle 
East," Contemporary Security Policy 31, no. 1 (2010): 142. 
31 Halabi, US Foreign Policy in the Middle East: From Crises to Change, 6-7. 



	 8	

interdependence emphasizing that there is a bilateral relationship based on common interests, 

not on the interests of the hegemon. Asymmetric interdependence theory gives Saudi Arabia a 

larger say in the relationship and proves its autonomy. Often, the arguments for this theory have 

been due to the kingdom’s oil weapon, but this study argues that there are many different 

reasons for this interdependence.32 In addition, as this study demonstrates, the Saudi leadership 

will exploit their American connection to their benefit, but never at the threat of their own 

survival, which explains the quiet Saudi diplomacy in every peace negotiations.  One can add 

that due to Washington’s obsession with obtaining credibility in the Middle East, the Saudis 

had leverage over the Americans, leverage they could use to implement their own foreign 

policy.  

Archive Material and Primary Sources 
The study is based on archive material from the Ronald Reagan Presidential Library in Simi 

Valley, California. The material at the library are organized in both personal collections from 

the White House staff as well as topics. Most of the material used in this study are from personal 

collections and from the collection of the executive branch, more specifically from the national 

security council staff. Although the material does not include collections from the Secretary of 

State or the Secretary of Defense (these documents are located in Washington) there is still a 

notable amount of paper trail from both secretaries. Working with archive material in general 

is similar to putting together a puzzle.33 This is especially the case with the archive material 

from the Reagan presidency where dates and authors in most cases are not found in the 

documents. As with a puzzle, you start with the corner parts and then make your way in to the 

center. This has been the premise for this study.  

Most of the documents used are derived from the National Security Council and from 

the personal collections of White House staff members. These findings include memorandums, 

cables, reports, letters, and notes close within the administration. This is what strengthens this 

study because the sources used are derived from people in charge, meaning key figures within 

Reagan’s cabinet but also influential policy makers. A large amount of the paper trail includes 

documents that had a purpose at the time they were formulated, meaning they are performative 

																																																								
32 F. Gregory Gause, III, "The Foreign Policy of Saudi Arabia" in The Foreign Policies of Middle East States, 
ed. Raymond A. Hinnebusch and Anoushiravan Ehteshami (Boulder, Colorodo Lynne Rienner, 2014), 187-188; 
Halabi, UU Foreign Policy in the Middle East: From Crises to Change, 7. 
33 Knut Kjeldstadli, Fortida er ikke hva den en gang var. En innføring i historiefaget, 2. utg. ed. (Oslo: 
Universitetsforlaget, 1999), 170-171. 
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sources.34 Therefore, they have to be viewed in this sense. The Reagan administration set out 

policies and formulated reports that would lead to something and that had a purpose. On the 

other hand, the cables and memorandums used portray the attitudes and feelings that are not 

found in formal reports and papers. The amount of cables from Jidda to Washington and vice 

versa showcase the importance of the correspondence between the states and how they try to 

influence one another’s policy making. It is here that you get a sense of what they actually 

thought, and in many cases, how the bilateral relationship evolved. One significant strength 

with the archive material is that the documents and reports used in this study are found in 

different collections, therefore strengthening its significance.  

The problems with basing a study on archive material, especially in terms of the Reagan 

administration, is that not all material is available. Although much has been made public, there 

are plenty of documents that are either completely or partially redacted. This is especially the 

case with the collection from the National Security Council. This study portrays the US-Saudi 

relationship from one angle: the American. Some light is shed on Saudi foreign policy through 

the cables and letters from key Saudi officials, but the main perspective is on the Reagan 

administration’s foreign policy. Despite the challenges the archive material might present, it is 

nonetheless possible to portray a narrative of the US-Saudi relationship based on the material 

accessible.  

Literature  
The literature on American foreign policy in the Middle East is vast. In terms of the Reagan 

administration’s involvement in the region, the literature is shaped around events such as the 

war in Lebanon and the Iran/Contra scandal. On the matter of US-Saudi relations in the 1980’s, 

the subject is still under-researched. The reason for this is that the archive material has only 

recently been made public and accessible, although aspects of the internal documents are still 

retracted. 

 There are several works on US-Saudi relations, although for the most part, the literature 

has tended to focus on the oil as an important part of the relationship.35 If it is depicted in other 

																																																								
34 Ibid., 172. 
35 Some of the biggest contributions are the following: Daniel Yergin, The Prize: The Epic Quest for Oil, Money, 
and Power (New York: Simon & Schuster, 1991); F. Gregory Gause, III, Oil Monarchies: Domestic and 
Security Challenges in the Arab Gulf States (New York: Council on Foreign Relations press, 1993); Andrew 
Scott Cooper, The Oil Kings: How the US, Iran and Saudi Arabia Changed the Balance of Power in the Middle 
East (New York: Oneworld Publications, 2011). 
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ways, usually it is limited to book chapters or part of a larger discussion.36 In The United States 

and Saudi Arabia: Ambivalent Allies, David E. Long, a retired US Foreign Service Officer, 

argued that the US-Saudi relationship has remained strong because bilateral interests were more 

important than differences, largely presented by the Arab-Israeli conflict. 37  Many of his 

arguments coincide with this study, and has been used by other authors as a springboard for 

further research. Rachel Bronson is one of them. 

Bronson’s Thicker Than Oil: America’s Uneasy Partnership with Saudi Arabia is an 

important contribution to any analysis of the partnership where Bronson digests the “special 

relationship” from the discovery of oil to the 9/11 terrorist attacks. Bronson shares the same 

perspective as Long, that the relationship between Riyadh and Washington has not been stable 

and without conflicts. Bronson’s main theory, however, is that the Cold War, especially related 

to the Reagan administration, has been a significant explanation for the length and strength of 

the partnership. More than just oil, the relationship is also founded on the need for a geostrategic 

interest in the Persian Gulf.38 This study agrees with this hypothesis, however, the archive 

material collected in this study suggest that the biggest threat to the Saudis did not come from 

the Soviet Union or Soviet proxies per se, but rather from the destabilizing region itself. While 

it is correct to argue that the US-Saudi relationship found strength under the protective shield 

of the Reagan Doctrine, the Saudi resent for communism was not necessarily the motivation.39 

Naif bin Hethlain portrays the relationship from a Saudi, and often biased, perspective 

in Saudi Arabia and the US since 1962: Allies in Conflict. Although Hetlain makes use of 

archive material from the State Department, the bibliography contains only one file from the 

Ronald Reagan Presidential Library. In addition, Hetlain’s analysis is based on restricted Saudi 

																																																								
36 Mark L. Haas, The Clash of Ideologies: Middle Eastern Politics and American Security, (New York; Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2012), 
http://www.oxfordscholarship.com.ezproxy.uio.no/view/10.1093/acprof:oso/9780199838424.001.0001/acprof-
9780199838424. The author includes a chapter on the US-Saudi relationship prior to and after the Cold War 
where he looks at how ideologies shape a relationship, and in the case of Saudi Arabia, why the relationship with 
the United States has remained strong, despite seemingly different ideologies and threat perspectives. As Haas 
argues, different factors are important but one important one was the common antipathy against communism and 
Nasserism. It is important to note that the book is only available as an online resource and that there is no 
continuation in the page numbering, starting from page 1 on each chapter. Therefore, when referred to Haas, the 
references are from chapter 5, Ideologies and U.S.-Saudi Relations after the Cold War’s End.  
37 David E Long, The United States and Saudi Arabia: Ambivalent Allies (Bouder, Colorado  Westview Press, 
1985), 134. 
38 Bronson, Thicker Than Oil, 3. 
39 Jonathan Marshall, "Saudi Arabia and the Reagan Doctrine," Middle East Report, no. 155 (1988). Marshall’s 
analysis is based on the cooperation between the Reagan administration and Saudi Arabia in sustaining the 
Reagan Doctrine. The article briefly mentions that Saudi Arabia’s financial support for the doctrine was an 
attempt to increase their clout with the administration.   
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governmental sources and the story-telling of Saudi princes.40 Among the recent contributions 

to the field is Bruce Riedel’s Kings and Presidents. Saudi Arabia and the United States since 

FDR. Riedel’s focus is on the diplomatic relations between leaders of both nations and it only 

touches the surface of the themes discussed in this study.41 Another contribution is Widar 

Aalrust Kristoffersen’s master thesis Presuming on the Good Will of the Saudi Arabians; a 

detailed study on the sale of AWACS in 1981. Kristoffersen’s thesis is based on some of the 

same archive material as used in chapter three and some of his analysis of the AWACS sale 

overlaps with this study. His thesis, though, delves deeper into the decision-making within the 

administration than what this study does his analysis stops with the conclusion of the sale on 

October 28, 1981. Kristoffersen argues that the sale weakened the formal relationship due to 

the media storm and critique from Congress, but that the sale represented a climax in the 

relationship. Although this is in many ways correct and the Saudis eventually turned to other 

arms suppliers, this study argues for a dependence between the United States and Saudi Arabia 

that was not shattered by a relentless battle over an arms sale.42  

This study expands on this and dives into the aftermath of the AWACS sale and how 

the partnership evolved when both parties were tested in trying to agree on a Middle East policy 

that would reflect both American and Saudi Arabian interests, something that proved 

impossible. On this, the research is marked by lack of correspondence between the two nations. 

For that reason, this study has used several works on Saudi foreign policy to gain insight on the 

Saudi diplomacy.43  

																																																								
40 Naif bin Hethlain, Saudi Arabia and the US since 1962: Allies in Conflict (London: Saqi, 2010). 
41 Bruce Riedel, Kings and Presidents: Saudi Arabia and the United States since Fdr, Kings & Presidents: Saudi 
Arabia & the United States since Franklin Delano Roosevelt (Washington, D.C: Brookings Institution Press, 
2018). 
42 Widar Aalrust Kristoffersen, "Presuming on the Good Will of the Saudi Arabians. Reagan-administrasjonens 
salg av AWACS til Saudi-Arabia " (NTNU, 2017), 6. There is a consensus that the sale strengthened the US-
Saudi relationship given Reagan’s victory over both AIPAC and Congress. Among those who argue this are: 
Tore T. Petersen, Anglo-American Policy toward the Persian Gulf, 1978-1985: Power, Influence and Restraint 
(Brighton: Sussex Academic Press, 2015); Jason H. Campbell, "The Ties That Bind: The Events of 1979 and the 
Escalation of U.S.-Saudi Security Relations During the Carter and Reagan Administrations" in Imperial 
Crossroads: The Great Powers and the Persian Gulf, ed. Jeffrey R. Macris and Saul Kelly (Annapolis, Md: 
Naval Institute Press, 2012); Marshall, "Saudi Arabia and the Reagan Doctrine"; Bronson, Thicker Than Oil. 
Nicholas Laham, Selling Awacs to Saudi Arabia: The Reagan Administration and the Balancing of America's 
Competing Interests in the Middle East (Westport, Conn: Praeger, 2002). 
43 For example Gause, "The Foreign Policy of Saudi Arabia"; Nadav Safran, Saudi Arabia: The Ceaseless Quest 
for Security (Cambridge, Masseachusetts: Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 1985); Gerd  Nonneman, 
"Determinants and Patterns of Saudi Foreign Policy: «Omnibalance» and «Relative Autonomy» in Multiple 
Environments," in Saudi Arabia in the Balance. Political Economy, Society, Foreign Policy ed. Paaul Aarts and 
Gerd Nonneman (London: C. Hurst & Co, 2005). René Rieger, Saudi Arabian Foreign Relations. Diplomacy and 
Mediation in Conflict Resolution, (Abington, Oxon: Routledge 2017), 
https://play.google.com/books/reader?id=azMlDwAAQBAJ&pg=GBS.PP1. 
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Bibliographical literature is also used as a supplement. The memoirs included are used to 

cast a light on events as Reagan’s cabinet viewed it. Because of the many strains in Reagan’s 

cabinet and the personas of the different figures, memoirs are interesting tools to portray 

different perspectives of events. Although they are biased, memoirs are important as a 

supplement to the narrative, not a substitution. Among the memoirs used are Secretary of State 

(1981-1982) Alexander Haig’s Caveat: Realism, Reagan and Foreign Policy. 44  Similarly, 

Turmoil and Triumph: My Years as Secretary of State is a 1000 page-long memoir by Reagan’s 

second Secretary of State, George Shultz, in which Shultz outlines in detail his seven-year 

period as secretary.45 Secretary of Defense Caspar Weinberger describes in Fighting for Peace: 

Seven Critical Years in the Pentagon his disagreement with State over the politics of Lebanon, 

but does not discuss the arms sales to the Saudis, which he was strongly in favor of.46  

Howard Teicher, an NSC staffer and director of Near East and South Asia Affairs 

Directorate is unambiguous in From Twin Pillar to Desert Storm: America’s Flawed Vision in 

the Middle East from Nixon to Bush, which he co-authors with his wife Gayle R. Teicher. In 

the book, Teicher vents his frustration with Secretary Weinberger and Defense, especially in 

the chapter about Reagan’s Lebanon policy. However, the memoir also proves the need to 

critically assess bibliographical literature as Teicher was personally involved in the Iran/Contra 

affair, which tries to exonerate himself from in the memoir.47 Last but not least, the many 

biographies of President Reagan shed a light to his world view and beliefs but Lou Cannon’s 

President Reagan: The Role of a Lifetime successfully incorporates the many intrigues within 

his cabinet and has been a very helpful tool when trying to untie the many knots in the Reagan 

administration.48  

																																																								
44 Alexander M. Haig, Caveat: Realism, Reagan and Foreign Policy (London: Weidenfeld and Nicolson, 1984). 
45 George P. Shultz, Turmoil and Triumph: My Years as Secretary of State (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 
1993). 
46 Caspar Weinberger, Fighting for Peace: Seven Critical Years in the Pentagon (London: Michael Joseph, 
1990). 
47 Howard Teicher and Gayle Radley Teicher, Twin Pillars to Desert Storm: America's Flawed Vision in the 
Middle East from Nixon to Bush (New York: William Morrow, 1993). 
48 Lou Cannon, President Reagan: The Role of a Lifetime (New York: Simon & Schuster, 1991). 



	 13	

2 The Kingdom of Saudi Arabia: From 
Endless Desert to Endless Oil  

 

The Arabian Peninsula was nothing more than a “great emptiness”, a U.S. diplomat reported to 

Washington before World War II.49 Within a short span of time this changed. Shortly after the 

war, petroleum was gushing out from the desert land, transforming the kingdom into the largest 

oil producing country in the world. With the transformation of the desert country came the 

formation of the tightknit relationship between the American presidency and the House of Saud. 

Saudi Arabia was now, contrary to earlier, relevant and of great interest to the United States. 

How can Saudi Arabia’s sudden relevance to Washington be explained?  

The Saudi-Wahhabi alliance  
The conservative dogma in Saudi society, one of the leading factors for why the tight 

relationship with the United States is controversial, stems from the eighteenth century when 

Wahhabism became intertwined with the political entity. In 1744 a fateful alliance was forged 

between Al Saud from the House of Saud and the religious leader Muhammad ibn ‘Abd al-

Wahhab. Al-Wahhab practiced a branch of Islam known as Wahhabism. Following strict 

Islamic rules, Wahhabism requires devoted Muslims to live by the purity of the religion. 

Through an alliance with the Al Saud, Wahhabism became the state religion when the kingdom 

was founded. The Saudi-Wahhabi movement led to three attempts at state formation: the first 

one from 1744 to 1818; the second from 1824 to 1891; and the third from 1902. Although 

unsuccessful, the first two attempts severely threatened the stability of the Ottoman Empire. In 

fact, so threatening that Viceroy Muhammad Ali Pasha of Egypt went to the lengths of sending 

a force to regain control of the Arab Peninsula. The Egyptian forces initially met resistance, but 

regained control of Medina in 1812 and Mekka in 1813 under the leadership of Muhammed 

Ali’s son Prince Tusun. The second Saudi state was more successful because the state under 

the leadership of Turki Al Saud concentrated on Najd, a province of no interest to the Egyptian 

troops. Here, the Saudi-Wahhabi alliance grew stronger as it did not seek to expand to other 

																																																								
49 Nathan J. Citino, From Arab Nationalism to Opec: Eisenhower, King Saʿūd, and the Making of U.S.-Saudi 
Relations, 2nd ed. ed., Indiana Series in Middle East Studies (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2010), 1. 
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regions. The state was, however, demolished when Ibn Rashid, the ruler of Hail in the north, 

captured Riyadh in 1887 and forced Abd al ibn Faisal and his son Abd al Aziz to exile.50  

The year 1902 marks the creation of the third, and contemporary, Saudi state. Amir Abd 

al-Aziz ibn Abd al-Rahman Al Saud, hereafter called Ibn Saud, returned in this year to the 

southern province of Najd after several years in exile in Kuwait. With the support of his 24 

accomplices, he conquered Riyadh, at that time ruled by the Al Rashid. It did not take longer 

than four year before Ibn Saud controlled Najd, the region which Riyadh was a part of.51 

However, Ibn Saud was not satisfied. The eastern province Hasa was then governed by Sharif 

Hussein of Hijaz, whose sons would later form the Hashemite kingdoms in Iraq and Jordan. 

After years of quarreling with his nemesis Sharif Hussein over the peninsula, Ibn was in 1915 

at last recognized as ruler of Najd and Hasa. The following year Sharif Hussein led the Arab 

Revolt against the Ottoman Empire in the hope of creating a state out of the crumbs of the 

Ottoman Empire, but without success. The British did not keep their promise of support for 

Sharif Hussein as leader of the Arabian Peninsula, even though he waged war against the 

Ottoman Empire. Instead, Ibn Saud expanded his authority, took over Hijaz in 1925 and 

deposed Sharif Hussein.52   

The close relationship between Wahhabism and the House of Saud has been essential 

in all three attempts at creating the Saudi state. They have been dependent on each other and 

the close cooperation forged an alliance. The Al Saud and the Wahhabis came together in order 

to achieve their own goals, namely, to conquer land and spread faith.53 In order to achieve these 

ambitions, the Al Saud used the strength of Bedouin tribe army group referred to as the ikhwan. 

The ikhwan portrayed themselves as jihad warriors and sought to fight against infidels 

illegitimate to the throne. They recognized Ibn Saud as an imam, a leader, and pledged to fight 

for him.54 However, when Ibn Saud sought to consolidate his power, the ikhwan turned against 

him. As the warriors viewed it, Ibn Saud had become too liberal, as shown with the importation 

of several technological innovations, such as the telephone. The relationship Ibn Saud had with 

the British, which they perceived as imperialists, was also problematic for the militant group. 

Fighting erupted and the ikhwan, who had earlier fought for Ibn Saud, was now fighting against 
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him. At last, Ibn Saud, with the help from Britain, managed to trample the revolt in 1930. In 

1932 the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia was forged with Ibn Saud as king.55 

The monarchy established in 1932 represented an authoritarian rule. The power of 

government lay in the hands of the monarchy. The kingdom did not establish a constitution to 

rule by, nor did it allow any political parties or elections. The king, however, had to follow a 

set of rules. The foundation of the kingdom lay on the strict Islamic sharia rules and on the 

unity with the religious leaders of society, the ulema.56 The monarchy has been successful in 

bureaucratizing these religious leaders, meaning that they were given the freedom to dominate 

the facets of society in exchange for their support of the Saud family. Because of this 

bureaucratization, the royal leadership were effective in seeking the foreign policy that 

benefitted them, such as will be shown in this study.57 According to Professor of international 

affairs F. Gregory Gause III, “the ulama have become agents of the state; their fortunes and 

religious projects are directly linked to the continuation of al-Saud rule in Arabia”.58  

Although Ibn Saud managed to ally his dynasty with the powerful resources of society, 

he was in dire need of consolidating and securing the lineage of the House of Saud. Ibn Saud 

claimed the land on behalf of the Saudi-Wahhabi alliance that had stood strong through three 

centuries. But control and loyalty are not necessarily derived from a claim. He needed to 

consolidate the power he now acquired, and marriage proved a helpful tool. During his period 

of reign from 1932 to his death in 1953, Ibn Saud wed women from both the nobility and from 

the religious groupings, thereby forging his alliance with the Wahhabis even more. Eventually 

this led to a strong royal lineage of 43 sons, sons who would become influential in Saudi 

decision making.59 

Oil as far as the eye can see  
Simultaneous to the state formation in the kingdom, the American company Standard Oil of 

California (Socal) found oil in Bahrain. Saudi-Arabia, both geologically similar and 

geographically close, seemed intriguing to Washington.60 Ibn Saud, who had fought a costly 

battle against the ikhwan, was not reluctant to grant the Americans access to search for oil, a 
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new potential income.61 In 1933, Ibn Saud’s financial minister Abdullah ibn Sulayman signed 

an agreement with the American company that gave the company the right to maintain and 

develop the expected oil resources in the kingdom. Soon after a subsidiary, the California 

Arabian Standard Oil Company (Casoc), was put in charge.  The company struggled, 

nonetheless. The region lacked markets to sell the prospected oil to. Therefore, when the 

opportunity presented itself in 1936, the company merged with Texas Oil due to the latter’s 

access to the valuable markets in Asia. Two years later, in March 1938, oil was discovered. Out 

of Well No. 7 in Dammam in the eastern region, petroleum came out gushing in large quantities. 

In 1944, the Arab American Company (Aramco) was created, a daughter company that would 

become very influential in the partnership with the Americans. However, the outbreak of the 

Second World War led the production to a pause, and it was only at the end of World War II 

that the production heightened, and the young kingdom grew in importance.62  

In February 1945, President Franklin D. Roosevelt met king Ibn Saud onboard of USS 

Quincy on Bitter Lake in the Suez. From this point on, the relationship between the Saudi 

monarchy and the American presidency blossomed, and President Roosevelt promised the king 

“oil for security”.63 Oil revenues only resulted to $14-16 in the immediate years after the first 

discovery of oil. With the end of World War II and the high demand of petroleum in the West, 

the government revenues grew to $53 million in 1948, and two years later reached $100 million. 

Within 10 years later, the amount had more than tripled to $337.7 million.64 The transformation 

of the small kingdom had begun.  

The resources obtained led to the establishment of various administrative institutions. 

Shortly before the death of King Ibn Saud, a decree was signed by the king, constructing a 

Council of Ministers to form a government. The ministries of Agriculture and Water, 

Education, and Communications were all created in 1953, followed by Commerce and Industry 

and Health in 1954. These institutions, however, did not mark a change in the political 

establishment, rather it enabled its further existence.65 When King Ibn Saud died in 1953, his 

son Crown Prince Saud, was crowned new king. However, the death of Ibn Saud and the 

coronation sparked an intense rivalry between Saud and his brother Faisal. Politically, Saud 

secured his own lineage by giving his son’s key positions in the government. Saud’s sons 
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became Minister of Defense as well as obtaining positions in the Royal and National Guard, 

securing the realm of their father.66 The institutions, and the ministers appointed, were under 

the control of the monarch; following his orders, pleasing him, and laying a blueprint for Saudi 

domestic policy based on kin.67 

The newfound king truly enjoyed the vast incomes from the oil fields. King Saud was, 

however, not a man of financial expertise. Saud’s reign from 1953-1964 was characterized by 

lavishness. He consumed on whatever he desired and lacked managerial skills and the ability 

to delegate responsibilities, leading to rash decision-making and quickly emptying the revenues 

that poured in. One such example is the purchase of expensive weapons for an ill-trained Saudi 

army force. Because the Saudi army lacked the necessary knowledge of operating such 

advanced weapons, they were ultimately just stored and not used.68 In 1954, the oil revenues 

amounted to $340 million, but the total debt was far larger. When Ibn Saud died, he left behind 

a debt of $200 million, which was subsequently doubled to $480 million by 1958. Although 

King Saud tried to cut costs wherever he could, usually in governmental projects, he could not 

limit his lavish lifestyle.69 

There was not a separation between the state treasury and that of the King, and he spent 

the income on gifts and allowances to his family members as well as maintaining his alliances 

with the tribal and religious leaders of society, who were all exempt from paying any income 

tax.70 The large debt is also due to Saudi foreign policy and the need to support their brethren 

in need in Egypt during the Suez war. Not only was the debt from the Suez war estimated at 

around $200 million, but the closing of the Canal resulted in a $50 million loss in oil revenues.71 

Ironically enough, this led the oil rich kingdom in 1958 to seek a loan from the International 

Monetary Fund.72 The domestic difficulties during Saud’s reign were further increased by the 

geopolitical changes in the Arab world.  

Saudi Arabia and Arab Nationalism  
The Saudi royal leadership had two essential ambitions and those were to secure the Kingdom 

of Saudi Arabia from any domestic, regional or international attacks, and to ensure the 
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continuity of the House of Saud. But this has not been an easy task because, simultaneously, 

Saudi foreign policy has been based on three equally important factors: the religious (Islam), 

the regional (Arab) and the international (partnership with the US). These dynamics of Saudi 

foreign policy tend to collide, more often than seldom. The Saudi partnership with the 

Americans proved beneficial for the kingdom as it grew to become one of the wealthiest 

countries on earth. However, this has also been detrimental to the Saudis due to the Arab 

perception of Saudi dependency on the United States. Furthermore, the 9/11 terrorist attacks 

scrutinized the US-Saudi relationship due to the Saudi proclamation of a strong adherence to 

Islam.73 On the one hand Saudi Arabia was, and is, the homeland of the holiest cities in Islam, 

Mecca and Medina. The cities gather Muslims from around the world during the yearly Hajj, 

the pilgrimage to Mecca. On the other hand, the production of oil and the close relationship 

with the U.S. led the House of Saud closer to the western world. The 1950s was not a decade 

when the Saudi monarchy solved this identity crisis.  

When the Egyptian monarchy collapsed in 1952, the Saudi royal leadership feared its 

own existence. Ibn Saud himself had maintained a close relationship with the Egyptian monarch 

to counter his enemies, the Hashemites in Iraq and Jordan. When Gamal Abd Al-Nasser claimed 

the leadership of the Free Egyptian Officers, Saud reached to Nasser and tried to smooth the 

fervor of revolution. In 1955, Saud and Nasser signed a treaty of mutual defense, obliging to 

each other’s security. Their mutual need for an alliance was merely all Nasser and King Saud 

held in common. Nasser’s revolutionary ideas frightened King Saud, who’s monarchy was the 

complete opposite of what Nasser envisioned. What united them was a strong resent for the 

Hashemite Kingdom.74 The pan-Arabist movement of the mid-1950s, led by Nasser, sought to 

unite the Arabs against the colonial rule of the Europeans. Being an oil-wealthy state, pressure 

was put on Saudi Arabia to support adjacent Arab nation-states in solidarity. As a way for Saud 

to solidify the kingdoms solidarity with the Arabs, the King decided to ban the shipment of oil 

to Nasser’s opponents England and France.75  

However, supporting Nasser ultimately challenged the internal stability of the House of 

Saud and the Saudis were once again caught in the middle. Would Saudi Arabia support 

Nasser’s revolutionary attempts and risk the very foundation of the monarchy, or would it turn 

toward America and the West for support and with that going against Nasser’s movement? King 
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Saud chose the latter, and he looked to Washington for help. Fearing that Nasser would become 

“head of an enormous Moslem confederation”, Washington supported countries that would 

stand up against him.76  Formally known as the Eisenhower Doctrine, Washington sought 

alliances with nations that would fight the threat of Communism and be rewarded with financial 

support.77 King Saud was, as Eisenhower saw it, a “counterweight” to the Arab nationalist 

movement, making Saud “a logical choice in this regard; he at least professed anti-Communism, 

and he enjoyed, on religious grounds, a high standing among all Arab nations”.78 However, the 

differences between Nasser and the House of Saud were ultimately too strong for an alliance to 

blossom because, essentially, the main purpose of the Saudis was to secure their own reign.79  

Saudi Arabia’s strategy to delicately distance itself from the pan-Arabist movement 

would colossally backfire in March of 1958, when it was revealed that an assassination attempt 

of Nasser by Abd al-Halim Sarraj, was paid for by King Saud.80 Witnessing the ousting of the 

Iraqi monarchy the very same year only jeopardized the Saudi regime exposed a grave fear of 

being toppled themselves.81 In order to downscale the political bruise of the scandal, Crown 

Prince Faisal was put in charge of cleaning up the mess of both Saud’s political scandal as well 

as his neglected governmental revenues. As of now, the Kingdom actually had a national 

budget.82 

Nasser’s nationalism had depended on Saudi goodwill of oil redistribution among the 

Arab states, but the kingdom itself had long been pressured by falling oil prices and increased 

expenditures in addition to the ideological threat of Nasser. As a way to mark a retreat from the 

pan-Arabist movement of the 1950s, the Saudis took part in the establishment of the 

Organization of Petroleum Exporting Countries (OPEC) in 1960. The motivation behind OPEC 

was to guarantee a more lucrative oil marked for the producing countries, something which 

benefitted Saudi Arabia.83 The creation of OPEC marked severe changes in the Arab world. 

The Arab League was not the decision-making entity that controlled the oil policies and Nasser 
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could not dictate these valuable revenues. More importantly, there was no longer an equal 

redistribution of oil wealth across the Arab countries. Rather, the oil producing countries and 

Saudi Arabia looked abroad and sought to develop their own economies. Being a member of 

the OPEC, and the increasing wealth it presented, marked a drastic change in Saudi foreign 

policy. The need for Arab unity was not as strong, but it also manifested that Saudi Arabia was 

a force to be reckoned with.84 

1973 and the Oil Crisis 
On the holiest day of the Jewish calendar, the Yom Kippur, another war erupted in the Middle 

East when Egypt and Syria bombarded Israel. The United States and the Soviet Union were 

quick to support their respective allies, delivering large supplies of weapons. As Secretary of 

State, Henry Kissinger was adamant that the Arab nations needed to cooperate with the United 

States instead of the Soviet Union. Then minister of foreign affairs, Prince Fahd, shared this 

point of view, expressing that a close partnership with the United States was in the interest of 

the kingdom.85 With the outbreak of war, the Arab countries supported the Egyptian and Syrian 

attacks. The Saudis were, however, conflicted on how to react. King Faisal, appointed king in 

1964, was mindful of the significant drawbacks associated with participating in the devastating 

War of 1967. Entering the war in 1973 could mean a confrontation with Israel but hesitating on 

supporting the Arabs only jeopardized the internal security of his kingdom.86 Finding middle 

ground, Saudi Arabia therefore contributed with a symbolic troop of 3,000 to Syria, a troop that 

did not actually partake in the war.87    

The Saudis did not need to use military power to pressure the United States, as another 

weapon was of far greater importance. Prior to the war, Anwar Sadat had met with King Faisal, 

who could reassure the Egyptian President that Saudi Arabia would contribute with its most 

powerful weapon, if this was required of them.88 On October 8, as had been scheduled, a 

meeting was held between OPEC and the oil companies. But the meeting came to no fruition. 

The representatives from Exxon, Shell and other major oil companies initiated an oil price 

increase of 5 percent. The Arab representatives, however, demanded a 100 percent increase, 

and no further negotiations were concluded. A week later, as second meeting was held in 
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Kuwait. Here, the Arab nations and Iran agreed to increase the price of oil by 70 percent, from 

$3.01 to $5.12. 89  The message from the Arab states was clear: backing Israel had its 

repercussions.  

The Iraqi president, Ahmed Hassan al-Bakr, wanted to chastise the United States in 

other ways than just increase the oil price. He urged the other countries to nationalize any 

American companies in the Middle East and to sell all American funds, making the blow ever 

harder for the Americans. His most drastic suggestion was to block the oil production to the 

United States, a complete embargo on oil. The Saudis were against any nationalization attempts 

and they were adamant that they would not agree to any liquation that would cause economic 

warfare. However, as a way of punishing countries supporting Israel, the Arab delegation 

decided to undergo a monthly production cut of five percent. Saudi Arabia, dissatisfied with 

American foreign policy, proved its point by cutting the production by another five percent.90  

Still, the Saudis cherished their relationship with Washington and were extremely 

hesitant to do anything that would punish the United States. It was when President Richard 

Nixon aided Israel with weapons worth $2.2 billion that King Faisal took a stand. The action 

from Nixon infuriated King Faisal, who retaliated by fulfilling al-Bakr’s demands, an embargo 

on the West as a punishment for their support of Israel. The oil embargo had severe 

consequences for US-Saudi relations the five-month period it lasted. In America, and the West, 

the oil embargo caused a recession due to the soaring oil prices.91 Despite of, and perhaps 

because of the oil embargo, the relationship benefitted from the confrontation. Ironically 

enough, the embargo left the Saudis even richer and they could invest the new riches in the 

United States, rapidly increasing the importance of the kingdom in American foreign policy.92 

Furthermore, by defying the United States, the Saudis proved to the rest of the Arab world that 

their relationship with Washington could be a powerful tool of leverage.93 

Regional Hegemony 
In the Persian Gulf, the Saudi leadership continuously fought for regional hegemony. Saudi 

Arabia had one great competitor for regional hegemony and for being “the leader of the 

Muslims”: Iran. Saudi Arabia, being the protector of the holy cities, saw itself as a natural 

																																																								
89 Ibid., 118. 
90 Ibid. 
91 Ibid., 118-123. 
92 F. Gregory Gause, III, "From «Over the Horizon» to «Into the Backyard»," in The Middle East and the United 
States: A Historical and Political Reassessment, ed. David W. Lesch and Mark L. Haas (Boulder, Colorodo 
Westview Press, 2012), 350. 
93 Al-Rasheed, A History of Saudi Arabia, 139. 



	 22	

leader, but Iran’s economy proved it to be a real contender. Saudi Arabia and Iran had two 

things in common prior to 1979: large oil revenues and close ties to West. America’s presence 

in the Persian Gulf reached its peak in 1971 when President Richard Nixon developed the “Twin 

Pillar” policy toward the two nations. The policy was simple: Saudi Arabia and Iran would be 

essential in combating Soviet influence in the Middle East. Washington, desperate to avoid 

another Vietnam, supplied the Persian Gulf with advanced weaponry in order for them to 

protect themselves from both internal as well as external threats. Arming the Persian Gulf 

relieved Washington of playing the policeman of the world. The Saudis were, on the other hand, 

skeptical to the evenhandedness of the policy as Iran received more weapon and were 

essentially regarded as a more important ally.94 This, however, changed after the oil embargo 

which professed to Washington the importance of Saudi Arabia as an ally.95  

In the end the twin pillar policy failed when the Shah of Iran was overthrown during the 

Iranian revolution of February 1979, immediately to be replaced by the Shiite religious leader 

Ayatollah Khomeini.96 In Saudi Arabia, the leadership strongly feared the new regime and its 

rhetorical attacks on countries that allied with the United States, among them Saudi Arabia. 

More importantly, Ayatollah Khomeini urged Muslims around the world to wage a revolution 

on infidels and Western imperialism.97 To Washington, the revolution proved the importance 

of keeping allies close, and ironically, fulfilling their every need of weapons to protect 

themselves. 

Conclusion 
At the dawn of World War II, the young kingdom of Saudi Arabia was slowly taking steps 

towards international significance. In Dammam, petroleum gushed out in quantities that were 

unprecedented at the time of the oil concession in 1933. The desert country had begun its 

transformation as an influential oil producer and used its commodity to suppress threats against 

the monarchy. Within a short time span the kingdom became relevant to Washington, but it 

found itself leaping over obstacles both domestically and regionally. As time went by, Saudi 

Arabia’s oil resources became vital for the world economy, forging a tighter relationship with 

the United States. At the same time, the threat of Nasser, pan-Arabism and communism 

																																																								
94 Banafsheh Keynoush, Saudi Arabia and Iran: Friends or Foes? (Basingstoke, England; New York, New York: 
Palgrave Macmillan, 2016), 9; Gary Sick, "The United States in the Persian Gulf. From Twin Pillars to Dual 
Containment," in The Middle East and the United States: History, Politics, and Ideologies, ed. David W. Lesch 
and Mark L. Haas (Boulder, Colorado Westview Press, 2012), 328. 
95 Al-Rasheed, A History of Saudi Arabia, 140. 
96 Lesch, 1979: The Year That Shaped the Modern Middle East, 58-59. 
97 Al-Rasheed, A History of Saudi Arabia, 156. 



	 23	

reinforced to the Saudi royal leadership that a partnership with the United States was 

strategically important. With the outbreak of the 1979 Iranian revolution, the kingdom became 

faced with yet another identity crisis. This time a closer relationship with the United States 

seemed necessary to prevent the fall of the Al Saud and losing yet another ally. And so, the die 

was cast.  
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3 Arming the Saudis       
 

The question of five airplanes is a tiny one when held up against the universe of American 

policy or even the solar system of American relations with Israel and other nations of the 

Middle East. But every issue between two nations is a microcosm of their whole relationship, 

containing within itself, in a kind of genetic code, all the energy, all the goodwill and trust, 

all the resentment and jealousy of the parent body. If it is not handled with care, it can break 

and release all these forces.98 

        Alexander Haig Jr. 

 

The American twin pillar policy shattered when the Shah of Iran was overthrown. In order to 

obtain stability, the American foothold in the Persian Gulf needed to be regained and achieving 

this required allies. Consequently, Saudi Arabia became upgraded from “valued ally to vital 

partner”.99 The weaker pillar among the two American allies, Saudi Arabia, now found itself in 

the center of strategic decision making.100 The newly-elected President Ronald Reagan had to 

form a policy for Saudi Arabia with this in mind: What should this policy be about and how 

should it be shaped? How should Saudi Arabia fit into this calculation? Many questions arise 

during this period, but one of the most important was simply; why did the Reagan 

administration decide to sell a huge arms package to the Saudis?                                                                                                                        

The Legacy of Carter  
The Reagan administration did not approach the Saudis with a clean slate. As much as Reagan 

wanted to distance himself from the previous administration, he nevertheless addressed the 

Kingdom in similar ways as the former President Jimmy Carter had done.101 More specifically, 

the Reagan administration inherited the prior administration’s promises to the Saudis. Carter 

and his administration had towards the end of its term begun to realize the fear of losing the 

Persian Gulf as a strategic asset.102 Among the events facing the Carter administration were the 

fall of the Shah, the Iran-Iraq war, and the growing Soviet presence in the region after Soviets 

invasion of Afghanistan in December 1979. The threat to American interests was further 
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increased when Iran and Iraq waged war against each other months before Reagan’s 

inauguration. Iraq, wanting control of the Shatt al-Arab river on the border, invaded Iran on 

September 20, 1980. In addition, Iraq claimed control of the oil-rich province of Khuzestan in 

Northern Iran. To Saudi Arabia, the war meant that the oil flow could be jeopardized, and a 

possible Iranian victory would threaten the Kingdom since the new leadership in Iran was 

critical to the Saudi leadership.103 Iran and Saudi Arabia had for a long time battled over 

regional power in the Gulf and the war exposed the Saudi fear that their oil facilities could be 

attacked.104  

The short time-span of 1979-1980 periled Washington’s interests in the Middle East. 

The Carter administration saw Saudi Arabia as a valued partner in need. Secretary of State 

Cyrus Vance claimed that “the territorial integrity and security of Saudi Arabia [was 

considered] a matter of fundamental interest”.105 Vance’s statement would essentially dictate 

US foreign policy in the Gulf based on the desire to arm the Saudis and maintaining a presence 

in the region.106 These premises for the partnership, however, often proved more difficult than 

predicted.  

When the Shah was overthrown, the Carter administration’s immediate response was to 

deploy U.S. forces to Saudi Arabia in order to secure the oil resources from the Persian Gulf. 

The Saudi leadership rejected this out of fear of being perceived as too dependent on American 

help, as the Shah had been. The royal leadership would not risk the stability of the House of 

Saud by opting for Western help. A balance of interests would be the only solution to this 

dichotomy, the Carter administration realized. Responding to Saudi needs for protection was 

necessary for Carter, but it had to be done in manner that did not threaten the integrity of the 

leadership.107 Saudi Arabia’s neighbors, particularly Syria, were eager to condemn any further 

American presence in the Middle East. National Security Advisor Zbigniew Brzezinski stated 

the balance between support and subordination as: “[s]omething much looser than a formal 

alliance […] to convey our recognition of the political sensitivities of the countries and yet at 
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the same time provide sufficiently explicit assurance of American involvement”. 108  This 

involvement would come through military presence.  

President Carter had for a long time wanted to establish a Rapid Deployment Force 

(RDF) that could quickly be dispatched to these areas but was often faced with political 

difficulties. The Carter administration’s ideals of détente and de-escalation with the Soviets 

now became an obstacle to this deployment. But if the Iranian revolution sparked fear in 

Washington, this fear could now be capitalized by the incumbent administration. The RDF 

became synonymous with stability and security in the Persian Gulf. The Soviet invasion of 

Afghanistan likewise triggered Carter’s anti-Soviet rhetoric.109 In his criticisms of the Soviet 

Union, known as the Carter Doctrine, Carter proclaimed that “[a]ny attempt by an outside force 

to gain control of the Persian Gulf region will be regarded as an assault on the vital interests of 

the United States and will be repelled by any means necessary, including military force”.110 

This signaled a turn in American foreign policy that uplifted the Saudi Kingdom to a vital ally 

but such an ally required means to defend itself. 

The decision to arm the Saudis had been established in 1978 when President Carter 

proposed the sale of 60 U.S. F-15 aircraft to the Saudis as a package deal that also included 

arms to Israel and Egypt. As the Carter administration saw it, “keeping the Saudis’ trust was 

crucial”.111 Fearing that the Saudis would use their oil weapon again, the Carter administration 

now argued for the importance of the Kingdom as an ally, making the sale categorically 

political.112 When Carter first proposed the sale of F-15s he had ensured Congress that the 

Saudis would not receive any items that could be used offensive, probably as a way to ensure 

Israel’s military superiority. Among the advanced items referred to was that of an airborne 

warning and control systems (AWACS), which the Saudis had requested, but Carter turned 

down this part of the request from the Saudis. However, towards the end of his presidency, a 

strong correlation with the Iran-Iraq war, Carter seemed to favor this request.113  

In Riyadh, the Iran-Iraq war triggered a need for protection, leaving the Saudi leadership 

with few possibilities than to acquire American help. The Saudis had rejected the Carter request 

to deploy U.S. forces to the Kingdom after the fall of the Shah. Still, Secretary of Defense 
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Harold Brown and Brzezinski were convinced that this was the time to transfer forty F-14 

fighter jets from USS Eisenhower to Saudi airbases as a reaction to the loss of the Shah. By 

placing the F-14s in the Gulf, the United States would effectively increase be more visible in 

the Persian Gulf, a much desired outcome. Newly-appointed Secretary of State Edmund Muskie 

disagreed. To transfer forty jets to Saudi Arabia, he argued, threatened the United States’ 

neutrality in the Iran-Iraq war and the noninterventionist agreement with the Soviets.114 

In the end, Brown, Brzezinski and Muskie agreed on sending four AWACS aircrafts to 

the Saudis in order to monitor movements in the war but left the F-14s on the Eisenhower. 

Having access to AWACS reinforced in the Saudis the confidence to ask for more. Sure, lending 

state-of-the-art radars was fine, but owning them was far better. According to Political Scientist 

Jason H. Campbell, “Saudi officials were quick to leverage the increased regional instability 

into a new arms package that included the F-15 enhancements they had been denied in 1978 as 

well as AWACS planes of their own”.115 Selling AWACS to the Saudis would mean facing 

Congress and, sometimes more challenging, the pro-Israel lobby. Nevertheless, an arms deal 

with the Saudis could be detrimental in securing a closer ally, not to mention that it would 

enable a greater American presence in the Gulf. For the Saudis, the deal represented a test of 

their relationship with the Americans, foreshadowing Saudi sentiment that would only be 

reinforced with the next president. With an upcoming election, the sale of advanced arms 

supplies to the Saudis had to be paused, leaving the sale in a state of uncertainty. Economic 

distress in the U.S. and security issues abroad did not help pave the way for Carter’s re-election, 

and his vision for the Middle East failed to succeed with his loss.116 

Enter Reagan 
The impression of Ronald Reagan as a president is that he was aloof. Reagan was not one to 

work late nights and he lacked attention to details.117 This aloofness, however, needed to be 

constrained as his presidency was faced with several immediate challenges. U.S. policy needed 

to respond to events that had affected America’s interests in the Middle East— namely access 

to oil, preventing the Soviet Union’s greater influence in the Middle East and ensuring Israel’s 
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security.118 In order to protect these interests, the Reagan administration made use of Carter’s 

promises to the Saudis. Therefore, the Reagan administration quickly set out to conclude a 

highly advanced and contested arms sale to Saudi Arabia.  

Three men were important during the administration’s first year: Secretary of State 

Alexander Haig, Secretary of Defense Caspar Weinberger and National Security Advisor 

Richard Allen. The administration was in desperate need of someone who could lead a 

determined Middle East policy. The man to enter this gladiator arena was Alexander Haig Jr., 

who took on the position as Secretary of State. When the administration proposed to sell a 

package of advanced arms enhancement to the Saudis, Haig was principally in favor of the sale. 

Haig did not perceive the sale as a threat to Israel, the Reagan administration’s closest friend 

and ally.119 Secretary Haig wrote to the President as early as January 25, 1981 saying that the 

administration should review the improvement of F-15 aircraft sold to the Saudis, something 

Carter had left undecided: “I am confident that we can and should go ahead with perhaps an 

even somewhat more ambitious improvement program that the former Administration had”, 

Haig reported to the president.120 What bothered Haig was that the Pentagon and the Secretary 

of Defense had blurted out early in February that an arms deal was on the doorstep.121 Neither 

did it help that Defense and the Pentagon highjacked Haig’s foreign policy visions for the 

Middle East.122  

A Love Triangle in the White House  
As Secretary of Defense, Reagan had appointed Caspar Weinberger. Weinberger was affiliated 

with Bechtel, a construction company with close links to Saudi Arabia. Weinberger was 

therefore familiar with the Saudi Kingdom and, first and foremost, he was pro-Saudi.123 He 

perceived Saudi Arabia as an important factor to the security of the Middle East and desired, 
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often arguing for, the need to strengthen contact with Riyadh. Weinberger might not have been 

completely partial to this decision, due to his ties to Bechtel. However, as opposed to most 

others in the administration, Weinberger saw Israel as “becoming a nuisance”.124 Weinberger 

was adamant to undergo a foreign policy that secured the interests of the United States, and he 

would not let Israel stand in the way of this.125 He was not afraid to express this, as he did in 

1982 when he commented that the United States “needed more than one friend in the Middle 

East”.126 When the sale of AWACS was on the White House doorsteps, the two secretaries 

bumped heads. To avoid conflict, Haig had suggested that AWACS and the F-15 enhancements 

should be separated from the package.127 Weinberger, however, had the support of Pentagon, 

the NSC, and the Near East Bureau in the State Department, who all favored the sale as a 

package; leading to greater tension between Haig and Weinberger.128  

In June 1981, Reagan appointed National Security Advisor Richard Allen in charge of 

obtaining approval of the arms sales. 129  To begin with, Allen favored an approach that 

strengthened the Israeli connection, but as the sale of F-15 enhancement equipment and 

AWACS escalated, he agreed more with Weinberger.  Allen and Haig did not like each other 

and withheld details of the arms sale to each other whenever they could. 130  Haig and 

Weinberger, though at times colliding pathways, came together in their perception of Allen as 

unsuitable as National Security Advisor. In addition, Allen was seldom allowed to report 

directly to the president but had instead to go through the bottleneck of the White House 

Presidential Counselor, Edwin Meese. Their complaints from the “Troika” resulted in Allen 

losing control of the AWACS sale as it intensified from October 1981.131  

Contrary to the internal intrigues in Reagan’s cabinet, to the public, Reagan was a well-

liked president. He had managed to gather a large Jewish vote of 39 percent, and he looked at 

Israel as an ally and friend.132 Secretary of State Alexander Haig claims that “Israel has never 

had a greater friend in the White House than Ronald Reagan”.133 Reagan was, however, faced 

with several challenges in the Middle East, challenges that occurred during the prior 
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administration. Political Scientist Steven Spiegel describes two sides of Ronald Reagan; 

ideological and practical. The first one was Reagan’s support and proclaimed love for Israel. 

The practical side of Reagan, on the other hand, acknowledged the importance of the 

“moderate” Arab states, such as Egypt and Saudi Arabia, in combating the Soviets.134 As 

Secretary of State Alexander Haig viewed it, it was a matter of balancing interests. This balance 

became especially challenging when the Reagan administration decided to arm the Saudi 

Kingdom with advanced arms technology and F-15 aircraft. Haig expressed this challenge: 

“The question was, how could we supply such equipment to our Arab friends without 

weakening Israel’s security”?135 

The Reagan Administration in the Middle East  
Reagan’s presidency continued where Carter had left; in desperate need to respond quickly to 

its lesser pillar Saudi Arabia. As soon as Reagan assumed office, the new president received a 

congratulatory message from Crown Prince Fahd: “Mr. President, the Kingdom of Saudi 

Arabia, which has been made firm by the strongest ties of deep friendship with the US, looks 

upon your term with optimism and hope that it will be a beginning for peace, security, happiness 

and stability”.136 President Reagan responded to the letter by saying “I wish you to know that I 

will seek to strengthen further the close ties between our two countries and that I look forward 

to your continued support and counsel”.137  

Reagan did value the Saudis. He valued the relationship with Riyadh and shared their 

resentment of communism.138 This was the premise for the Secretary of State Alexander Haig’s 

Middle East policy formed around a strategic consensus, which aimed to secure “friendly” 

countries in the Middle East and cooperate with them to strengthen American credibility in the 

region. Essentially, Haig’s strategic consensus was a strategy to avoid a potential power vacuum 

after the fall of the Shah and the following Soviet invasion of Afghanistan. These friendly 

countries were Egypt, Israel, Saudi Arabia, Turkey, and Pakistan.139  Haig stated that the 

administration felt it was “fundamentally important to begin to develop a consensus of strategic 

concerns throughout the region among Arab and Jew and to be sure that the overriding danger 
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of Soviet inroads into this area are not overlooked”.140  In the Persian Gulf, the strategic 

consensus was based upon three principles, referred within the administration as a Persian Gulf 

strategy. First, the U.S. military needed to strengthen its military position in the Gulf as a 

response to the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan. Second, Washington needed to support the 

allies it had in the region in order to defend themselves, a defense that would be strengthened 

through arms sales. Third, the Soviets were masters at exploiting local conflicts, the 

administration concluded. Preventing the eruption of further conflicts would reduce the risk of 

the Soviets.141  

The problem with the strategic consensus, which Haig underestimated, was that neither 

Israel nor the Arab states would agree to this strategy. According to Spiegel, the Arab-Israeli 

conflict trumped Reagan’s rivalry with the Soviet Union.142 The Saudis remained especially 

ambiguous. They greeted the prospect of arms sale and welcomed the administration’s efforts, 

but they did not want to get stuck in ideological warfare in the Middle East. The threat 

perspective in the strategic consensus diverged as well. The Saudis, which they asserted 

publicly several times, saw Israel as the biggest threat to the region. When Haig met with the 

Saudi leadership during his Middle East trip on April 7 and 8, 1981, the Saudis confided in 

Haig that “[p]rivately, they conceded that they were seriously concerned about the Soviet threat 

but added that they were far more concerned about the problem of Israel”.143 

 Cooperation with Israel, however indirect, was essentially impossible for Saudi Arabia. 

The Saudi leadership had actively opposed the Camp David Accords of 1979. A strategic 

consensus with the United States, Egypt and Israel would only reinforce Arab pressure on the 

Saudi Kingdom. Furthermore, the Syrians, who were allied with the Soviet Union, were 

suspicious to military requests, which they perceived as Saudi dependence on American 

imperialism. The Saudi challenge, therefore, was to convince the Americans that they needed 

access to advanced arms at the same time as rejecting any form of agreement that only 

jeopardized the security of the Kingdom.144 Their desired approach to this juxtaposition was 

that any US military support would remain “over the horizon” in order to prove, both regionally 

and domestically, that Saudi Arabia was not a vassal of the United States. This marked Saudi 
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foreign policy as a “balance of dangers”, always weighing threats. This was significant in the 

1980s when threat after threat presented itself to the Saudis, and it explained why they chose to 

support Iraq during the Iran-Iraq war, and, as will be made clear in the following chapter, their 

muted diplomacy in the Arab-Israeli conflict.145 

Seen from Washington, the Saudis were in the middle of several conflicts. The Iran-Iraq 

war scared the Saudi leadership as they feared a potential domestic attack may be imminent. 

The Saudi leadership also feared attacks from South Yemen or Ethiopia, where the Soviets 

remained influential, and the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan provided a clear example as to 

how this fear could come into fruition. An attack on the Kingdom would essentially be an attack 

on its vast oil fields. In this regard, the Saudi air defense was not equipped to defend the oil 

fields against any attacks. Geographically, Saudi Arabia’s low terrain made it vulnerable to 

attacks. If enemy aircraft were detected, the Saudis had, theoretically, only five minutes to 

react. 146  The reality of the Kingdom’s military barriers became apparent as the threat 

perspective in the Middle East increased, deeming the Saudis to turn to the United States for 

protection.147 This help came in the shape of an arms package.   

New Approach to the Persian Gulf  
The Reagan administration’s vision for the Middle East and Persian Gulf was formulated 

quickly after inauguration. In a press backgrounder released by the both the NSC and the State 

Department, the administration set out to pave the way for a “new approach” different than the 

previous administration. Although the date remains unknown, the press release was part of a 

larger background paper, most likely released sometime in March by the NSC. The NSC argued 

that such a move was a response to what they perceived as a “deteriorating security situation in 

the Middle East/Persian Gulf region”.148 Anxious about the several events in the Gulf, the NSC 

argued that this was only inflicting threats to their allies and friends in the Middle East. Defining 

Saudi Arabia and Israel as friends, the administration argued for a quick response in order to 
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secure their safety.149 Although close friends, both Saudi Arabia and Israel had, as stated in the 

press backgrounder, questioned the security of the United States, indicating to the White House 

the fear of losing credibility. The two countries needed to defend themselves in order to 

strengthen the security needs in the Middle East. This was the administration’s first security 

strategy initiative. As the administration saw it, this meant “a new and determined policy to 

assure that friends are reasonably and adequately supplied for their own defense—as an 

important means of assuring our own security”.150 By releasing the press backgrounder, the 

administration could argue against the critics who claimed that there was no change in the threat 

perspective for Saudi Arabia.  

Defining the Soviet Union as a great threat, the Soviet occupation of Afghanistan was 

not only dangerous to the Saudis in terms of ideology and the spread of communism. Bordering 

to South Yemen, a heavily armed Soviet client, threatened the internal security of the Saudis 

leadership and this was important to acknowledge. More importantly, the invasion of 

Afghanistan meant that Soviet aircrafts could potentially reach the Straits of Hormuz, where 

vast amounts of oil were led through daily. According to Washington, all this occurred in a 

region where “the U.S. traditionally did not maintain a major military presence”.151 The Reagan 

administration, therefore, played on its vulnerability in the Middle East to justify the Saudi need 

for arms. The press backgrounder specifically stated that U.S.-Saudi relations would be altered 

if they did not strengthen the Saudi Kingdom as an ally, making the sale a test of American 

goodwill.152 

The way this approach differed from the Carter administration, as argued, was that the 

Reagan administration now proposed to sell items that Saudi Arabia previously had been 

denied. In the press backgrounder, the administration argued that Carter’s commitment to the 

Saudi arms sales was now discredited because the security situation in the Middle East had been 

altered. It did not serve anyone’s interests; not the Saudis, not the Americans and especially not 

the Israelis. The press backgrounder stated that the administration had “developed a new 

approach to security in the region centered on an attempt to deter or restrain the Soviet advance 

toward control over the West’s energy supply”. 153  Washington argued that the “entire 
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environment in which our Middle East policy is formulated has been transformed by the Soviet 

invasion of Afghanistan and the revolutionary turmoil in Iran”.154  

Formulating a policy on their feet, the problem now was putting this to life. Saudi Arabia 

was important not only to the U.S. but also the entire West and if anything, the Soviet invasion 

of Afghanistan proved how large the Soviet presence had grown. As stated in the press 

background, and to the public, the Soviet Union remained the greatest threat to the Saudis and 

the oil fields.155 In internal documents, as will be discussed, there were other more realistic 

threats that justified the sale. Once the Reagan administration decided on this, they moved 

quickly, announcing on March 6, 1981 that it had agreed to sell the Saudis the F-15 equipment 

they asked for, and on April 21 the administration made the sale of AWACS public. 156  The 

AWACS sale would from August 1981 become a priority for the new administration’s foreign 

policy, as they perceived it important to counteract the several threats in the region.  

What the Reagan administration proposed, was a sale enlisting several equipment with 

the intention of strengthening the Saudi air force. The Royal Saudi Air Force equipment was 

proposed as a package, containing conformal fuel tanks for F-15 aircrafts, 1,177 AIM-9L air-

to-air Sidewinder Missiles, which the Carter administration had denied in 1978, KC-707 aerial 

tanker and E3A Airborne Warning and Control Systems aircraft (AWACS). The total cost of 

the package was $8.5 billion.157 The decision to sell AWACS to the Saudis was met with 

immediate and staunch resistance, both from the Jewish community in the United States as well 

as from Congress.  

The Administration Faces the Pro-Israel lobby  
The pro-Israel lobby in Washington reacted immediately. As they had during the 1978 F-15 

sales, the American Israel Public Affairs Committee (AIPAC) led the opposition against yet 

another American arms sale. 158  In March 1981, AIPAC sent a six-page long fuming 

memorandum to the White House. The arguments against the sale were many. The proposed 

sale to Saudi Arabia was an offensive one and AIPAC strongly opposed it. The sale would not 

lead to a strengthened ally in the Gulf, they argued. Their mind was set: Saudi Arabia was faced 
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with internal instability and an enhancement package did not serve its point. AIPAC’s biggest 

argument, and a convincing one, was that the Saudi royal family could easily by toppled as the 

Shah had been. If anything, this was proof enough to stop arming the frail Persian Gulf 

monarchies. Neither did it make sense to arm a Kingdom that could not use the advanced 

weapons to defend themselves due to the needed skill the Saudis lack, AIPAC argued.159 

As AIPAC viewed it, it would only reinforce a threat upon the Kingdom because it 

could trigger Iranian aggression. The gravest problem for AIPAC was nevertheless that the sale 

threatened Israel’s military superiority and security. The Saudi leadership had called for jihad, 

holy war, against Israel- a proof strong enough for AIPAC that Saudi Arabia threatened Israel. 

Neither did the sale promote any Middle East peace because the Saudis had consequently 

rejected the Camp David Accords. In addition, AIPAC was outraged by the conclusion in 

Washington that the sale represented a litmus test. “By acquiescing to this latest ‘litmus test,’ 

the United States looks weak internationally", was an argument AIPAC used throughout the 

memorandum.160 The Saudi leadership had never, AIPAC argued, tried to appease the “special 

relationship” between Riyadh and Washington. This was not the time for the Reagan 

administration to base its policy by “opening the floodgates of arms sales”.161  

 The Department of Defense was in charge of calming AIPAC’s worries. The response 

framed by the DoD was to underline the sale as a vital security interest for the administration. 

The danger to Saudi Arabia was the threat coming from neighboring countries with Soviet 

support, the DoD formulated in response to AIPAC, from Afghanistan, Iran and the Iran-Iraq 

was, as well as neighboring Yemen. As a response to the sale being a “litmus test”, the DoD 

could inform AIPAC that assisting Saudi Arabia in acquiring arms would only enhance the 

U.S.-Saudi relationship, which would further reinforce American interests in the region and 

“deter Soviet adventurism in the Persian Gulf”.162 Given Secretary Weinberger’s strong support 

for the sale, the reply by the DoD marked the sale as a vital interests that now had to trump any 

promises made by the prior administration to restrict advanced arms equipment to the Saudis.  

The proposed sale to the Saudis was also, not surprisingly, met with staunch resistance 

from Israel. The initial responses were not as condemning as they would later become. White 
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House Presidential Counselor Edwin Meese stated in an interview with the San Diego Union 

that when the President met with Israeli Foreign Minister, Yitzhak Shamir and discussed the 

sale, Shamir opposed the sale but “there certainly was not the vehemence which has been heard 

in this country and has been heard from the government of Israel” until “[…] some of the 

American Jewish community people raised a major outcry and things changed”.163 When 

interviewed by the Sacramento Bee, Meese claimed that “[t]he Israeli’s knew about the Saudi 

arms deal as early as February but initially indicated they wouldn’t raise too much of a fuss”.164 

After a meeting with Israeli Ambassador Ephraim Evron on February 4, 1981, Secretary Haig 

could inform the President that the ambassador had not appreciated Secretary Weinberger’s 

February 3 press statements, where the secretary of defense spoke favorably of an arms deal 

with the Saudis. Evron stated nevertheless that “Israel is very much aware of the importance of 

Saudi Arabia in wider US interests in the Middle East”.165 As the months went by and the 

administration confirmed the proposed sale, Prime Minister Begin’s lobbying against the sale 

increased.  

The White House seems to have acknowledged Israel’s fear regarding the sale. On 

March 23, 1981 Max Friedersdorf, Assistant to the President for Legislative Affairs, received 

a memorandum from Richard Allen. Attached was a background paper on Saudi F-15 

enhancement. One of the tabs in the background paper was dedicated to the sale’s impact on 

Israel’s security. Theoretically and in complete isolation, the sale did not benefit the Israelis. 

“In fact, viewed narrowly, providing arms to Saudi Arabia increases the perceived military 

threat to Israel”. 166 Nevertheless, the Reagan administration was determined that the arms deal 

with the Saudis would not pose a threat to Israel for several reasons. 

As the National Security Advisor Richard Allen saw it, the Saudis were not aggressive 

and any participation in the Arab-Israeli wars had been minimal. They had only played a small 

role, in terms of manpower, in the latest war, the 1973 Yom Kippur War. Most likely, as a 

response to the criticism coming from the pro-Israel lobby, the fear of jihad was perceived by 

Washington as something not necessarily worth fearing. “This appears to be their [the Saudis] 
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way of dramatizing their position that Israel should withdraw from the occupied territories, 

including East Jerusalem”.167  

This was an argument that had not been properly addressed by the White House. The 

administration had argued that Saudi Arabia was among the most stable countries in the Middle 

East and that it could not be compared to Iran and the Shah. The House of Saud had much 

greater support than the Shah ever had. Ironically enough, the Mecca attack had not been 

discussed. The administration simply concluded that “[t]here is no significant evidence of the 

types of dissension or organized opposition which have normally preceded revolutionary 

situations or serious internal instability in other Middle Eastern countries”. 168  Similar 

arguments are found in the DoD’s response to AIPAC, which only showcases the fact that the 

administration was synchronized in their respond to the opponents. Allen later argued that the 

Saudis were smarter than to use the equipment against Israel given the latter’s military 

superiority.169 The White House seemed to have concluded that the sale did not represent a 

threat to Israel and not a danger worth pursuing because the Israeli military force was by far 

superior to the Saudis’.170  Consequently, the Reagan administration did not consider the sale 

to be a threat to Israel because the administration was certain that with U.S. backing, the Saudis 

would not try to confront a much more superior Israel. However, this did not satisfy the 

opposition.  

Opposition in Congress  
Opposition in Congress had followed immediately after the Reagan administration’s decision 

to arm the Saudis. In a Senate hearing on March 24, Senator Robert W. Packwood (R-Oregon) 

strongly declared his opposition to the proposed sale of AWACS and other enhancement 

equipment to Saudi Arabia. In his argument against the sale, Packwood argued that the sale 

from 1978 provided sufficient evidence showing the Saudis only relied on the U.S. when it 

benefited them. “They [the Saudis] indicated to us if we are not willing to sell those planes they 

would certainly take that into account in their relations with the United States”.171 Packwood 
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continued his hearing by arguing the arms the Saudis acquired in 1978 had not stopped the 

Mecca attacks, which evidently proved that the Saudi threat was internal. Packwood had 

opposed the sale in 1978 and remained again opposed in 1981. During a Senate hearing three 

years earlier, Packwood had compared the request for F-15s to Hitler’s request of Sudetenland, 

and he gladly reminded the other senators of this. “It is a sorry day for America because we 

will have forgotten the lesson of Munich and instead we will now have to learn the lesson of 

Riyadh”.172 Packwood did not draw any such similarities in 1981, but he was not pleased with 

the administration’s proposed sale. The Saudis had cut their oil production, financed the PLO, 

opposed the Camp David Accords and boycotted Egypt. Selling them further advanced aircrafts 

would only justify this rash behavior, Packwood argued.173 

Senator John Tower (R-Texas) followed up and argued for the approval of the sale. “I 

believe that I must advocate those positions which are designed to preserve and protect the 

national interests of the United States of America”.174 The security of Israel was among the 

strongest of these national interests, Tower argued. However, the region had changed 

dramatically since 1978 and quite a few events had shaken the Gulf since, particularly the fall 

of the Shah and the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan. The sale to the Saudis did not threaten 

Israel because the “Saudis clearly perceive the Soviets, not Israel, as the principal threat to their 

own security”.175 Adding to this, Tower claimed that the Saudi declaration of jihad against 

Israel was “more rhetoric than substance”.176  

The two senators summarize the debate quite clearly. The Saudis were either perceived 

as cunning and manipulative, only asking for American help when it benefitted them; or they 

were portrayed as moderates in a region full of fundamentalists, perceiving any hint of 

instability within the Kingdom as rhetoric. For the White House and Pentagon, the arms sale 

became a means to emphasize this latter aspect as well to secure Saudi Arabia from any possible 

threat, both internal as well as regional.177 

In Washington, the White House was beginning to lose faith. The proposed sale had 

prolonged due to inexperience within the cabinet in both foreign policy as well as working with 

Congress, and now, they had to face the consequences. “The impending sale of F-15 

enhancement items and an airborne warning and control system (AWACS) to Saudi Arabia 
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threatens us with a serious setback on Capitol Hill”, Secretary Haig wrote in a memorandum to 

Reagan.178 Haig’s uneasiness was reinforced by Senator Packwood’s letter to Reagan on June 

24, 1981 where the senator urged the President to reconsider the sale to the Saudis. Although 

Packwood led the opposition, he was backed by 54 senators, who all signed the letter, and 

gained tremendous support from AIPAC.179 It was clear that the Reagan administration would 

face an uphill battle.  

The Reagan administration had early on realized the slim chances of getting an approval 

at the House of Representatives. They had therefore, according to Haig, decided that they would 

use their strength to convince the Senate instead.180 This was reinforced during the summer 

months. By July 1st, three months before Reagan formally presented the sale to Congress, a 

majority of House members supported the Long-Lent resolution led by Representative Clarence 

D. Long of Maryland and Representative Norman F. Lent of New York. The resolution strongly 

opposed the sale to Saudi Arabia and had the backing of 232 senators, both Democrats and 

Republicans.181 Although an approval of the sale seemed difficult, the opposition in the Senate 

was not as rigid as in the House. Despite the fact that 54 senators had signed the letter from 

Packwood opposing the sale, Senate had not supported any resolution, meaning that the 

Senators could still be persuaded. The Senate, therefore, proved quickly to be the arena for the 

fight.182   

The Case for AWACS 
After Reagan announced the sale in April, the administration remained silent. The 

administration would only occasionally voice their arguments for the sale; and most often in 

direct response to either AIPAC or senators. The focus was on stabilizing the economy, which 

Reagan had won his presidency on.183 Hoping to reduce opposition and augment a consensus, 

Secretary Haig announced on June 25th a delay in the formal proposal of the sale to Congress 

over the summer. To Reagan’s surprise, the NSC and State Department were losing ground on 

the AWACS sale. The opposition had grown during the months Reagan focused on domestic 
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policy. 184  Therefore, on August 5th, President Reagan sent letters to the Republican and 

Democratic leaders of both houses in Congress. This was the start of the administration’s 

intensive campaign to win support for the sale.185 The administration emerged from silence 

with a strategy to counter the arguments against the sale.  

By August/September 1981, the administration had worked out a new strategy for 

securing the sale to the Saudis. In August, a report titled, “The Air Defense Package for Saudi 

Arabia” was forwarded within the administration. The author is unknown, but the report was 

spread to several White House Staff. A month later a new report emerged, still without any 

author, this time titled, “AWACS Background Material”. Both reports contained background 

material on the details of the sale, an account for American interests in the Middle East/Persian 

Gulf, a justification for the AWACS sale and a map of Saudi Arabia. The main arguments for 

the sale were both military as well as political. The military aspect emphasized that the sale 

would provide the Saudis with the capability to defend themselves and their oil field. Politically, 

the sale represented American reliability in one arms package, making the consequences of 

disapproval even greater. Included was also the paper called, “The Case for AWACS”, written 

by National Security Advisor Richard Allen.186 

Allen had continued to coordinate the support for the sale. His strategy was part of a 

National Security Council information campaign to gather support for the sale, and he set out 

to achieve this task, knowing that opponents would use every means necessary to block the 

sale. In “The Case for AWACS” Allen argued that the sale was a vital security interest: “The 

Saudi equipment package is a central part of a comprehensive U.S. regional strategy to 

strengthen the stability and increase the security of friendly countries in an area of the world 

that is vital to the United States and its Western Allies”.187 Allen, in his paper, defined a strategy 

towards the sale that was used within the administration. According to Allen, the arguments 

against the sale exemplified a misunderstanding of its importance, misunderstandings which 

required clarification in order for the sale to proceed. One of these misunderstandings was that 

the sale represented a “Saudi-imposed test of US-Saudi political relationship”.188 According to 

Allen, this was not the case but he warned that a rejection would have serious implications on 
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the greater strategic partnership as it would prove to the Saudis that Washington was an 

unreliable partner. 189 And in many ways, this was the greatest fear that resided in Washington 

due to the devastating reality inflicted by the fall of the Shah two years prior. Allen’s strategy 

is found in several document collections, often revised and edited. It was nevertheless used as 

a strategy toward the consummation of the sale arguing for American interests in the Middle 

East and the Persian Gulf. The sale of AWACS would ensure all these interests, Allen argued. 

Allen’s paper seemed to be the foundation in an undefined foreign policy.190 

One of the main reasons for the proposed sale was to secure the flow of oil. Saudi 

Arabia, being the largest oil producer in the Gulf, was inherently important to Washington: 

“These assets, indeed the entire region, are threatened by Soviet expansionism and local 

tensions”.191 In 1981, Saudi Arabia accounted for 63 percent of the oil production in the Gulf. 

The Western economy would again suffer if the Saudi oil fields were to come under attack. The 

oil fields were geographically vulnerable to attacks, which led a “crucial aspect of our national 

security and economic health […] virtually unprotected”.192 The proposed package would 

provide security to these resources.  

The proposed sale of AWACS to the Saudis was important for the Reagan 

administration because it would make “a substantial contribution to the security interests of the 

United States in a vital part of the world […] without jeopardizing the security of the State of 

Israel”.193 The sale of AWACS enhanced the protection of the vital oil fields in the Persian 

Gulf.194 Washington argued against the sale being a quid pro quo to Saudi Arabia, but rather “a 

balanced, effective, much needed contribution to the security of all states in the region, as well 

as to our own vital interests”.195 As Washington viewed it, the sale would hopefully enable the 

strategic consensus which the State Department had worked so vigorously to achieve. 196 

Another positive outcome of the sale was that the United States could potentially cooperate 

with other Gulf nations and therefore strengthen its defense in the Gulf. This was important 
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because the United States forces had at the time only stored equipment in Israel. Selling 

AWACS to the Saudis meant that American personnel would be required to deal with the 

various equipment, which would in turn enable greater American access to the Gulf.197 The 

concluding remarks in the different reports from August/September emphasize the policy the 

Reagan administration was striving for: 

This package not only will improve the defensive capabilities of key regional states to protect 

our mutual interests, it will also contribute to restoring the image of US power and the value 

of US friendship in the area. In the long run, it is the restoration of US power and credibility 

that offers the best guarantee against Soviet threats to the region and radical efforts to 

undermine the peace process. Selling AWACS and the other enhancement items to Saudi 

Arabia constitutes a necessary step in the process of working toward these broader goals.198 

	
Ultimately, the sale would increase regional stability, which reinforced Haig’s visions of 

strategic consensus. The sale of AWACS was deemed important in order to secure the access 

to Saudi oil, but more importantly, the sale was politically important in order to reassure 

American reliability. The Soviet threat constantly remained looming, but other more realistic 

threats seemed to be important in the report.199 Part of the political argument, the administration 

had hoped that arming the Saudis “[would] enhance the ability of the United States to foster 

just and lasting political solutions to regional problems, thereby shifting the focus of concern 

from Arab-Israeli tensions to the Soviet threat facing the region”.200 The quote reflects a notion 

of changing focus in the administration’s foreign policy. The Soviet threat was perceived so 

high that any other conflict, especially the Arab-Israeli, was reduced to a secondary conflict. 

This proved nevertheless to be difficult for the administration as Lebanon was deteriorating into 

conflict.  

When Secretary Haig left Riyad in early April, he made a departure statement in which 

he stated that a foundation had been laid for even greater relations during his trip to the 

Kingdom. After his statement, a Q&A session began where Haig was asked if there was a 

discrepancy between the threat perception of the Reagan administration and that of the countries 
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in the Middle East. In fact, both the Saudis and the Jordanians had voiced that the threat in the 

region stemmed from Israel, not from the Soviet Union. To this Haig responded that this was 

in fact not a contradiction because the Soviet threat was intertwined in the overall regional 

threats to the Gulf. “We are not adopting any particular priority […] to place the Soviet regional 

threats ahead of the urgency of the progress in the peace process”.201  

This surely contradicts the statement in the background report, but it is also worth 

acknowledging that the threats to the Gulf seemed to be inter-related, as Haig claimed. Foreign 

Minister Saud al-Faisal also replied to this question where he said that he agreed with Haig’s 

assessment but that the “Israeli conflict”, as Saud put it, was “the main cause of instability and 

insecurity in the region”.202 In regards to the Soviet threat, Saud acknowledged that the he 

viewed the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan as an “imperialistic action” and as long as the Soviets 

continue their presence in the Middle East, the Saudis need to view them as a threat. Still, Saud 

was adamant that regional instability was due to Israel, not the Soviet Union, implying a 

rejection of Haig’s foreign policy vision.203 The Reagan administration and the Saudis clearly 

diverged on what the biggest threat to the region was, but they nevertheless used the changing 

environment and the Soviets in the Middle East as an argument for acquiring what both parties 

desired for.  

A Litmus Test  
For Riyadh, the air defense package was an assurance of American reliability and strengthening 

of Saudi Arabia’s security. Washington wanted Riyadh to use its power as a strong Gulf nation 

to encourage the other smaller nations to cooperate with the U.S. but this would “unlikely […] 

continue if Saudi Arabia does not feel reasonably secure from attacks by regional 

adversaries”.204 In an interview with the Wall Street Journal Oil Minister, Ahmed Zaki Yamani, 

reinforced the notion of a litmus test by bluntly saying: “Don’t take the Saudis for granted”.205 

The situation in the Middle East, especially the fall of the Shah and the Soviet invasion of 
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Afghanistan, led the Saudis doubting whether Washington could in fact be trusted in protecting 

the Kingdom.206  

The Reagan administration greatly feared that such statements would become real. Haig 

reported to Reagan on July 24, most likely after the Packwood letter was released, that if 

Congress rejected the sale to the Saudis, their relationship with the Kingdom would be 

damaged. Because the sale was mindful of Israeli interests as well, a rejection would also peril 

yet another important American interest. According to Haig, “the Saudi leadership clearly 

considers the AWACS deal a litmus test of the whole relationship with the U.S.”207 Haig then 

referred to a statement by Crown Prince Fahd where he spoke about the Kingdom’s relations 

with the United States: “Let us wait and see results in the coming months then judge how good 

these relations are”.208 Secretary Haig was, however, convinced that “[t]hese remarks [did] not 

signal immediate punitive actions if we should refuse to provide the AWACS” because the 

Saudis “simply [did] not act that way”. 209 Rather, Haig wrote to the President, time would tell 

how the Saudis would react, and they would most likely do so by looking to other military 

suppliers. This again would only damage Washington’s foreign policy of increased presence in 

the Persian Gulf.210  

This inclination, in which Haig underestimated the Saudi willingness to react punitively, 

remarkably overlooked the damage the Saudis had inflicted upon the American and Western 

economy by wielding oil as a weapon in 1973. These fears cemented in Washington a warning 

that the US-Saudi relationship might be undermined if not properly addressed. Washington 

found it imperative to help the Saudis defend themselves, and the best way to do this was to 

provide them with the military equipment they asked for. The administration needed to reassure 

Riyadh that Washington would provide them with security in times of need.211 As Haig feared, 

the Saudis could turn to other countries for the equipment. The Saudis had already discussed 

with the British a possible sale of NIMROD, a system that was quite similar as the American 
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AWACS. As Washington saw it, they Saudis would obtain advanced weapons no matter the 

outcome, but whom the supplier would be was the imperative question.212  

Lobbying for Success  
In Riyadh, Crown Prince Fahd gave the new generation of princes the order to lobby for the 

sale in Washington. Among the princes, Bandar bin Sultan stood out with his charisma and 

connections to the White House. These connections came through squash games with Colin 

Powell, Reagan’s last National Security Advisor, and he was well-acquainted with Vice 

President George Bush. Bandar, smart and ostentatious, made himself a figure in 

Washington.213 The Saudis appeared to stand behind the scene while Reagan and his cabinet 

fought on the front line. In reality, the Saudi government had hired a professional lobbyist by 

the name of Frederick Dutton, who led the lobby campaign for the approval of the sale. It was 

Dutton who publicly portrayed the sale as being a matter of national interests, rhetorically 

framed as “Reagan vs. Begin”.214 The phrase was politically wise because it manifested the sale 

a matter of self-determination and presidential prestige. When asked rhetorically, it became 

evident that Reagan, not Begin, should be the one to decide matters regarding foreign policy.  

However, the Israelis continued to showcase their dissatisfaction and Prime Minister 

Begin eagerly expressed his opposition to the sale when he arrived in Washington in September 

1981. Being in the American capital, Begin sought the pro-Jewish lobby on how to succeed in 

blocking the sale.215 He also met with President Reagan on September 9th. In his meeting with 

the Prime Minister, Reagan reassured Begin that the sale would not jeopardize the balance in 

the Middle East and risk Israel’s security because the White House had Israel’s interests in 

mind. Begin in return promised that he would not lobby Congress to block the sale. However, 

this was a direct lie. The day after the meeting with the President, Begin started his lobbying 
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campaign on Capitol Hill.216 President Reagan was not pleased. On October 1, the President 

held a news conference where he formally announced Congress of the sale of advanced 

weapons to the Saudis. Angered by Israel’s efforts of lobbying Congress, Reagan specified that 

it was not “the business of other nations to make American foreign policy”.217 Adding fuel to 

the fire, Reagan proclaimed that the administration would “not permit Saudi Arabia to be an 

Iran”.218  

On September 17th, Secretary Haig made a testimony before the Senate Foreign 

Relations Committee, defending the sale of AWACS to Saudi Arabia. Aware of the strong 

opposition, Haig argued that opposing the sale risked more than just providing the Saudis with 

arms to defend themselves. What concerned Haig was the “nation’s capacity to develop a 

strategy that can move the peace process forward and protect our vital interests in an unstable 

area exposed to […] threats from the Soviet Union and its proxies”.219 Neither the United States 

nor Israel could risk to face such consequences. “Our approach to Saudi Arabia has been shaped 

by the profound insecurity caused by the events of the last five years, particularly the fall of the 

Shah”.220 Therefore, Haig argued, the proposed sale was part of a larger strategy for the entire 

region. Securing the Saudis, Haig believed, would ultimately secure the Israelis. The AWACS 

sale would increase the Kingdom’s ability to defend itself and denying the Saudis “this basic 

means of self-defense is to deny it the sovereign status and respect essential to an enduring 

partnership”.221 Haig’s remarks makes it evident the fear of “emasculation” that resided in the 

White House. Losing one important ally clearly left marks within the Reagan administration, 

who, more than hating communism, dreaded losing influence in the region.  

 Secretary of Defense Weinberger reiterated the same discontent days later when he 

cautioned that a rejection of the AWACS sale “would be a serious setback to future U.S.-Saudi 

relations, casting doubt upon the United States ability to conduct foreign policy or defend its 

security interests in Southwest Asia”.222 Once again the administration indicated that the sale 
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represented a litmus test to the greater cooperation. This reflected the notion that was 

established in the various reports regarding the AWACS sale: the administration needed to 

frame the sale as national security interest to counteract the intense debate that had emerged 

against the sale. One attempt to frame the national discourse of the arms deal as a national 

security interest was Richard Allen’s September New York Times article titled, “Why the 

AWACS Sale is Good for Us”. The article was persuasive by nature, using the heavily-

circulated internal White House document, “The Case for AWACS” as a blueprint to resolve 

common misunderstandings regarding the sale. Although Allen’s article was an important step 

in the right direction, it was not enough. Reagan needed to personally involve himself.223  

When Reagan formally notified Congress of the sale on October 1, 1981, Congress had 

30 days to make a decision. This demanded intensive lobbying from the administration. In order 

to ease the opposition, Reagan personally met with senators to convince them of the sale’s 

necessity with specific talking points.224 On the day of the vote, October 28, President Reagan 

sent out a letter to four influential senators; Senator and Majority Leader Howard Baker, 

Senator Robert C. Byrd, Senator John W. Warner and Senator Sam Nunn. In the letter, Reagan 

reassured the senators that the administration had come to agreements with Saudi Arabia on 

several safeguards.225 The safeguards were a compromise between Washington and Riyadh, 

defining the use of the planes and the data sharing.226 By agreeing to the safeguards, the Saudis 

complied to not share data with other Arab countries without the approval of the United States. 

Therefore, the argument that the Arab countries could use the radars in a potential war against 

Israel fell short. No other arms sale was at the time more detailed than the enhancement package 

to Saudi Arabia. Rather, any intelligence collected would be shared with Washington. It also 

restricted operation on the equipment to only authorized US and Saudi personnel. Because the 

Saudis lacked skilled personnel, the sale of AWACS in reality meant that U.S. support of the 
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system would continue into the 1990s, effectively extending American presence in the Persian 

Gulf.227 

In addition to the general safeguard and the importance of the sale in terms of national 

interests, Reagan stated in the letter that the sale was important in order to achieve stability in 

the conflict between Israel and its neighboring Arab countries and that Saudi Arabia would 

provide “substantial assistance” toward this goal, foreshadowing the high expectations of what 

Saudi diplomacy could achieve. 228  

“Let Reagan Have His Way” 
“For it is plain as day that once the president agrees to make the sale, the worst possible outcome 

for American foreign policy and national security would be for Congress to reverse him”, 

former White House Counsel to President Carter, Lloyd N. Cutler, argued in The Washington 

Post on August 28, 1981. 229  A veto on the sale would be politically detrimental for President 

Reagan because it would portray Reagan as weak and unable to gain majority support on his 

foreign policy.230 This was a dreaded outcome for the inexperienced administration. The White 

House therefore set out on a mission to gather support from prominent figures in the American 

foreign polices environment in D.C. and Cutler was one of them. Support for the sale followed 

from sixteen figures, among them former Secretaries of State Dean Rusk, William Rogers and 

Henry Kissinger; former Secretaries of Defense Robert McNamara, Donald Rumsfeld and 

Harold Brown; and former National Security Advisor Zbigniew Brzezinski.231 The Reagan 

administration also recruited former president Richard Nixon, who declared his support on 

October 4, 1981 in the New York Times. The day before Nixon’s declaration, Richard Allen 

wrote a memorandum to the president notifying Reagan that he had earlier in the week been in 
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contact with Nixon regarding a statement. “This splendid piece will appear in tomorrow’s New 

York Times. It is exactly what we had hoped he would do”, Allen wrote to Reagan.232  

Allen was correct. Nixon’s statement was clear and rhetorically robust; a defeat of the 

sale would only stand as a “pyrrhic victory”.233  Ronald Reagan was an ardent ally of Israel, 

Nixon argued. He had always been, and nothing had changed, and defeating the sale of AWACS 

would humiliate Reagan, the same argument used by Cutler. “Israel’s friends should not be 

under any illusion that they help Israel’s cause by embarrassing and undermining the authority 

of their indispensable friend in the White House”.234 The Saudis, Nixon noted, were friends 

who had been crucial in contributing to ceasefires in Lebanon the same year, and it was 

therefore “not good politics for the United States to embarrass Saudi Arabia”.235 One significant 

reason for the final approval of the sale was the framing of the enhancement package as a vital 

interest for the United States and not just Saudi request to stock up advanced arms. Ultimately, 

this made it difficult for the Senate to block the sale because American interests of oil and 

credibility lay on the line.236 This consensus was achieved within the administration as of 

August/September 1981, which made it possible for the administration to focus on the 

importance of the sale, despite the chaotic outset within the cabinet.  

On October 28, 1981 President Ronald Reagan awaited the final votes on the sale of 

AWACS and F-15 enhancement package to Saudi Arabia. The outcome of the Senate vote was 

a marginal victory in favor of President Reagan, 52 to 48. The approval of the sale marked a 

strengthening of the relationship given the defeat of the pro-Israel lobby and Congress. Still, 

the Saudis resented the media storm they had undergone in order to secure the arms deal.237  

Conclusion: Arming the Saudis  
Alexander Haig later claimed that one lesson learned from this intense debate was that “a simple 

issue got out of hand because of a combination of premature publicity, inadequate planning, the 

continuing organizational vacuum, and a superfluous test of political manhood”. 238  The 
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findings here coincide with Haig’s assessment. Ronald Reagan entered office with little 

experience in handling foreign policy, but he quickly found himself immersed in the intense 

problems in the Middle East. The ideological Reagan saw Israel as the nation’s closest ally, 

which needed protection in an unstable region. The practical Reagan promptly discovered that 

he would also need support from the Arab countries to deter his enemy number one: The Soviet 

Union. The fear in the White House, especially in the Oval Office, was that Ronald Reagan 

would lose reliability and be viewed as a weak leader in a time and a region where strength 

enumerated power.   

This power was necessary to portray Ronald Reagan as a tough and strong leader.239 Though 

the administration remained conflicted in their personal beliefs, they were in consensus in their 

decision to arm the Saudis. Washington’s interests of oil, securing allies, deterring Soviet and 

increasing American strength and reliability needed to be responded to, and an arms sale to the 

Saudis was a first step in the administration’s solution to the Persian Gulf. The decision to sell 

AWACS and F-15 enhancement equipment to the Saudis was a decision made in the light of 

these interests, proving the necessity of Saudi Arabia as a vital ally. This was a crucial interest 

the White House wanted to secure. They feared what a refusal would do in terms of U.S.-Saudi 

relations, an argument that has been made evident throughout the chapter, and the Saudis seem 

to have taken advantage of this. Terrified by the revolution in Iran and the subsequent Soviet 

invasion of Afghanistan, Washington realized that credibility was on the line. They needed, 

more than ever, an ally in the Persian Gulf and Saudi Arabia needed the protection it could get. 

This was what the administration fought to achieve when they refocused their attention towards 

the sale from August/September.  

Arming the Saudis meant not only securing its safety, but more importantly, ensuring that 

the Kingdom became a strong U.S. ally.240 The sale, essentially, became a key factor in the 

Reagan administration’s Middle East policy. The policy created reflected a shift of priorities. 

No longer was the Arab-Israeli conflict the major focus point in the Middle East, but more 

important now was the creeping Soviet expansion and the possible turmoil from the Iran-Iraq 

war. 241  For the Reagan administration, the $8.5 billion sale reassured the superiority of 

American military presence in a region where its closest ally has recently perished.242 If arming 

the Saudis was a litmus test for their further relationship, then the test prevailed. By fighting 
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both the pro-Israel lobby as well as Congress, the Reagan administration manifested the 

importance of Saudi Arabia. However, only a few months later, the partnership was yet again 

put to the test as Reagan’s balancing of interests in the Middle East met further resistance. 
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4 A Careful Balancing Act  
 

The Arab world should give up the illusion that the U.S. can or will force Israel to surrender 
what the Arabs cannot achieve through military means.243 

William P. Clark  

 

The US-Saudi relationship blossomed with the $8.5 billion arms sale in October 1981. 

Formally, both parties seemed to have acquired what they hoped for; the Saudis had gained 

advanced weapons to protect themselves while the Americans had reestablished their presence 

in the Persian Gulf. In reality, the United States and Saudi Arabia diverged in terms of how to 

ensure stability and peace in the Middle East. These differences were realized in the spring of 

1981, where a multifaceted civil war in Lebanon escalated into a geopolitical conflict. When 

the Reagan administration set out their Middle East policy, the Arab-Israeli conflict was not 

prioritized as shown by statements made in an internal background report dating from August 

1981. By focusing on the strategic consensus and securing their own interests, regional conflicts 

were not prioritized. Therefore, when chaos eventually broke loose, the Reagan administration 

relied on the few allies it had, Saudi Arabia being an important one.  

The Reagan administration actually needed and used Saudi efforts to try to stabilize the 

Lebanese civil war, with wide ramifications for the whole Middle East region. The Saudis 

would first be considered integral by the Reagan administration in achieving ceasefires in 

Lebanon during the summers of 1981 and 1982. However, the greater question of how to create 

peace and stability in the Middle East remained with bifurcated solutions offered by the United 

States and the Saudis. From 1982 on, the Reagan administration’s focus was to get the Saudis 

to implement US Middle East strategy. How did the Reagan administration and the Saudi 

leadership work together during the Lebanon war, and in attempts done in achieving peace in 

the Middle East? Was there a consensus? What role did Saudi Arabia play? The focus of this 

chapter is the diplomatic efforts by both the Saudis and the Reagan administration to create 

peace in the Middle East during the period of April 1981 to April 1983.244 
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Not the “Deputy Policeman for Uncle Sam” 
In April 1981, Richard Helms, CIA Director under President Nixon, forwarded a memorandum 

regarding U.S. foreign policy in the Middle East to the incumbent director William J. Casey. 

Helms told Casey that he had received the memorandum in early March from a retired CIA 

officer, who had been familiar with Middle East affairs, though the author’s identity remains 

redacted. The author, whom Helms and Casey must have been close to, encouraged the 

administration to consider the importance of the Arab-Israeli conflict. The Soviet threat was 

not the only threat in the Middle East, and it must therefore not be judged as more important. 

The author’s assessment was that the Reagan administration was trying to postpone 

involvement with the conflict simply because they doubted there was any possible solution to 

it. But this was a misjudgment, and it would harm the relationship with an important ally: 

“Saudi-American relations stand today at a dangerous crossroad” precisely because both parties 

continued to “conduct its policy toward the other on a totally different, and fundamentally 

contradictory, set of principles”. 245  

The Reagan administration, as the memo urged, should not underestimate the Saudis’ 

role in the conflict nor their sincerity regarding the Palestinians. The Reagan administration 

believed that the Saudis had a “moral obligation to support whatever policy the US chooses”, 

but the Saudi leadership could not jeopardize its domestic security to play “deputy policeman 

for Uncle Sam”.246 The Reagan administration needed to understand, according to the memo, 

that any Saudi action was restricted around three expectations. First, to the Saudis, there could 

be no peace in the Middle East unless the Americans took responsibility and acted with 

leadership. Second, Israel needed to accept that the Palestinians had a right to nationhood and 

self-determination. Third, Israel would never accept Arab demands without American pressure. 

Failing to incorporate these expectations would further reinforce a Saudi notion that “Saudi 

Arabi’s future lies in […] a leadership role, not in playing surrogate to a Superpower”. 247  

The intention of the author must have been to get his memorandum forwarded within 

the administration and hopefully to the State Department and Richard Allen in the NSC. 

Whether Secretary of State Alexander Haig received the memorandum is unknown, but he 

surely did not take the views claimed here into consideration as he laid out his strategy for the 
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Middle East, nor did the rest of the administration in their handling of the Saudis. According to 

the arguments presented in the memorandum, the administration undermined inter-regional 

conflicts simply because they did not know what to do with regional conflicts. Their main aim 

was to develop a strategy to confront the Soviets, as was envisioned in Secretary Haig’s 

strategic consensus.  

The problems confronting the Middle East, the Palestinian issue being the gravest, were 

downgraded to secondary importance.248 When the problems blossomed, Reagan realized the 

importance of allying with countries that could potentially be useful to stabilize the region. 

Reagan recalled in his diary, as early as April 1981, that the Saudis were important in creating 

peace in the Middle East. “We are striving to bring stability to the Middle East and reduce the 

threat of a Soviet move in that direction. The Saudis are key to this.”.249 Saudi Arabia was 

important among the Arab nations because of its wealth, its connection with the United States, 

and the country’s proclamation of Islam. Because of this, actions taken by the Saudi leadership 

were both decisive as well as dangerous, decisive because of the strong relationship with the 

US dating back to President Roosevelt, and the presumed power to curtail Israel, but dangerous 

because a failure would leave the leadership vulnerable in the region.250 The Saudis have a 

resonance in the politics of the Middle East, both politically as well as economically, making 

them important for Washington in attempts of regional stability.  

The Saudis, however, often struggled to live up to Reagan’s expectations. The concern 

the Saudis had with the Palestinians was not a matter of formality. It was a concern that affected 

the Kingdom’s often vague foreign policy. As the Reagan administration viewed it, the Saudi 

funding of the PLO, an important element in their foreign policy, was careless. Contrary to 

what the Reagan administration believed, the Saudis could not give up their support for the 

Palestinians because doing so would damage their internal security and the House of Saud. The 

Saudis, on the other hand, worried that Reagan’s support for Israel would color his foreign 

policy.251 Lebanon would certainly prove to be a challenge in Reagans first year in office, as 

the United States attempted to balance varying interests between Saudi Arabia and Israel.   
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Trouble in Lebanon 
The trouble in Lebanon preceded Reagan’s presidency, when a quarrel over fishing rights 

turned to civil war in 1975. The PLO, having been evicted from Jordan in 1970, were now 

stationed in Lebanon and supported the Muslim fishermen against the Christian Maronites. The 

fighting ceased in 1975, but the PLO returned a year later, and the Lebanese Front sieged a 

refugee camp in Beirut. In Syria, President Hafez al-Assad decided that the situation in Lebanon 

desired his ambitions of control of the country. Initially supporting the PLO, he intervened 

Lebanon on the side of the Lebanese Christian militia in May 1976. At the Saudi capital, a 

ceasefire was agreed on October 15, 1976, which established that an Arabic peacekeeping force 

would remain in the Lebanon, the huge majority of the force being Syrian and contributing to 

giving the Syrians the control they had long desired.252  

By April 1981 the Syrian force captured the mountain ridge of Zahle in the Bekaa Valley 

in Lebanon. The Beeka Valley was important for Assad as it was a way of protecting the Golan 

Height and Damascus from Israeli forces. Israel retaliated by shooting down the two Syrian 

helicopters three days later. This would only beget a Syrian response, which it did when the 

Syrian force set up surface-to-air missile in the Bekaa Valley.253 Fearing that a new conflict 

would both jeopardize their relationship with the Americans as well as harm the regional 

stability in the due case of a Syrian victory, Saudi Arabia had plenty to lose if they remained 

distant. Syria, in addition to supporting Iran during the Iran-Iraq war, was an ally of the Soviet 

Union.254  

Saudi Leverage Over Syria  
In order to descale the situation, President Reagan sent former undersecretary of state and 

negotiator Philip Habib to broker a ceasefire. Habib left for the Middle East with ambitious 

goals: curb Israel, get the Syrians to remove their missiles, and stich Lebanon back to pieces.255 

As part of his visit to the Middle East, Habib was scheduled to arrive in Riyadh, carrying with 

him a letter from President Reagan to King Khalid. In the letter, Reagan stressed that the 

administration had been working hard on a diplomatic solution to avoid further escalation in 

Lebanon. According to Reagan, Habib’s efforts of achieving a solution were now at a breaking 
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point. The Israelis, the President argued, had been restrained, but the Syrians were not willing 

to work diplomatically. Therefore, the Saudis were needed to persuade Syrian President Hafez 

al-Assad to be more flexible, choose a diplomatic route and prevent a new war, Reagan 

argued.256 The Saudis ensured that they would “never spare effort for the sake of trying to find 

a just peace in this area”.257 

Because of Saudi Arabia’s influence as the largest contributor to the Arab Deterrence 

Force (ADF) and its relationship with the US, Washington believed that Riyadh had leverage 

over Damascus. Therefore, Saudi Arabia was enlisted to become a “backchannel” to the 

Syrians. But confidence in the Saudis was waning in some corners of the White House. Even 

Habib questioned whether the Saudi support for American foreign policy would continue. The 

Saudis had once again continued to subsidize the ADF in Lebanon, contrary to the 

“Arabization” of the ADF that Washington wanted. National security staffer Raymond Tanter 

had little confidence in the Saudi diplomacy arguing that “Saudi diplomacy provides Syria with 

convenient cover with which to cloak its military reinforcements in Lebanon”. 258  Tanter 

ultimately blames the globalists at the State Department for their praise of the Saudis, arguing 

that the Kingdom had little leverage over Syria and that the globalist expectations were 

overrated.259  

The doubt in Washington was further reinforced when the Saudis wanted backing from 

the broader Arab community. The Saudi royal leadership would seek shelter under Arab 

consensus before taking further action whenever they could. On May 26, they called for a 

meeting of the Arab League foreign ministers in Tunis, in which they agreed to support Syria. 

The immediate focus of the meeting was to end the fighting in Lebanon. This proved difficult 

as the Syrians were adamant that they would not back down unless the Israeli forces were 

condemned. When Israel attacked Iraqi nuclear facilities on June 7th, the Syrians seemed more 
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willing to listen to the Saudis. By the end of the month, Assad’s force concluded their siege in 

Zahle. But the Syrians would not remove the missiles in the Bekaa Valley.260  

  On June 8th, Israel and Syria agreed to a ceasefire negotiated by Habib vicariously 

through the Saudis.261  For Washington, the Saudis were important because the trouble in 

Lebanon had erupted simultaneously to the $8.5 billion Saudi arms package request. Reagan, 

wanting to implement the arms sale, saw the Saudi diplomacy as a tool toward this achievement. 

He was reassured of this when Philip Habib had told the President that the Saudis were 

“absolutely invaluable and indispensable for our future efforts”.262 In the ceasefire, both Syria 

and Israel agreed to neither use nor dismantle the missiles. This, however, did not end the 

retaliation from the PLO, which continued its attacks on Israeli. Highly effective on attacking 

Israeli targets, the Katysha rockets led Israeli Prime Minister Menachem Begin to meet with 

Habib on July 24th. This time, a PLO-Israel deal was facilitated by Habib.263  

President Reagan sent King Khalid a letter the following day. Praising the Saudi help, 

Reagan attributed the Kingdom tremendous responsibility for a ceasefire. “Only the vigorous 

exertions of men of peace”, Reagan wrote “including the able and energetic representatives of 

your majesty’s Kingdom have prevented thus far a major military confrontation [in 

Lebanon]”.264 Reagan was convinced that the Saudis could be used in the forestalled peace 

process and his conviction was that, with the ceasefires in Lebanon, they were “off to a good 

start” in the Middle East. 265 This good start, however, would be based on the foundation of 

Camp David and the negotiations between Egypt and Israel. “That’s why we want to start with 

Saudi Arabia”, Reagan wrote in his diary.266  

Ronald Reagan’s autobiographer, Lou Cannon, claims that when the ceasefire was 

concluded, “Lebanon virtually vanished from Reagan’s mental radar screen until the Israelis 

launched their invasion on June 6, 1982.”267 The Saudis, on the other hand, were confident in 

their ability to successfully mediate after brokering a ceasefire between Syria and Israel and the 
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PLO and Israel. This time the Saudis set forth a determined plan with the intention of finding a 

solution to the larger Arab-Israeli conflict.268 

“They Are Not Leaders. At Best, They Are Consensus Builders”  
On August 7, 1981, Crown Prince Fahd elaborated on several media outlets about the successful 

role the Saudis had played in achieving a ceasefire in Lebanon. The Saudis had proved that they 

could use means of diplomacy to cease fighting, however fragile. Still, Fahd held a grudge 

against American foreign policy in the Middle East, which he felt ignored the Arab-Israeli 

conflict. If anything, Lebanon proved that the Arab-Israeli conflict was at the root of all conflict 

in the region. Among Fahd’s arguments were the need for the creation of a Palestinian state and 

a stop to Israeli settlements. His proposal, known as the Fahd Plan, consisted of eight points 

where the first six focused on Israeli withdrawal.269  

Fahd’s plan was ambitious, but the Crown Prince was cunning. Fahd’s principles for 

peace came at a time when the AWACS sale was under severe debate American public and 

Saudi Arabia might have felt an implication to lessen the burden of convincing Congress that 

Saudi Arabia could be resourceful in achieving peace. The seventh point in the Fahd Plan stated 

the right of all nations to exist in the region and became important because it implicitly 

acknowledged the existence of Israel. The Kingdom had portrayed Israel as the biggest threat 

to the Middle East, and such a mentioning was a big move for them. Technically, the plan could 

have been used as a starting point for the Reagan administration as the Saudis did show a 

glimpse of compromise. The problem was that Israel would never accept a plan that required it 

to give up land.270  

The plan had for the most part been ignored by the Reagan administration, though there 

were some within the administration who acknowledged it.271 In fact, President Reagan stated 

during a news conference that the Saudi plan was “a hopeful sign”, arguing that “here was an 

offer of a plan, whatever you agreed with it or not, that indicated the willingness to negotiate, 
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which it does imply”.272 It was a hopeful sign precisely because it indicated a willingness to 

accept the existence of Israel, Reagan said. At the time, and trying to ease the Israelis after 

Reagan’s statement, Haig sent a message to Begin where he once again reaffirmed any peace 

negotiations would have to be based on the Camp David agreements and nothing else.273 

Despite Reagan’s mixed signals, the plan eventually failed because the Syrians opposed it due 

to the vague acceptance of Israel. Therefore, on November 25, 1981, after heavy discussions, 

the summit could not come to any agreement of endorsing the plan. Fahd’s plan for the Middle 

East was defeated, and the Saudis immediately tried to downsize its failure by referring to it as 

an Arab plan.274   

In Washington, the focus now was to repair the damage the AWACS sale had caused to 

the American-Israeli relationship. On November 30, the countries signed a Memorandum of 

Understanding (MOU) that forged their strategic cooperation. In early December both Israel 

and the US agreed that any Middle East peace would have to be based on the Camp David 

accords. But when Israel annexed the Golan Heights on December 14th, Washington suspended 

the memorandum. 275  According to Nadav Safran, Washington’s suspension was a reaction in 

order to appease Crown Prince Fahd, who was scheduled to visit Washington. But Fahd, as a 

statement against Washington, postponed his trip and would not visit Washington until 

February 11, 1985.276  

National Security Analyst Anthony Cordesman explained the lack of American support 

due to Washington’s desire for “formal arrangements”. This collided because to the Saudis 

“informal success is always preferable to formal failure”.277 In an assessment of Saudi Arabia 

in the 1980s, William B. Quandt advised U.S. foreign policy to remain realistic of what the 

Saudis can achieve. “They are not leaders”, Quandt wrote, “[a]t best, they are consensus 

builders”.278 The United States could not expect the Saudis to concede with American peace 

initiatives. Quandt described how the Saudis were unlikely to seek leadership and instead 
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preferred quiet diplomacy whenever possible. “American demands that they [Saudi Arabia] 

take a more active, highly visible role in the affairs of the Middle East in support of U.S. interest 

will produce little more than frustration and resentment”, Quandt predicted the future of U.S.-

Saudi relations. 279  One of Quandt’s predicaments was that Washington should not 

underestimate the Palestinian question. Doing so would only damage the perception of 

American foreign policy among the Arab nations, and with that their credibility. 280   The 

“hopeful sign” Reagan mention would very soon be diminishing as Lebanon once again became 

a scene of fighting. 

Saudi Cry for Diplomacy  
On June 6, 1982 the Israel Defense Force (IDF) began the invasion of Lebanon, also known as 

“Peace for Galilee”. The goal of the Israeli invasion was two-fold: remove the PLO fighters 

from Lebanon and forge an alliance between Israel and Lebanon by supporting the leader of 

the Christian Phalange party, Bashir Gemayel. Through the help of Gemayel, Lebanon would 

become an Israeli client state. Israel, with its state-of-the-art tanks, aircraft and 100,000 men 

waged a battle against 15,000 PLO fighters. With its superior military equipment and 

manpower, the Israeli army sieged the Muslim populated West Beirut and surrounded the PLO 

forces within, and the Syrian positioning in the Bekaa valley was cut off. On June 9, the Syrians 

reacted to the Israeli move. The Syrians struck back but were completely overwhelmed by the 

superiority of the Israeli force.281 

The Saudis were convinced that there could be no peace in the Middle East without 

solving the Palestinian question. King Khalid made this clear in his message to Reagan in May 

1982 where he urged Reagan that “the core of the strife in the region lies in the Palestinian 

problem” and that “nothing at all can occur if the main participants in the issue and their 

legitimate representatives, the Palestinian Liberation Organization, are kept from the scene”.282 

When the Israelis intervened in Lebanon, the King once again urged Reagan to take charge. 

The American Ambassador in Riyadh, Richard Murphy, advised the State Department that this 

message from the King was “unusually pointed for royal correspondence” and it reflected a 
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“Saudi concern that the USG [US Government] make a renewed effort to solve the Middle East 

problem”.283  

On June 7th, days before his death, King Khalid wrote to Washington expressing his 

concern over the war. The king urged Reagan to “stop the bloodshed” caused by Israel and 

noted that surely “your excellency condemns Israel’s vast aggression”. 284 Military action was 

not the solution to the conflict, the king concluded. The only way to solve the conflict was 

through diplomacy. King Khalid did not elaborate on what he meant by this, only to require 

President Reagan to “curb the acts of the Israelis and put an end to them”.285 The king was, 

however, confident that Reagan was the one who could achieve this. 286 On June 13, 1982, King 

Khalid passed away. He had not been a strong leader, and Crown Prince Fahd had been the de 

facto leader through Khalid’s reign. As Crown Prince, Fahd had been more pro-American, and 

it was expected that this would continue in his reign as king. In Washington, the Crown Prince 

had been referred to as “Mr. America” because he was in charge of the decision-making 

regarding the partnership with Washington.287 As Fahd became king, Washington hoped that 

Saudi Arabia would become more helpful in mitigating the impasse with Israel.288  

Entangled in Lebanon  
The situation in Lebanon required the Reagan administration to perform an immensely complex 

balancing act in order to reach a solution. Washington’s goals in Lebanon were two-folded: the 

Multination Force (MNF) deployed to Lebanon as a peacekeeping force would see through the 

evacuation of the PLO which would then lead to the removal of all foreign forces from Lebanon. 

The problem for Washington was that Assad would not ridge and claimed Lebanon as his 

legitimate right and Assad rejected any Syrian withdrawal prior to that of Israel. Because 

Reagan perceived Syria as a Soviet proxy, negotiating with Assad directly became 

impossible.289 Philip Habib was nevertheless confident that he could “guarantee” an agreement 

of Israeli withdrawal from Lebanon based on the withdrawal of Assad’s forces and the PLO. 
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Habib was certain that Assad would withdraw because, as he replied to Egyptian President 

Husni Mubarak during his stay in Washington in February 1983; “Assad gave me his word. 

The Syrians will withdraw when Israel withdraws, there is no doubt in my mind”.290 

 How to see through the plan for withdrawal was essentially the largest problem facing 

the White House. Balancing interests, the Reagan administration had to satisfy both Saudi and 

Israeli needs.291 Neither could the administration talk to the PLO leadership because Reagan 

had personally branded them as terrorists, and Israel would never stand for American 

acknowledgement of the PLO.292 The Reagan administration was left with few options, but it 

still had an informal alliance with the Saudi Kingdom, which the administration hoped could 

persuade the Syrians, the PLO and later the Jordanians into finding a solution to a problem that 

Reagan had underestimated in size. 

In Riyadh, there was little the Saudi leadership could do except turn to diplomacy. Their 

powerful oil weapon, which they used against the United States in 1973, was of no use. The oil 

marked had changed since the early 1980s and the Saudi production had declined, leaving them 

without an effective leverage over Washington. In addition, Riyadh was dependent on 

cooperating with Washington due to their need for military protection. In Lebanon, therefore, 

the Saudis turned to diplomacy. The UN Security Council voted on June 6 for the removal of 

foreign forces from Lebanon, something the United States agreed to. Israeli withdrawal would 

be followed by all foreign forces, as was the envisioned American plan. The Reagan 

administration finally acknowledged the Saudi cry for diplomacy, and Philip Habib returned to 

Lebanon by June 7th.293 In Washington, Reagan reacted to the Israeli attacks on the Syrian 

missiles and urged a ceasefire. Secretary Haig, who strongly sympathized with Israel, opted for 

American support for Israel and wanted to force the PLO out of Lebanon.294 

But the Regan administration was far from in sync. Vice President George Bush, 

Defense Secretary Caspar Weinberger and National Security Advisor William P. Clark stood 

firm on their demands to sanction Israel. Clark argued that Begin was deliberately trying to 

embarrass Reagan with the timing of his invasion (Reagan was at the time traveling in Europe). 
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Weinberger himself argued that the administration should try to mitigate with the PLO. Just as 

Begin had given up terrorist acts, Weinberger argued, so could Arafat “change and become a 

statesman”.295 During King Khalid’s funeral on June 14th, Weinberger and Bush reassured the 

Saudi leadership that Israeli actions would be restrained.296 Sending mixed signals, Weinberger 

and Haig were telling both the Saudis and the Israelis two completely contradictory versions of 

American foreign policy; only reinforcing the notion of an administration stripped of 

consensus.297 As Secretary of Defense, Weinberger had opposed the idea of deploying the 

Marines in Lebanon, as did the chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff General John W. Vessey. 

Haig was not a loud proponent of the deployment either and he argued that the MNF should 

only be deployed after the removal of the PLO and when the Lebanese government had gained 

control of Beirut.298  

Haig, alone in his conviction of using force against the PLO, handed in several 

resignations to the President, and on June 24th, Reagan finally accepted it. Haig stepped down 

as Secretary of State but worked through the transition period before the new Secretary was 

confirmed. In early July, Haig, as a last attempt, sought the help of Saudi Arabia to convince 

Syria to accept the PLO soldiers. Initially positive to accepting the PLO, Assad and the Syrians 

changed their minds and decided on July 9th that they would not give shelter to the fighters. 

This left the PLO trapped in West Beirut, and Habib continued to work out a solution.299  

The PLO needed to be moved from Beirut without IDF force. But Israeli Minister of 

Defense, Ariel Sharon, often responding to only himself, ordered an attack on West Beirut on 

August 4th.300 Consequentially, the PLO accepted Habib’s plan of removing all foreign troops 

two days later, starting with the PLO. Israel was on the fence about accepting it, and they agreed 

to Habib’s plan “in principle”, demanding that the PLO be removed before any deployment of 

the MNF.301 The images of defenseless civilians against the might of the Israel Defense Forces 

(IDF) on TV outraged the passive Reagan. In Riyadh, King Fahd was begging Reagan to take 

action, which he did the same day when he ordered Begin to stop the attacks. There remains a 

dispute whether Reagan’s phone call was decisive to stop Sharon’s attacks, some arguing that 

this had been decided by the Israeli Cabinet prior to the phone call with Begin. However, 
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Washington used this as a way of branding themselves to the Arab world that they were not 

restrained by Israeli foreign policy.302  

For the Saudis, the recent events reinforced in them a confidence in their diplomacy. 

First, Haig had resigned and in came the more “pro-Arab” George Shultz as Secretary of 

State.303 Shultz, similar to Weinberger, had worked at Bechtel and was therefore accustomed 

to working with the Arabs. In the White House, however, Shultz and Weinberger rarely agreed, 

causing even more damage to the already chaotic cabinet.304 Second, Weinberger and Bush’s 

assurance in Riyadh had signalized a tough stance on Israel.305 Shultz had pressed Israeli Labor 

Party Leader, Shimon Peres, and confided to him that the Arabs, referring to Egypt and the Gulf 

nations, felt powerless and that they were losing faith in American diplomacy.306  

This also sparked a Saudi hope that perhaps American policy would change in favor of 

the Arab countries. Regionally, the kingdom’s neighbors could not effectively pressure Saudi 

Arabia. Iraq was fighting Iran in a bitter war, Syria was facing harsh criticism for its support of 

Iran and lack of support for the PLO, and the PLO could surely not risk agitating the Saudis. 

Algeria responded positively by acknowledging that the Saudis could benefit from their 

relationship with the Americans. If any country could convince the United States, it would be 

the Saudi Arabia.307 The Saudi leadership knew that a failure in their diplomacy would be 

damaging to them. Nor did it lessen the pressure from Washington to take a leadership role. It 

had been decided through the Habib negotiations that the PLO forces would leave Lebanon by 

the end of August, but it still hadn’t been decided where they would go. Despite the Saudi role 

in achieving a ceasefire, they remained reluctant to find a place for the PLO fighters that had 

agreed to leave Beirut.  

What to Do With the PLO?  
Where to place the PLO fighters was the subject of a meeting on July 17th between Secretary 

Shultz and Prince Bandar, the Kingdom’s liaison between the two countries and later 

ambassador to the United States. Bandar informed Shultz that King Fahd had been in contact 
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with President Assad in convincing him to grant the PLO fighters passage to Syria. The prince 

also mentioned that Assad was “unhappy with the Soviets and may be looking for other sources 

of support”.308 Therefore, Reagan needed to make a good impression on the Syrian foreign 

minister during their meeting on the 20th. This was an opportunity the administration could not 

miss, Bandar told Shultz. Lastly, in a recent letter from King Fahd to Reagan, Bandar told 

Shultz that Fahd had purposely included point seven from the Fahd plan as an indication that 

“Saudi Arabia is willing to live in peace with Israel”.309 Shultz did not bother to expand on this 

comment from Bandar, as few within the administration rarely did. To Shultz, finding a place 

for the PLO was more important than the Saudi recognition of Israel.310   

On July 20th, the Syrian Foreign Minister Abdul Halim Khaddam and the Saudi Foreign 

Minister Saud visited Washington as the Arab League Delegation’s representatives. Prior to the 

meeting, National Security Advisor William P. Clark, who had replaced Richard Allen in 

January, prepared Reagan for the meeting. Clark, inexperienced in dealing with foreign policy, 

had been Haig’s deputy secretary of state the first year of Reagan’s presidency. He was closer 

to Reagan than Allen had been and enjoyed the President’s confidence.311 The foreign ministers 

arrived in Washington on behalf of the Arab League, meaning that neither of them could 

promise anything on behalf of Syria or Saudi Arabia, nor without an Arab consensus from the 

Arab League.312 But they were nonetheless in a meeting with Reagan, which was of great 

significance. They had Reagan’s ear and could effectively make their demands and view their 

perspective. 

 The meeting between the foreign ministers was of great symbolism. Saud was the first 

Saudi Minister of his merit to have visited Washington since Reagan became president. Because 

of pressure to not give in to American demands, King Fahd had several times postponed a state 

visit to the United States. Clark stressed in the memo that Reagan should, on the subject of 

Lebanon, make it clear that the administration viewed their dealing of the PLO a paradox. “Why 

will no one take them in? Surely the Arab States must shoulder their responsibilities on this 
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issue?”313 Philip Habib had worked hard on finding a solution, Clark argued, but the Arabs were 

unwilling to “match its rhetorical sympathy for the PLO with tangible deeds to save them from 

the Israelis”.314  

Clark advised Reagan in the talking points that he should demand greater participation 

from the Arab nations as well as make it clear to the foreign ministers that the administration 

could only support three outcomes in Lebanon. Those were: “assist the safe departure of the 

PLO, help ensure the safety of the Palestinian families remaining, restore Lebanese authority 

and begin the process of the withdrawal from Lebanon of all foreign forces”.315 Any American 

diplomacy would remain firm on UN Security Resolutions 242 and 338 and Camp David 

Accords. Clark remarked that “[t]he Arab world should give up the illusion that the U.S. can or 

will force Israel to surrender what the Arabs cannot achieve through military means.”316 The 

Reagan administration’s stance on the conflict and the Saudi role was proving to become the 

complete opposite of what the CIA memorandum advised it to. Neither did it help that Shultz, 

was annoyed by what he perceived as lack of Arab effort. In his separate meeting with the Arab 

League emissaries, Shultz had pressed them on their responsibilities for solving the conflict. 

The United States, Shultz argued, had “done their part in the Habib mission”.317 6,000 PLO 

fighters needed to be moved from Beirut and someone needed to find room for them. Shultz 

remarked that Saud and Khaddam were afraid of what it meant to find a place for 6,000 PLO 

fighters:  

It became clear that they genuinely fear that: (a) the country which takes the 6,000 will have 
to take eventually all 300,000 Palestinians from Lebanon; (b) if the 6,000 leave West Beirut, 
the families they leave behind will be slaughtered; and (c) the Israelis will not withdraw an 
inch even after the 6,000 are out, thus humiliating the country that takes them.318 

  

The Saudi and Syrian unwillingness to take in the PLO fighters was, according to Habib’s 

deputy Morris Draper, because no one in the Middle East liked them. As he viewed it, the Arab 

nations were happy to support them in theory but struggled to turn words into action.319 Two 

days before his meeting with the Arab delegation, Shultz received a telegram from Ambassador 
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Murphy in Saudi Arabia. The Saudis, Murphy said, feared that the PLO would be stationed in 

the Arab Peninsula, a fear that had manifested itself when the PLO tried to overthrow the 

Hashemite Kingdom in Jordan in 1970. Having the PLO near their doorstep would only present 

trouble, something the fragile monarchy could not jeopardize.320 Although Shultz might have 

realized Arab and particularly Saudi fears, he remained tough in his stance on the Arab 

responsibility. The Arab League needed to find a place for the PLO, which they discussed 

during a meeting in Saudi Arabia on July 28th. Two days later, the PLO told Habib that they 

had agreed on dispersing the PLO fighters to Syria, Jordan, Egypt and a large amount went to 

Tunisia.321 

Diplomacy Without Force: The Reagan Plan and the Fez Plan  
The Reagan administration’s Middle East strategy was not a preemptive solution. Rather, the 

policies defined found place as reactions to events.322 Reagan’s response came after Israel’s 

invasion of Lebanon in June 1982 and it was formulated as the Reagan Plan. Secretary Shultz 

had during his Senate confirmation hearing addressed the difficult question of the Palestinian 

people. If anything, Lebanon had shown the reality of the Palestinians’ suffering. Shultz 

therefore set out to review the administration’s Middle East policy, which President Reagan 

presented on September 1, 1982, as the last PLO fighters were leaving Lebanon.323  

With Haig’s strategic consensus in ruins, the Reagan administration’s new Middle East 

policy was based on the grand strategy of the Camp David Accords.324 Thinking that the 

Lebanon crisis had been averted, the Reagan administration now focused on the more pressing 

issue of the Arab-Israeli conflict.325 The formation of a Palestinian state in Gaza and the West 

Bank would not solve this problem, Reagan told his fellow Americans in the speech broadcasted 

on national television. Reagan’s initiative formulated the possibility of an association with 

Jordan, which included the West Bank. This left the Gaza Strip to be shared with Israel. Reagan 

also called for a freeze on Israeli settlements on the West Bank. Reagan’s peace initiative would 

be based on UN Security Councils 242 and 338 and the Camp David Accords. Because Israel 

rejected any negotiations with the PLO, Arafat had to give King Hussein of Jordan the mandate 
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to negotiate for the Palestinians. Reagan called his initiative as “a fresh start”, briefly 

mentioning the chaos in Lebanon and not including Syria.326  

As Weinberger perceived it, the vagueness of the plan was its strength because it opened 

up the possibility for negotiations. Although the Palestinian nationhood was not addressed, it 

at least recognized their needs and rights of self-rule.327 These needs, however, would have to 

be met only under the terms set by the Americans. They would not negotiate with the PLO, 

which Reagan had branded as terrorists during his presidential election. Therefore, any 

negotiations with Washington would have to go through the mandate of King Hussein of 

Jordan. But the King could not acquire the mandate by himself, and the Saudis were again 

working behind the scenes to get the PLO to give Hussein the mandate in order to negotiate 

with Washington.   

In Israel, Prime Minister Begin completely rejected the plan. The Israelis had not been 

included in the making of the initiative, and they could not agree to freezing settlements or 

giving back land. 328  The Reagan administration also overestimated the Arab world’s 

willingness to accept the president’s initiative. King Fahd seemed confused to why the 

administration did not accept the PLO for what they were, the representatives of the 

Palestinians, and why they were not included in Reagan’s peace plan.329  

Eight days later, on September 9th, the Arab League held a meeting in Fez, Morocco. 

Reagan had hoped that Arab leaders would discuss his plan and endorse King Hussein, but they 

instead agreed to a different plan. The Fez Plan was based on King Fahd’s proposals from the 

previous year. The consensus achieved in Fez was based on the need for an independent 

Palestinian state in which Jerusalem would become the capital. In addition, the Arab leaders 

concluded that only the PLO could represent the needs of the Palestinians, contradicting 

Reagan’s plan of negotiating via the Jordanians.330 The failure of the Fahd Plan fresh in memory 

caused the Saudis to formulate a new plan that did not leave room for an implicit recognition 

of Israel, as the prior plan had. The replacement was a point number seven that referred to peace 
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in vague terms and would now be imposed by the UN Security Council, wiping out Israel’s 

right to exist away from the Arab plan.331  

The two plans completely diverged. Reagan hoped Saudi Arabia would support King 

Hussein, in accordance with Reagan’s peace plan, economically and politically, but the Saudis 

would base every talk with the Americans on the fragile Arab consensus achieved in Fez. The 

only common denominator was peace in the Middle East, but on separate terms. The Saudis 

would try to lobby for their initiative whenever they could in an effort to convince the Reagan 

administration that the Arab consensus achieved at Fez was a realistic approach to the instability 

in the Middle East.332 When Reagan received a Fez Summit Committee headed by King Hassan 

of Morocco, Saudi Foreign Minister Saud being among the participants, Reagan asked him for 

an explanation of article seven in the Fez Plan. To this, Hassan replied that article seven was a 

process from “a state of war to a state of peace”.333 The Arab representatives were ready to 

“build bridges between [the] two plans”.334 Once again, the Arab League representatives were 

underscoring the importance of peace in the Middle East and with it, their acceptance of Israel.  

President Reagan would later address the Fez Plan as “the single largest step toward 

peace on which the Arab world has been able to agree”. 335  At the time, however, the 

administration made little effort to recognize the plan as something to work with. The 

correspondence between Riyadh and Washington would from then on focus on getting the 

Saudis to support Hussein in order for him to receive the mandate for the Palestinians. Getting 

the foreign forces out of the Lebanon was still in the minds of the Saudis, but their leverage 

over the Syrians was weaker than the Americans had hoped.  

Assad would not retrieve his troops before Israel and the Saudi effort to press him halted. 

The Syrians were effective deadlocked: they had agreed during negotiations with Habib starting 

from October that they would leave Lebanon. But when, and under what premises, was still a 

question to be resolved. Assad would only remove his forces after an Israeli withdrawal and 

demanded the Fez resolution to be the basis of any withdrawal.336 To George Shultz, the Fez 
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Plan only meant that “the Arab world was doing its own job of making the peace process more 

difficult”, as he recalls in his memoir.337 The Reagan administration failed to see the importance 

of the Fez Plan. Instead of meeting the Saudis and Arabs halfway or perhaps asking for more 

Arab flexibility, the administration entirely rejected it.  

“To Pull a Sadat”  
In Riyadh, the Saudi leadership felt the pressure. Rarely outspoken about foreign policy, the 

Saudis were now in the spotlight after formulating two plans for the Middle East, both the initial 

Fahd Plan and the revised Fez Plan. The confidence they had acquired after the ceasefires during 

the summer was slowly waning. American Ambassador to Saudi Arabia, and later Assistant 

Secretary of State, Richard Murphy, became the designated diplomat to deal with the Saudis. 

Murphy was one of the few within the administration who was actually familiar with Middle 

East foreign policy. He was an “Arabist” and a prior ambassador to Syria. Through endless 

amounts of cables to Washington, Murphy informed the State Department of Saudi views, 

thoughts and anxieties. He would have meetings and luncheons with the Saudi royal leadership, 

and he would often be called by an anxious Prince Bandar. The problem was that Murphy’s 

cables rarely made it to Shultz.338 In terms of the archive material, Shultz rarely appears and 

seems to have distanced himself from dealing with the Saudis, only meeting them on a few 

occasions. Originally inclined to work for a solution to the Palestinian problem, Shultz proved 

after a while to have forgotten his initial intention. Nor did it help that Reagan, and Secretary 

Haig, discredited the “Arabist” State Department and its Middle East officials shortly after 

entering office. Their influence on Reagan’s foreign policy shrank as the chaos in the Middle 

East increased. 339 

Though faced with several resilient decisions, King Fahd distanced himself from the 

Americans. Therefore, when the king was not available to meet on September 15th, Murphy 

met with Crown Prince Abdallah, Minister of Defense Sultan and Minister of Interior Nayif. 

The gentlemen were satisfied with President Reagan’s peace initiative and believed it was 

possible for the different plans to reconcile, but they had not attended the Fez Summit and their 
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convictions did not necessarily coincide with Fahd’s, but endorsing Hussein remained 

unacceptable. The PLO could not be a part of the negotiations because “to do so would destroy 

the support the President now enjoys both domestically and in Israel”.340 “It would be disastrous 

for the cause of peace if Saudi Arabia did not support Hussein materially, morally, and 

politically”, Murphy told the princes.341  

King Hussein needed the Arab support to negotiate because to do so otherwise would 

be “to pull a Sadat”, referring to Anwar Sadat’s role in the Camp David accords. Going rogue, 

as Sadat had, would tremendously harm both King Hussein and King Fahd. The princes didn’t 

budge on their claim that the United States needed to negotiate with the PLO. The Crown Prince 

argued that “the seventh article of the Fez Arab plan proves the PLO’s acceptance of Israel’s 

existence”. 342  Abdallah, in what was most likely a shot in the dark, even suggested that Arafat 

could be replaced by another moderate representative for the PLO. It is unlikely that King Fahd 

would have agreed to this, but it nevertheless shows how far the Saudis were willing to go in 

order to negotiate with the Americans. The leadership told Murphy that the majority of Arabs 

praised Reagan’s initiative, and the Crown Prince even went as far as calling Reagan a 

humanitarian.343  

The Reagan administration, however, did not seem to acknowledge the importance of 

this statement. For the Saudis, this was probably the first step to reconciling the Reagan 

initiative with the Fez consensus, and their acknowledgement of the Reagan Plan was a step 

towards the initiated American diplomacy. The Saudi leadership would constantly urge the 

administration to use more force against Israel to constrain their actions, arguing that they could 

do little if not Israel was restrained. Meeting the administration halfway, however, required 

American flexibility to include the Arab perspectives achieved at Fez. As Murphy’s comment 

indicates, the Reagan administration could not go against the pro-Israel lobby and Israel once 

more, as they had during the infamous AWACS sale. 

Honor, Credibility and Reputation  
When the PLO fighters left Beirut, the Department of Defense and Secretary Weinberger 

ordered the departure of U.S. Marines from Beirut. Shortly after the Italian and French groups 
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left as well. On September 14th, the Phalange leader Gemayel Bashir was assassinated, once 

again opening Pandora’s box. The Saudi political move was put to the test when on September 

16, 1982 the Lebanese Phalangists searched revenge for the killing of their leader. The Phalange 

revenge focused on the Shatila and Sabra refugee camps, killing thousands of innocent 

Palestinians.344 On the same day, Ambassador Murphy met with King Fahd for a three-hour 

meeting where the king urged President Reagan to stop the Israeli actions in Beirut. Fahd 

repeated three times that Murphy must convey to the president that “my honor, my credibility 

and my reputation are in his hands”. 345  This Arabic formulation, Murphy reported to 

Washington, was not something the King used lightly; indicating that he was under severe 

pressure. As Fahd told Murphy, he had “never been more exposed politically in his life”.346  

King Fahd was pressured from several angles, and specifically from the Arab world to 

show results of the Fez initiative. But Fahd could not make any new ground unless the 

administration removed the Israeli forces from Lebanon, he told Murphy.347 As a response to 

the massacres, Reagan issued out a statement condemning the killing and distancing his 

administration from Israel’s action, saying that they were “assured that Israeli forces would not 

enter West Beirut”.348 Nevertheless, the tragedy in West Beirut stressed “the desperate need for 

a true peace in the Middle East, one which takes full account of the needs of the Palestinian 

people”, and the only way of accounting for these needs was to follow Reagan’s peace initiative, 

the president concluded in his statement.349  

Weinberger, who objected to the marines being in Beirut, watched as they again returned 

in late September 1982.350 Weinberger disagreed on the diplomatic approach to the conflict 

made by Shultz and Habib. He had been firm on his demand to use strength against Israel, 

something the Saudis asked for.351 Once again, Habib returned to Lebanon and the presidential 

election of Bashir’s brother, Amin Gemayel, was accomplished. Reagan’s peace initiative 

seemed to be taking small steps. The problem was that King Hussein of Jordan could not 
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publicly agree on any negotiations unless the Israeli forces were removed. Doing so would lead 

the Arab countries to believe that peace was negotiated on Israeli terms. To the Arab countries, 

this was a non-starter.352 In his November letter to Reagan, King Fahd reiterated the same 

demands. The King affirmed his support for Amin Gemayel and that the Saudis had the same 

goals as the Americans for Lebanon; i.e. removing the foreign forces, putting together Lebanon 

and creating long-lasting peace in the Middle East. However, Saudi Arabia could not provide 

Lebanon with unrestricted financial help until Israel removed its forces from the country. To 

do otherwise would simply enable the Israeli occupation.353 

Leadership by the Strong   
If King Fahd remained apprehensive in his contact with the Reagan administration, Prince 

Bandar was the complete opposite. Bandar was perceived in Washington as “young, charming 

and confident” and was acquainted with Washington.354  Prior to a meeting with National 

Security Advisor Clark in Washington, Bandar sent Clark the talking points which he wanted 

to address. The Arab world supported the Reagan’s leadership and his peace initiative, Bandar 

claimed. Still, Bandar was certain that in order for the initiative to succeed, pressure could not 

be put on King Hussein or the Arabs to make the first move: “history repeatedly shows that 

leadership has to be exercised primarily by the strong; and that is the United States in the present 

situation. Only the very strong can bring about breakthrough in long-intractable problems”.355 

The Reagan administration needed to put pressure on Israel in order for talks to begin. Saudi 

Arabia could not stand on the front line and require that other Arab countries give in because 

this would be self-defeating. The Reagan administration could not ask of Saudi Arabia or Jordan 

to distance itself from what Bandar referred to as the Arab mainstream, most likely meaning 

the consensus at the Fez summit. Bandar advised the administration to “find steps which the 

overwhelming mainstream of the Arab world will join”.356  

As Bandar viewed it, the administration was asking of the Arabs to modify their claims 

at the same time as the Israelis were given additional arms and aid. Israeli inflexibility, Bandar 

argued, was being aided by Washington. The Reagan initiative, Bandar held firm, could not 
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succeed if Regan did not consider the Arabs in the equation. One of Bandar’s concerns, the 

others being Israeli settlements and removal of the foreign forces from Lebanon, was the need 

for Washington to talk with the PLO. Arafat and the moderate wing of the PLO was “looking 

to the U.S. for leadership” but they “must not be humiliated and asked to make unilateral 

concessions”. 357 Approaching Arafat would pave the way for Jordan to formally grant the 

initiative. Once again, Bandar reaffirmed his belief that only a strong nation could succeed in 

achieving peace. Bandar was, however, confident that the relationship between the United 

States and Saudi Arabia would not be damaged no matter what happened the following months. 

Still, the instability in Lebanon faced both parties with grave political damage and Bandar urged 

a quick settlement.358 

  President Reagan responded to King Fahd’s November 16 letter where he told the king 

that he had hoped for hastier negotiations. Still, Reagan acknowledged the gravely needed 

consensus among the Arab nations to go ahead with negotiations, and that recent Israeli action 

damaged this process. Regan could not grant the PLO a seat at the negotiation table due to 

Israel’s ferment opposition. However, Reagan clarified his promised of Arafat agreed to 

Reagan’s peace initiative: 

There would be immediate contact with the PLO at the ambassadorial level to arrange 
substantive meetings with senior state department officials. If those meetings went well, the 
discussions could move to more senior levels of my administration. I will keep my word on 
this, but I cannot do more. I would hope that direct dialogue with the United States would be 
sufficient incentive for the PLO to do what it inevitably must to—recognize Israel and accept 
the UN resolutions which are the basis of negotiations.359 

 
President Reagan’s remarks in the quote above marks an astounding new approach to Arafat 

and the PLO, signalizing a meeting with the organization they had framed as terrorists. Based 

on the cable, it seems as if Reagan was trying to meet the Saudis somewhere in the middle, 

though fairly close to the Saudi side. The promises made by Reagan could be interpreted as a 

way for the President to perform an evenhanded policy between Israel and Saudi-Arabia, 

Washington’s important allies. Reagan realized the importance of keeping both parties satisfied 

and at this point, as Bandar made clear, the Saudis were far from it. The Saudi diplomacy was 

successful, but only confidentially between the embassies and only if the PLO could meet the 

American terms.  
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 Despite Reagan’s vehement rejection of the PLO, there was, as the quote also proves, a 

possibility of talking with the PLO. American ambassadors in Lebanon had in fact been in 

contact with the PLO through secret meetings authorized by both the State Department and the 

President. Habib knew well of these “secret exemption”, but he declined any talks with them 

because Israel’s reaction, and rejection, would stymie his further diplomacy.360  

Obviously, this did not materialize for multiple reasons. First, Israel would never stand 

for any American rapprochement with the PLO, and the relationship with Israel was far more 

important than trying to resolve anything by negotiating with the PLO. Second, although any 

stability in the Middle East would do wonders for the career of an American president, the 

problem for Reagan was that he spent his first presidential campaign framing the PLO as 

terrorists and negotiating with these so-called terrorists would only harm the prospects of his 

second term. Third, because Reagan lay the premise of any talk on PLO acceptance of his own 

peace initiative, this would only jeopardize Arafat and the more moderate fraction of the 

organization. Fourth, the Saudis, although they supported the Reagan initiative, could not 

endorse anything that risked the consensus in Fez.  

“Saudi Double Agenda” 
In Riyadh, pressure had built up on the royal family after the massacres in Sabra and Shatila. 

This pressure came from both Washington and its demands to if not endorse the Reagan Plan 

then at least not repudiate it. In the Middle East, the Arab states were expecting to reap the 

rewards of the US-Saudi relationship and that Washington would pressure Jerusalem. This led 

to great Saudi frustration. Crown Prince Abdallah was particularly harsh in his meetings with 

Murphy where he lashed out on what he perceived as unyielding support for Israel. Arab 

confidence in U.S. guarantees was waning, Abdallah argued, because of the lack of pressure on 

Israel. “It is not Begin who insults the Arabs”, he told Murphy, “but your arms supply [to 

Israel]”.361 

Riyadh was treading carefully to not step on anyone’s toes. Three months had now 

passed since the Reagan peace initiative and still the Saudis had done little to meet the American 

conditions set by the Reagan Plan. As the Jordanians wanted, the Saudis could not cut off any 

aid to Syria because of fear of reprisals. In terms of military power, Syria outranged Saudi 
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Arabia, whose only means of defense was acquiring highly advanced weaponry from the United 

States. Furthermore, fearing Iraq’s quest for regional hegemony, Saudi Arabia was constantly 

balancing their diplomacy in order to not agitate Iraq. This was also the case with the moderate 

wing of the PLO. Ambassador Murphy’s analysis of the Saudi diplomacy was that the Saudis 

constantly feared reprisal for their actions: “Saudi leaders are convinced that confrontation is 

far too risky for a state whose only political cards are money and religious prestige”.362 

The Saudis were not easily fooled by American initiatives for peace in the Middle East, 

as they had witnessed several reappear without results. Therefore, Murphy’s analysis was that 

the Saudis were pursuing a “double agenda”. Even though the Saudis wanted to achieve peace 

in the Middle East, their constant desire was to reduce threats to the Kingdom: 

The greatest Saudi political concern arising from the Arab-Israeli problem […] is that this 
dispute polarizes the Arab world, promotes the growth of radicalism and Soviet influence, 
and thereby endangers Saudi Arabia with its enormous and vulnerable oil wealth.363 

	
For Saudi Arabia, Lebanon presented an opportunity to build on the influence of the moderate 

Arab nations, meaning the Gulf states, the moderate wing of the PLO and Iraq. The Saudis were 

pragmatic and weighed threats. For instance, a PLO-Jordanian rapprochement was in their 

desire because a regional conflict only destabilized the kingdom, not necessarily because the 

Saudis were the largest proponents of peace in the Middle East. The Middle East peace the 

Reagan administration was trying to achieve collided with the Saudi desire of securing its own 

ambitions: 

[T]he SAG [Saudi Arabian Government] tends to be more satisfied than we by incremental 
process in the Arafat-Hussein or PLO-Jordan relationship because this enhances the 
achievement of SAG’s second, and in its view, more achievable objective of achieving a 
moderate-led consensus.364 

 
The accomplishments achieved at Fez and the consensus among the Arab states, a great 

achievement for the Saudis, would not last long if Washington remained hesitant to pressure 

Israel into removing their forces. King Fahd feared the consequences of a failed peace 

negotiation and therefore, he remained distant instead of taking risks. Murphy’s analysis 

indicated that the administration needed, through dialogues with the Saudis, to encourage them 

to take these risks. The Saudis, nevertheless, would always cast “one eye on their second 
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objective of a moderate-led Arab consensus while they focus with us on the larger issue of 

Middle East peace.”365  

 The Saudis could go no further. American credibility with the Saudis laid in the removal 

of Israeli forces from Lebanon. Foreign Minister Saud had told Murphy that they had been firm 

in the meetings with Arafat and told him that the PLO needed to meet the American 

requirements, that is to either recognize the state of Israel and open a dialog with Washington, 

or give King Hussein the Palestinian mandate if progress were to be made. Apparently, Syrian 

Foreign Minister Khaddam had expressed to Saud that “Damascus [had] no inhibitions about 

withdrawal”, which clearly indicated willingness on the Arab side to negotiate. 366  The 

Americans, on the other hand, had not used any pressure on Israel, Saud stressed. Arafat, the 

Saudis concluded, feared that no matter how much he gave in to American pressure, the Reagan 

administration would not assert pressure on Israel. In their meeting, Saud also made it clear to 

Murphy that King Fahd would not visit the U.S. before Israeli withdrawal from Lebanon was 

completed.367 Fahd had not yet visited the United States since becoming king. The rejection 

was most likely a signal of steadfastness, but it also represented a strong signal to Washington 

that the Saudis would not adhere to every American decision. 

The correspondence between Murphy and the Saudi leadership indicated that Murphy 

was aware of the Saudi “double agenda” and why they constantly looked over their shoulder 

before asserting themselves with any risky moves. But the Reagan administration seemed 

unable to understand this. The PLO had been removed from Beirut, but the Israeli and the Syrian 

forces remained. There was still no solution to the war in Lebanon, and the broader question of 

Palestinian nationhood seemed more distant than before.  

By not including Syria in his peace plan, Reagan undermined and underestimated the 

perceived Syrian weakness. Similarly, Reagan overestimated the Saudi strength to curtail the 

Syrians in Lebanon. Reagan remained a background figure as the chaos in Lebanon unfolded 

itself and the lack of presidential leadership did not close the gap in differences between 

Washington and Riyadh’s diplomacy. In late 1982, however, President Reagan brushed off the 

dust from his peace plan and met with King Hussein in December. In Washington, Reagan and 

Hussein’s discussion was based on getting Hussein the Palestinian mandate and obliging by the 

Reagan Plan.368  
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Getting Hussein His Mandate  
In early February 1983, King Fahd met with Arafat. Bandar summarized the meeting to 

Murphy, and he could report that Fahd’s strategy had been to convince Arafat that President 

Reagan’s vagueness could be to the advantage of the PLO. As Murphy viewed it “Fahd argued 

that the USG had not said specifically it would oppose [a Palestinian state]”.369 To Fahd this 

left the possibility to negotiate for such a future event. According to Bandar, “[t]his approach 

did not represent a distortion of the USG position but an exegesis that Arafat would need to 

defend himself when his enemies attacked the Reagan initiative”. 370 This would be the only 

way of getting Arafat on board. In the end, the Saudis “could not dictate a change of PLO 

thinking any more than the USG could dictate to Israel”.371  

What concerned Fahd during his meeting with Arafat, Bandar reported back, was that 

Arafat had received a telegram from a Washington source indicating that Arafat should listen 

to Jordan and not Saudi Arabia. To Fahd, this reinforced his worst fears; reprisals against the 

Kingdom. The Americans, he was convinced, did not understand the tremendous pressure he 

was under. Being second-guessed by Arafat was a defeat for Fahd.  Fahd’s leverage over Arafat 

rested on his good connection with Washington, and this leverage now seemed extremely 

frail.372 Given this leverage, Bandar was sent to Washington to negotiate with the Reagan 

administration on how to proceed with the Hussein/Arafat negotiations.  

On February 18, Bandar left for Washington with a letter from King Fahd. Meeting 

Bandar, Shultz and Clark had hoped the Saudis would understand that the Reagan 

administration had not been satisfied with the Saudi effort and that they needed to “pull their 

weight along with anybody else”.373 The decision to send Bandar to Washington was made after 

the King’s meeting with Arafat. Arafat had signaled that he would not present Reagan’s peace 

plan or the Fez plan to the Palestine National Council (PNC), but rather reaffirm his own 

leadership. 374  In Riyadh, this jeopardized their support of the moderate PLO factions. In 

Washington, the failure of the Reagan plan seemed imminent. In order to ease and persuade 
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Arafat, Fahd sent Reagan a letter asking the President to expand on four questions in order to 

convince the PNC to realize that there was in fact “a realistic path to a negotiated settlement”.375  

Bandar and Fahd had hoped that this would stress the importance of the meeting, but 

upon arriving to the Oval Office, Bandar was met with a President who was in a hurry and had 

been advised to spend no more than five minutes on the subject. The meeting lasted only ten 

minutes, causing Bandar and the cabinet members to stand throughout the brief encounter. This 

again only reinforced the differences in the parties’ aspirations. For Reagan, the meeting was 

an opportunity to press the Saudis to support Lebanon’s President Amin Gemayel, both 

politically and military, as was in accordance with U.S. foreign policy. The Saudis had used 

punitive measures against Lebanon and initiated export sanctions that only made matters worse 

for a country in the midst of a war. Financial support from Saudi Arabia was detrimental to the 

rebuilding of Lebanon, as few other countries in the region could take on this role. Shultz 

appreciated the efforts by the Saudis during the ceasefires in 1982, but he was not appreciative 

of the systematic Saudi punishment of Amin in his attempts to normalize his relationship with 

Israel. Because to the Saudis, this only reinforced the Israeli occupation of Lebanon. Neither 

was Shultz satisfied with the Saudi diplomacy and their pressure on Arafat, which Shultz felt 

was extremely weak. However, Shultz wrote to the President, the Saudis were now ready to set 

up and Reagan needed to “make it quite clear to Bandar that we anticipate that that will be the 

case”. 376  

In the letter, King Fahd emphasized four questions that he wanted simplified: 1) if  the 

peace negotiations would lead to the Palestinians gaining control of the West Bank and Gaza 

territories; 2) if the administration was against a “confederation” between the Palestinians and 

Jordan; 3) whether an Arab delegation could base their negotiations of Fez; 4) if Reagan could 

be more specific on withdrawal and restate the need for the land for peace proposals. The 

suggested response to the King, drafted by Shultz, answered these questions briefly. First, 

Reagan envisioned that the “future of these territories should be that of self-government by the 

inhabitants in association with Jordan”. 377 Second, this “association” could mean a 

“confederation”, which Reagan suggested was the best alternative. Third, it was not up to the 

United States to decide whether the Arabs presented the Fez Summit in the negotiating process, 
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as long as this did not remain the basis for the negotiations. Fourth, land for peace was the basis 

of resolution 242, which Reagan would ensure.378 

If the letter from Reagan was to ease Fahd’s mind, it confused Hussein. Reagan had 

during his talks with Hussein sweetened him up with promises of weapons sales to Jordan and 

freezing Israeli settlements if the King entered negotiations on the basis of the Reagan initiative. 

In Steven Spiegel’s interpretation, a confederation is “a link between two countries, implying 

possible U.S. acceptance of an independent Palestinian state”.379 The problem for Hussein was 

that the letter gave Fahd a larger role in the negotiations than himself.380  

Secretary Shultz had trepidations on the “confederation” aspect of the letter. According 

to Shultz, “Arafat (and perhaps the Saudis) hope[d] to commit Hussein to seeking an 

independent Palestinian state that would then join with Jordan. This was a non-starter”. 381  

Shultz nevertheless realized that Arafat did not want a “federation” with Jordan, fearing 

subjugation under the Hashemite Kingdom and a return to the pre-1967 territory.382 Shultz had 

been optimistic that Arafat and the PNC would give Hussein the mandate. But the PNC meeting 

left Arafat without the support of the rest of the PLO.383 More importantly. Arafat had no faith 

in American diplomacy, something the Sabra and Shatila massacres justified.384  

It is questionable how much thought the administration put in answering Fahd’s letter. 

In a memorandum to Clark, Executive Secretary of the State Department L. Paul Bremer wrote 

that Fahd’s letter was “an exercise in political theater, not substance” but that a reply was 

important for him to work with Arafat.385 Still, the Saudis continued to work behind the scenes 

and kept contact with the Reagan administration. Both Habib and Murphy, in separate meetings 

with Bandar and Saud, told the Saudi princes that they needed Hussein to agree to the 

negotiations on the basis of resolution 242. This would “not preclude mention of the Fez 

declaration” but the Arabs needed to “induce Israeli acceptance”. 386  Because of the 

“confederation” formulation, Arafat, and the Saudis, interpreted this as a possible future 
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Palestinian state. What the American wanted, i.e. a federation between the West Bank and 

Jordan, Arafat rejected.  

“A Worthy but Tragic Failure” 
In the end, Fahd’s clarifications proved fruitless as neither Arafat nor Hussein had been 

convinced of the administration’s willingness to pressure Israel in Lebanon. On April 10, 1983, 

King Hussein told Reagan that he would not represent a Palestinian mandate. The negotiations 

with Arafat were futile and Hussein could not fulfill what the Reagan Plan asked for, i.e. 

represent the PLO at the negotiating table.387  

Fahd, vacationing at his desert resort, was completely surprised by Hussein’s 

announcement. As he said in a letter to the President, Hussein had neither informed nor sought 

advice from him. Fahd thanked Reagan for his dedication and urged that Washington remain 

calm so that they could “solve the problem”.388 Fahd had committed himself to work behind 

the scene, but the curtain was falling. Similar to Hussein, the Saudis were also becoming weary. 

Two hundred miles from Jidda in Fahd’s desert resort former National Security Advisor, Henry 

Kissinger met with the King two days after Hussein’s announcement. Fahd was questioning 

Reagan’s credibility. Assured that the Israelis would be out by 1983, Fahd now questioned 

American diplomacy in the Middle East and the lack of pressure on Israel to withdraw from 

Lebanon. 8The three-hour long meeting left Kissinger with an impression that Fahd was 

signaling to the Americans that they should not “make public demands on me”.389 

 Throughout the conflict in Lebanon, the Saudis had warned Washington that Saudi 

Arabian could do little if the Americans were unwilling to constrain the Israeli actions in 

Lebanon and remove IDF forces from the country. The demands towards the shy leadership to 

use its leverage over Assad and Arafat, and support Hussein financially and politically, 

ultimately resulted in a failure to achieve what both parties hoped for with their ambitious 

initiatives: peace in the Middle East.  

When King Hussein decided he would not support the Reagan Plan, the New York Times 

declared the it “a worthy but tragic failure” and argued that the PLO was the reason behind the 
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stymied peace negotiations.390 In Washington, Secretary Shultz and President Reagan were 

adamant that Reagan’s grand peace initiative failed because of the lack of Arab cooperation. 

The entry of George Shultz as Secretary of State had triggered in the Saudis a new hope for 

diplomacy in the Middle East. But as time passed and Shultz was dragged further into the abyss 

of the Arab-Israeli conflict, he seemed to lose his patience.391 Shultz’s analysis forgot to include 

the fact that Israel and Begin’s government had rejected the plan from the onset, making it 

extremely difficult to negotiate any peace at all.392  

Conclusion: A Careful Balancing Act  
How do we explain the lack of convergence in the Saudi and American diplomacy? First, the 

Reagan administration expected that the Saudis would support whatever policy the Americans 

decided. The administration severely misjudged the important role the Palestinian cause and 

Arab unity played in Saudi foreign policy, not necessarily because they sympathize with the 

grievances of the Palestinians, but because doing the contrary harmed the security of the 

monarchy. Second, the administration failed to understand that if peace in the Middle East were 

to be achieved, the U.S. needed to take action and present itself as a leader, something the 

Saudis told Washington on several occasions. “If the situation is recognized not as a crisis but 

as an opportunity”, the redacted author of  a memorandum wrote in 1981, “and if the United 

States responds with sensitivity and imagination, the rewards will be very great”.393 Rather, the 

contrary followed as Reagan and his administration tried to downgrade the importance of the 

Arab-Israeli conflict until Lebanon erupted in flames. Diplomacy in Lebanon proved to be a 

careful balancing act between Washington and Riyadh where both were dependent on each 

other to a certain extent, but where none offered to extend a helping hand in the practicalities 

of peacemaking.    

The importance of presidential strength is tremendous in any peace process, but 

especially in the Middle East. Rarely is anything of significance accomplished without the 

leadership and strength of an American president to enforce decisions.394 The lack of presence 

in the correspondence between Washington and Jidda reinforced this hesitant leadership. The 
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Saudis’ strongest leverage among its neighbors was the connection it had with the United States, 

but this connection halted as Reagan did not show any willingness to curtail the actions of 

Israel. Political analyst Kathleen Christison summarized the lack of convergence in a fitting 

manner: 

[t]he conclusion to be drawn from the U.S. handling of its own Reagan Plan and the Fez 
initiative is that, whatever they might have said about the importance of resolving the 
Palestinian issue, Reagan and Shultz were not interested enough to risk an agreement with 
Israel.395 

 

Reagan had implied that he would meet the PLO if only Arafat met his requirements, which 

indicated the importance of Saudi Arabia as an ally. But it also proves the necessity of keeping 

Israel satisfied. The Reagan administration failed to grasp the importance of Arab consensus in 

Saudi foreign policy, even though the Saudi leadership continually reiterated that they could 

not go rogue. At first, the Saudis sought leadership, but they quickly returned to their quiet 

diplomacy. The advice by William B. Quandt to not pressure the Saudis was essentially not 

followed. The Kingdom’s political move in Lebanon and the risk of failure was ultimately too 

dangerous for the Saudi leadership to support the Reagan administration’s peace initiative. 

Failing to pressure Israel to withdraw from Lebanon and negotiate on behalf of the Palestinian 

people deemed it impossible for the Kingdom to assert itself with a foreign policy that would 

ultimately harm them.  

Contrary to, and probably because of, the AWACS sale in October 1981, the Reagan 

administration could not afford to wage another battle against Israel and the pro-Israel lobby. 

If the AWACS sale proved to be a step to a more evenhanded Middle East foreign policy, then 

the war in Lebanon signaled a more biased approach.396 The twist and turns faced by both 

parties during this time period would indicate that the U.S.-Saudi relationship was faltering, 

slowly cracking by pressure from outside powers; but as the Arab-Israeli conflict evolved, so 

did their desire to distance themselves from it and focus on matters less troubling.  
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5 Déjá vu: An Entangled Arms Sale   
 

“Our bilateral relationship with Saudi Arabia is the keystone of our strategic interests in the 
gulf, and central to that relationship is our security assistance program”.397 

Michael Armacost  

 

Lebanon proved to be a quagmire for President Reagan as well as King Fahd. None of them 

succeeded in their ambitions of peace, neither in Lebanon nor in more broader terms the Arab-

Israeli conflict. At the height of the war in Lebanon, the US-Saudi relationship seemed at risk. 

But if the parties differed on how to achieve peace, they easily came together in protecting their 

vital interests; the oil in the Persian Gulf. Iran, for years an important pillar to American foreign 

policy, was now upscaling the Iran-Iraq war and with that threatening the remaining American 

pillar in the Gulf. This increasing threat enabled the Reagan administration to sell more arms 

to the Saudis in 1984, which would only beget more requests from the Saudis. With the memory 

of the highly debated AWACS sale in 1981 still fresh, why did the Reagan administration find 

it so important to continue to arm the Saudis? Why did the Saudis need more arms, as the 

Americans saw it? Were American interests threatened? Was the package seen as detrimental 

to U.S.-Saudi relations? Was this arms sale a quid pro quo? Finally, why was the defense 

enhancement package, which the Saudis requested in 1984, postponed and ultimately rejected? 

Did this alter the US-Saudi relationship? 

Choosing Sides and Forging Alliances  
When the Iran-Iraq war first broke out in September 1980, the Gulf nations had to choose sides. 

Ayatollah Khomeini’s rhetoric against the House of Saud was a severe threat to the Saudis but 

supporting Saddam Hussein’s quest for regional hegemony was not given. For the Saudis, the 

choice was a matter of evils, and to them Iraq was the lesser evil. If the Saudis first appeared 

hesitant on which side to choose, their support for Iraq became anything but ambiguous when 

Iran entered Iraqi territory from 1982. From this point on, the Saudis committed themselves to 

funding Iraq’s war through aid, loans and military equipment. Over the course of the war, the 

Saudi funding accumulated to $16 billion.398 
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The United States claimed its neutrality towards the war from the onset, but the 

neutrality Washington asserted eroded with time. Although the outbreak of the war made oil 

prices spiral downwards, it nevertheless did not require any immediate action from Washington. 

The oil prices had already declined before the war, and the same with the demand, which 

ultimately prevented an oil crisis that demanded American attention. Washington only reacted 

when Iran proved its strength and started to intensify the attacks on Iraq. From 1982, 

Washington “tilted” towards Iraq; the first step being the removal of Iraq from the American 

terrorist list.399  

 Washington’s primary concern, though, seemed to be that the war would affect its allies 

in the Gulf, more specifically Saudi Arabia’s security.400 As Reagan’s optimism for peace in 

Lebanon significantly deteriorated, the NSC formulated in July 1983 a National Security 

Decision Directive (NSDD), signed by President Reagan and portraying U.S. interest in the 

Middle East. A major interest was still that of prevented the Soviets greater access to and 

possible hegemony in the Middle East, consequently threating another vital interest, namely, 

Persian Gulf oil. Defining the threats to U.S. interests, the administration concluded that the 

Soviet Union was by far the largest threat to its vital interests by the scope of its size and the 

influence it had. “I also want to reaffirm this Administration’s determination to block any 

military moves by the Soviets, their surrogates or any other powers which threaten US and 

allied access to critical resources of the region.”401 But if the Soviets remained a common threat, 

the administration now obscured its neutrality by defining that “the fundamentalist regime in 

Iran pose[d] a clear challenge to the moderate oil producing countries.”402 In addition, the 

administration now acknowledged that “our vital interests could be directly threatened by 

internal unrest and upheaval in the moderate Arab countries”. 403  

The Reagan administration had denied this wholeheartedly during their campaign for 

the approval of the AWACS sale in 1981. They had fought against arguments from both 

Congress and AIPAC that the Saudi regime was more or less on the brink of facing the same 

fate as the Pahlavi dynasty in Iran. Now, they admitted to themselves that internal security 

within the Saudi Kingdom was frail, and this weakness could easily be capitalized by the Iranian 

regime. Nevertheless, the Reagan administration’s security interests had undergone little 
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change since his inauguration in 1981. Fighting the perceived Soviet expansion in the Middle 

East and securing the Gulf oil were still top priorities. Achieving peace in the Middle East had 

proved to be challenging, and the administration was once again leaning on what they perceived 

to be achievable.  

Interests at Risk  
The Iran-Iraq war intensified by 1983 with 200,000 soldiers fighting Saddam Hussein and 

Ayatollah Khomeini’s war. Iran was fighting with its American-acquired arms from the Shah’s 

era and launched another attack at Iraq. At the same time, Reagan’s special envoy Donald 

Rumsfeld concluded after meeting Iraqi President Saddam Hussein that the United Stated could 

not underestimate the threat of Iran and its aggression.404 This was one of many actions by the 

U.S. which sowed doubt in their neutrality. On November 26, 1983, the Reagan administration 

established a clear U.S. policy toward the Iran-Iraq war. The directive issued by President 

Reagan stated that administration should prioritize to “facilitate the rapid deployment of those 

forces necessary to defend the critical oil facilities and transshipment points against air or 

sapper attacks”. 405 In addition, the administration was steadfast in its determination of keeping 

the access to oil safe: 

It is present United States policy to undertake whatever measures may be necessary to keep 
the Strait of Hormuz open to international shipping. Accordingly, U.S. military forces will 
attempt to deter and, if that fails, to defeat any hostile efforts to close the Strait to 
international shipping.406 

 
For Reagan, protecting the oil stream from the Gulf had been top priority from the start of his 

presidency but the policy now defined would guarantee American readiness and responsiveness 

to securing this because any cutback in the oil market would have a “psychological impact” on 

the world economy. 407 In this sense, “whatever measures” might translate to whatever our allies 

require. But if arms supply was one aspect of the U.S. policy, then deploying forces was 

another. 

National Security Council staffer Howard Teicher writes in his memoir that Donald 

Rumsfeld wanted to collaborate with the Gulf nations on contingency planning in order to 

appease the Gulf states as well as enforce American credibility, and that “Rumsfeld […] made 
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it his mission to encourage key leaders, notably the Saudis, to begin joint contingency planning 

and to agree to the pre-positioning of supplies and equipment at their military facilities”.408 As 

Rumsfeld told Secretary Shultz, they needed to focus on the Gulf: “Lebanon is a sideshow. The 

Gulf is crucial, and we are neither organized nor ready to face a crisis there”.409  

The essence of American contingency planning was to prevent an Iranian victory or any 

Soviet expansion from Afghanistan. The NSC was particularly interested in this because the 

United States lacked the ability to dispatch forces quickly if an emergency required them to. 

The Rapid Deployment Force (RDF) established under Carter’s presidency, which in 1983 

became the United States Central Command (CENTCOM), was inadequate. As a continuity of 

Carter’s presidency, Reagan incorporated the RDF in his own visions for the Persian Gulf. But 

there were some obvious problems attached. Not only was this highly costly but more 

importantly the Gulf nations would not agree to letting foreign forces into Muslim territory. 

The Reagan administration attempted this form of strategic cooperation with Jordan after a 

botched coup in Bahrain with inks to the Iranian regime. In the aftermath, Washington and 

Amman created the Joint Logistics Planning (JLP), which was a covert military operation. 

Jordan would receive 1,600 Stinger missiles and other advanced equipment in the hopes that 

Amman would step up to a leadership role, encourage the other Gulf states and strengthen the 

American military presence in the region without the American physically present on Arab soil. 

Ultimately, the JPL was criticized by Israel and Congress, who argued that King Hussein had 

failed to implement American peace initiatives, i.e. the Reagan Plan, forcing the administration 

to halt the Stinger sale to the Jordanians in March 1984.410  

  As US-Jordanian defense planning came into scrutiny, the Reagan administration turned 

to the Saudis. But getting Riyadh to agree on any joint planning proved unsuccessful. The 

Saudis were happy to cooperate with Washington in obtaining the desired arms but cooperating 

with the Americans on pre-positioning tanks in the Kingdom was not something the Saudi 

leadership could accept without jeopardizing their internal security. Howard Teicher recalls that 

although the meeting had been welcoming, the Saudis “flatly refused to agree to U.S. proposals 

for joint contingency planning or equipment pre-positioning”.411  
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The Saudis had already opposed Secretary Haig’s strategic consensus scheme, but it 

seems as the Reagan administration was once again opting for a new one. After Rumsfeld’s trip 

to the Middle East in March 1984, Reagan issued another NSDD on the Iran-Iraq war in order 

to improve their responsiveness toward the war. The focus of the NSDD was on contingency 

planning in the likely event of an Iranian victory and it emphasized the importance of Saudi 

Arabia as a powerful Gulf state. According to the directive, Fahd would receive a letter after 

his meeting with Rumsfeld where he would confirm “his agreement, in principle, to undertake 

the consultations and advance planning necessary to permit contingent access for U.S. forces 

which may be deployed to Saudi Arabia and other Gulf states”.412 The overall ambitions of this 

U.S. policy was to prevent the “growth of Iranian-sponsored terrorism”, which would harm the 

Gulf kingdoms, and “avert an Iraqi collapse”.413 In this sense, the US-Saudi relationship found 

its strength because they both needed each other. Riyadh needed American-made weaponry to 

halt Iran from any attempt to inflict either the royal leadership or its massive oil well any danger, 

and Washington needed Riyadh to strengthen their own presence in the Gulf.  

 As the war waged on, Iran gained the upper band by penetrating Iraqi territory. This 

worried King Fahd, who reflected his discontent with American weapon sales to the Kingdom. 

Fahd had complained to Director Charles Wick about two matters during a meeting with United 

States Information Agency (USIA). The first was Fahd’s annoyance of the media coverage on 

the Kingdom, as was expected since this was in acquaintance with the Director’s 

responsibilities. But what was not, was Fahd’s uneasiness regarding what he perceived as lack 

of U.S. will to fulfill Saudi needs. The newly-appointed American ambassador to Saudi Arabia, 

Walter L. Cutler reported Fahd’s discontent to Washington, which signalized a possible strain 

in the bilateral relationship. The administration needed to reassure the Saudis of American will 

and desire to respond to Saudi security, Cutler disclosed. Ultimately, responding to their needs 

had two significant consequences.414   

First, the Saudis would continue to rely on American sources to develop their military 

capabilities. Second, supplying the Saudis with weapons would further ease them to 

contingency planning and cooperation in the Gulf. Ambassador Cutler was urging Washington 

to “take care that the weapons issue does not over time fester to the point of souring our broader 
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bilateral relationship”.415  A step towards this approach was to ensure the Saudis that the 

administration would go ahead with the sale of Stinger missiles the following year, but Fahd 

was far from satisfied with the length of time he needed to wait. “Who do you want us to look 

to for our legitimate defense needs?” he asked the USIA director rhetorically.416  

 As feared in 1981, failing to provide the Saudis with military equipment could 

potentially alter the bilateral relationship. The indirect warnings from King Fahd regarding 

turning to other sources were the same as three years prior. This was the leverage the Kingdom 

had over the United States. For Washington, these warnings must have had some significance. 

Their failure in Lebanon intensified the importance of securing allies in the Persian Gulf. 

Selling further arms to the Saudis was a way of securing the Kingdom from attacks from north 

and south; Iran and Yemen. But arming the Saudis further with controversial weapons was risky 

in an election year. Nevertheless, Cutler advised Washington that such a risk would ultimately 

reap the rewards in terms of greater cooperation with the Saudis.417  

Covert Missiles to The Saudis  
Later that month, King Fahd received the Stinger missiles he wanted. The Iran-Iraq war had 

once again intensified as the war escalated to the “Tanker War”, where oil tanker ships were 

attacked in the Persian Gulf. Iraq began its attacks on Iranian tankers on the Kharg Island which 

only led to Iranian retaliatory attacks. As a way of punishing Iraq, and consequently its allies, 

Iran set out attacks on shipments transported between Iran and Saudi Arabia and Kuwait. For 

the Saudis, the pinnacle of the war was when Iran targeted Ras Tanura in the east. If Iran was 

not portrayed as a significant threat earlier, it ultimately became one now. On May 22, 1984, 

the Saudis had requested the immediate purchase of the defense package. The following 

weekend, Reagan, watching as the Tanker War intensified, shipped four hundred Stinger air-

to-air missiles and an Air Force aerial tanker, which simplified fueling, in secret to Saudi 

Arabia. The Stinger missiles were important because they improved the short-range capabilities 

of the Saudi air defense while the tanker protracted the range of the fighters.418  

  Why did Reagan secretly ship four hundred missiles to Saudi Arabia? Although not 

specifically mentioned, this shipping was in accordance with the NSDD from November 1983 
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where Reagan promised to use whatever measures necessary to defend the access to the Gulf 

oil. For Saudi Arabia, the fighting between Iran and Iraq jeopardized their own security. 

Although King Fahd disliked Iraqi President Saddam Hussein for being “un-Islamic”, he feared 

a potential Iranian victory. If Iraq lost the war, the King was convinced that the Gulf nations 

would be the next target, as the Tanker War proved.419  

It did not take long before the Saudis proved that their request was justifiable when they 

only days later, with the warning from American-operated AWACS planes, attacked two 

Iranian aircrafts heading for Ras Tanura. This was a significant move for Riyadh because it 

meant that they could prove to both the United States and Iran the strength it could possess to 

protect its resources.420 Despite the Saudi military success, Congress assailed the sale of the 

Stinger missiles. As with the AWACS sale, Congress was given a 30-day period to decide when 

they are formally notified of a sale. Reagan, convinced of the urgency of the situation, used his 

authority to defer this waiting period. Section 36(b) of the Arms Export Control Act permits 

this presidential waiver, but it is not commonly used and had last been used by President Carter 

in the decision to arm Yemen.421  

Now, the Reagan administration had to justify their decision to bypass Congress. 

Michael H. Armacost, undersecretary of state for political affairs, testified on June 5th before 

the Subcommittee on Foreign Operations after the dispatch of the Stinger missiles. In his 

statement, he argued that the transfer of Stingers to the Saudis was part of the administration’s 

overall policy for the Gulf based on oil, containing the Soviet influence, ensuring the security 

of the Gulf states and stability in the Middle East. An attack on the Persian Gulf oil would have 

had tremendous effects on the world market, despite the U.S. share of Gulf oil being marginal 

(at the time it was only three percent). With this threat present “it [was] natural and sensible to 

support the efforts of the gulf states to provide for their own defense”, Armacost argued.422  

As Armacost told the Subcommittee, any response to the Saudis needed to be viewed as 

part of the larger picture. First of all, the US and the Gulf states had tried to work towards 

diplomacy, but Iran needed to understand that diplomacy did not enumerate weakness from 

their part. The Iranians would only understand the seriousness of Washington’s commitments 
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to the Persian Gulf through actions, and in this case, the Stinger shipment was the best form of 

action. But responding to the Saudis was not merely to deter Iran. It was important to ensure 

the bilateral relationship forged between Roosevelt and Ibn Saud 39 years prior. Armacost 

justified the sale by arguing that “[o]ur bilateral relationship with Saudi Arabia is the keystone 

of our strategic interests in the gulf, and central to that relationship is our security assistance 

program”.423 A way of securing the stability of this relationship was to send “a militarily 

significant quantity rather than make a purely symbolic gesture”, which ultimately fell on 400 

missiles. 424 Sending the missiles and the aerial tank to the Saudis, without approval from 

Congress, was “a political signal of both reassurance and deterrence”. 425  The Reagan 

administration’s decision to quickly send 400 missiles in an election year could be interpreted 

as a growing insecurity caused by the continuing Iran-Iraq war. By placating Arab fears on Iran, 

Washington sought to strengthen its influence in the Arab world.  

Shortly after, the Saudis sent a new request that included, more missiles, the bomb racks 

they had been denied in 1981, and new fighter jets to expand their inventory.426 During the 

summer months, the Saudis made an informal request for 3,000 air-to-air Sidewinder missiles. 

They had during the AWACS sale obtained roughly 1,100 of the same missiles and were 

ultimately hoping to extend the amount to 10,000-11,000 missiles to enforce their air defense. 

In August, The Washington Post’s sources confirmed that the Reagan administration was in 

favor of the sale because it was part of their Persian Gulf strategy to deter Iranian military 

actions, but that they nonetheless could not risk an election on this matter. For Reagan, the 

battle over AWACS was fresh in memory and he could not agitate Congress and the Jewish 

community. The Reagan administration had decided, after sending the 400 missiles, that they 

would now secure the reelection of Ronald Reagan before combating another Saudi arms sale. 

In addition, postponing the sale would provide Reagan’s cabinet ample time to actually agree 

on the details of the sale. Because, the cabinet members were far from in consensus. George 

Shultz and the State Department was convinced that Congress would not approve any new 

Saudi arms sale if they did not scale down the equipment. Caspar Weinberger and the Defense 

Department, on the other hand, were adamant in their belief that the Pentagon should provide 
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these states with arms because it fit into their strategy of stocking up equipment in the Persian 

Gulf.  The missiles would essentially be part of American contingency planning. 427 

Covert Operations  
Although the threat from Iran had increased and truly remained a menace to Saudi Arabia, the 

shipment of 400 missiles can also be seen in a different light. According to investigative 

journalists Doyle and Jane Mayer, the Stinger missile shipments to Saudi Arabia happened 

simultaneously with National Security Advisor Robert McFarlane’s attempt to circumvent 

Congress’ ban on supporting the Nicaraguan Contras guerilla.428 McFarlane had taken over as 

National Security Advisor after William Clark resigned in October 1983 but he did not get 

along well with the many stubborn figures of Reagan’s cabinet, particularly Weinberger, who 

described him as “a man of evident limitations”.429 President Reagan became obsessed with 

supporting the Nicaraguan Contra fighters against the Marxist Sandinista regime, who had 

come to power in 1979. This was part of the Reagan Doctrine’s support for anti-communist 

regimes. Funding the contras was ultimately blocked by Congress, but in the two-year period 

between 1984-1986, the NSC and parts of the Reagan administration turned to covert actions 

to keep the Contras alive.430  

McFarlane had met with Prince Bandar and shared concerns: Bandar about the Iran-Iraq 

war and McFarlane about the Contras. The Saudi request for the 400 Stinger missiles had earlier 

been severely downsized. Instead of receiving the requested amount, King Fahd only obtained 

four missiles, and those were aimed at safeguarding Fahd’s luxury yacht. After Bandar’s 

meeting with McFarlane, Fahd was happy to offer President Reagan help in the way he knew 

best. Fahd and Saudi Arabia would from now on contribute with $1 million each month for the 

next 32 in order to keep the Reagan Doctrine and the Contras alive. Reagan in turn bypassed 

Congress and shipped the missiles to the Saudis. Although McManus and Mayer argued that 

this was not a clear-cut give and take due to the importance of Saudi Arabia in Reagan’s foreign 
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policy, they nevertheless argued that favors were not easily forgotten, neither in Washington 

nor in the Arab world.431  

Historian Theodore Draper supports such a theory, arguing that “[i]t was clearly 

intimated that money for the Contras would gain a considerable amount of favor with President 

Reagan”.432 The Saudi funding of the Contras, however, was nothing compared to the funding 

of the Mujahedin fighters in Afghanistan. Here, the Saudis and the Americans spent vast 

amounts on keeping the Mujahedin fighters alive against the Soviets, totaling to $3 billion 

each.433 Covertly, and disclosed, from Congress and the American people, the Saudis and 

Washington were cooperating tightly in their anti-communism schemes. In public, on the other 

hand, the Saudi request for arms was not going as planned. 

Setting the Agenda  
Similar to the AWACS sale in 1981, the Saudi defense package was once again put on hold for 

several months. But contrary to the prior sale, the Reagan administration was this time in the 

midst of a reelection campaign. In 1984, Ronald Reagan ran for reelection against the former 

Vice President under Carter, Walter Mondale. But the Democrat’s candidate underperformed 

against Reagan and on Election Day, Reagan received almost 60 percent of the vote.434 Only 

weeks after the election, the Reagan administration resumed its focus on the Saudi arms sale 

which they had neglected for months. As Secretary Weinberger notified the Saudis, President 

Reagan was in principle in favor of selling the requested 40 F-15 aircraft, but contrary to what 

the media was presenting, the administration had not concluded any decision on whether or not 

to sell the MER-200 air-to-ground missiles. Weinberger was, however, cautioned not to make 

the link between arm sale and cooperation explicit, probably as a way of not intimidating the 

Saudis.435  

 In early November, McFarlane signed a National Security Study Directive (NSSD) 

stating the need for a balanced strategy on the US-Saudi security relationship. Contingency 

planning and deployment of U.S. forces to the kingdom was one important aspect of the 
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relationship.436 On November 30, 1984, senior military assistant to the Defense Secretary, 

Collin Powell, received a handwritten note with the message that Prince Sultan, Minister of 

Defense, had agreed to “a form of linkage” between the arms sales and contingency planning.437  

Although the Saudis in the 1980s refused contingency planning it is evident that the Defense 

Minister was on the verge of acceptance. Was Sultan suggesting a tradeoff? Maybe, but more 

likely, it was a last cry to get the arms package the Reagan administration had put on hold 

during the election. If the Saudis were offering such a linkage, then this signifies how threatened 

Saudi Arabia felt by the Iran-Iraq war. Desperate, they now seemed willing to grant the 

Americans leeway to protect their interests. However, the Saudis did not go to these lengths 

during the Reagan administration.  

 On the same day, National Security Advisor Robert McFarlane held a meeting regarding 

the Saudi arms sale. The administration had sent both AWACS system and Stinger missiles to 

Saudi Arabia, both highly contentious, hoping the Saudis would further extend their 

cooperation with Washington in the Gulf. The problem was that the Saudis would not budge 

on giving the United States further access to the establish bases in the Kingdom. Getting the 

Saudis to work with the administration on contingency planning had failed and McFarlane 

argued that the administration should “take the lead in setting the agenda, rather than simply 

reacting to a steady stream of Saudi requests”.438 

 McFarlane’s annoyance came from what he perceived as lack of help from the Saudis 

in achieving any peace in the Middle East: “|T]he Saudis have not only been unwilling to take 

positive steps to facilitate the peace process, they have criticized and undermined steps that 

others have taken”. 439 The timing was perfect, McFarlane argued, due to the threat of Iran, and 

because the Saudis could not cover behind their oil shield as the oil market had changed 

tremendously the last years. As McFarlane perceived it, Riyadh was vulnerable, and the Reagan 

administration needed to make use of this vulnerability in order to strengthen the strategic 

partnership. McFarlane was adamant that there was “too little strategic cooperation and too 

much rug-merchantism in the current relationship”.440  

McFarlane’s query of arming the Saudis reflects his political beliefs. He had from his 
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days as Haig’s Deputy Secretary of State advocated that the Reagan administration should seek 

ways to lessen the impasse with Iran. The problem for McFarlane was that he did not have the 

same connection with Reagan as for example Shultz and Weinberger had. Like those before 

him, McFarlane would soon experience the intrigues and quarrels of Reagan’s 

administration.441 As the Weinberger-McFarlane dispute continued, it similarly festered in 

Weinberger’s cooperation with and perception of the NSC staff.442 Though the archive material 

never depicts an actual quarrel between Weinberger and McFarlane, it is nevertheless quite 

clear that they disagreed on several aspects of the arms sale. Weinberger, as established in 1981, 

wanted the sale to proceed as quickly as possible as well as wanting little infringements to the 

deal. McFarlane, as he previously made clear, was more hesitant on abiding the will of the 

Saudis. 

Strategic Planning  
Despite McFarlane’s feelings toward the lack of Saudi cooperation, the administration 

needed to advance the requested arms sale, which had been put aside for months now. What 

approach was best to proceed in the sale of weaponry worth millions of dollars? Charles Hill, 

the Executive Secretary, informed Robert McFarlane of various strategies early in January 

1985. The problem was that the arms request from the Saudis was not the only item waiting for 

congressional approval. The Executive Secretariat had discussed with Defense on how to best 

approach the arms package on the Hill. There were two obstacles to this: the timing of the 

notification and the leadership required in securing congressional approval. The initial response 

was to delay any notification of the Saudi arms sale until “after we had resolved issues such as 

Contra and MX funding in order to avoid expending political capital on too many issues at one 

time”.443 The latter missiles being important part of Reagan’s highly ambitious arms buildup 

against the Soviet Union.444  

However, the administration needed to agree on a strategy. Taking lessons from the 

AWACS sale, the administration realized that they could not delay notifying Congress once the 

sale was publicly known. This is what happened in 1981 and triggered the intense media debate 

and gave American Israel Public Affairs Committee (AIPAC) the opportunity to oppose the 

sale at the same time as Congressmen made their decision without discussing the matter with 
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the administration. AIPAC had slowly begun to form an opposition and newspapers were 

similarly writing about the awaited sale, even if the details of the sale were not clear. This again 

was not beneficial for the administration. Continuing to delay the sale was challenging for some 

members of the administration as well, with Executive Secretary Charles Hill stating, “[o]ur 

conclusion is that the longer we wait the harder will be the battle and the less sure we will be 

of success”.445 

 The question the Reagan administration needed to decide on was whether to nip it in 

the bud or fight another battle. Hill advised McFarlane of three options: 1) Notify Congress 

before May 15th, given the 50-day waiting period (20 informal and 30 formal days) if Congress 

were to discuss before the July 4th recess; 2) Notify after the Contra and MX funding was 

concluded; 3) Notify when Congress proceeded after the new year. Any delay would only 

reinforce the opposition: the longer the delay, the greater the debate which again increases the 

chance of disapproval in Congress. Organization proved another obstacle. Such a sale required 

the expertise of several agencies, but this again would jeopardize the possibility of leaks. 

Because the NSC lacked the staff needed, Hill advised McFarlane that the NSC needed to 

cooperate substantively with State and DoD. 446 This would prove difficult.  

 Charles Hill had promised the National Security Advisor a more detailed draft strategy 

within a short time period. Such draft strategy was sketched by the Bureau of Near Eastern 

Affairs (NEA) and Bureau of Legislative Affairs (H), both branches of the State Department. 

The draft strategy was in accordance with Hill’s memorandum. This current draft had been 

revised from an original draft from December 1984. King Fahd had already been informed by 

Secretary Weinberger that the administration was proceeding on announcing the sale of 40 F-

15 aircraft and 800 Stinger missiles as part of a larger arms package, which stressed rapid 

decision-making from the administration’s part. In the initial draft from December, the 

administration decided that they would start the informal notification by mid-April, in 

accordance with Hill’s first strategy option. One of the aspects of the strategy was to use King 

Fahd’s upcoming state visit in February as an opportunity to ease the opposition. However, the 

ambitions for what Fahd could achieve were high. As the draft stated, “[w]hile we cannot 
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‘program’ King Fahd, we will need to work for public statements indicating support for peace 

with Israel and, if possible, recognition of Resolution 242”.447 

 If McFarlane and the White House concurred, the NEA advised to follow-up campaign 

that would focus on informing Congressional leaders prone to arms sale to Saudi Arabia. The 

next would be to argue for the necessity of the sale and frame it as a national interest. “The key 

here is to avoid the damage done in 1981 when we waited to make our case for AWACS until 

dozens of Members were already committed to the other side”.448 In addition, King Fahd would 

step in and share his viewpoint to selected Congressmen on why his Kingdom further needed 

arms. One specific aspect included in the timetable was to inform the Israelis towards the end 

of January. They had felt undercut when Reagan did not inform them of the sale in 1981 and 

this was a matter the administration needed to avoid this time. If they followed this draft 

strategy, they would be ready to start the informal notification by February 18.449 

Justifying the Sale 
To justify the proposed $3 billion-dollar sale to the Saudis, a talking paper was distributed to 

the staff dealing with the sale. The focus of the paper was to emphasize the importance of the 

security relationship with the Saudis and the purpose of the package. Here, the success of the 

Saudi air force that shot down the Iranian fighters in 1984 was emphasized. As they would 

argue several times, did not contain any new items to the Saudis. Contrary to what AIPAC 

claimed, the package did not include the MER-200 air-to-ground bomb racks with strike 

capability. This was something Carter had denied the Saudis and the Reagan administration 

would not oppose the decision. Because of the threat presented by Iran and their air force, the 

sale seemed detrimental to secure the oil fields in eastern Saudi Arabia. The end of the war 

would not ease Saudi-Iranian relations due to Khomeini’s urge of rebellion against the Saudi 

monarchy; inflicting danger to the security of the Saudi leadership.450  

As part of the drafted strategy, talking points were made for Robert McFarlane’s 

meeting with the Hill leadership.451 The Saudis had now been waiting for a response since the 
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summer of 1984 and they needed a proper response. “[H]ow can we enhance the defense of the 

Gulf, an area of vital U.S. interest, while decreasing the possibility of using U.S. forces” was 

the question behind the sale.452 The response to this question was that it served to defend a vital 

area. The Saudis, McFarlane would tell the Hill leadership, shared the same goals as the 

administration in defending the oil fields. This goal was made much easier if they were to 

defend themselves and not depend on American forces. In addition, any sale to the Saudis would 

only strengthen Israel’s security. As they argued in 1981, Israel remained the keystone of 

American foreign policy and nothing would endanger this. Securing American-made weapons 

to Saudi Arabia would be in accordance with this.453 

 One way of justifying the potential sale to the Saudis was to frame it as another litmus 

test. United States was in its 40th anniversary of the security partnership with Saudi Arabia and 

the anniversary would not endure the continuing threats to Saudi Arabia by “radical” and 

“Islamic fundamentalists” without the United States strengthening the Saudi defense to counter 

such threats. 454 The sale, the Reagan administration argued, was needed to strengthen their 

relationship with the Saudis. If they refused to sell them the equipment they needed, the Saudis 

would easily turn to other sources, such as the United Kingdom. In addition, refusing the 

potential sale to the Saudis would “call into question Saudi Arabia’s continuing reliance on its 

security relationship with the US, and entail serious consequences for regional cooperation in 

all dimension”.455 Blocking the sale would also serve as an impediment for further peace 

achievements in the Middle East. The argument in Washington was that the Saudis would be 

more prone to taking risks in the peace process if their needs were met.456 This argument, 

though, fell short because if the diplomacy in Lebanon proved one thing, it was that the Saudis 

were restricted in doing anything that would counter an Arab consensus concerning the Arab-

Israeli conflict.  

From Washington’s perspective, the threats to the Saudi Kingdom were Iran and 

Yemen. Contrary to 1981, the perceived threat from the Soviet Union was not as apparent. 

Although the administration stated its policy toward the Gulf as part of prevention against the 

Soviets, the archive material presents Iran as the largest threat. If one significant fear is to be 
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signaled out, it is the fear of ramifications a refusal would inflict on Washington. Refusing 

Saudi Arabia the potential sale would inflict damage on American credibility, but more 

importantly, it would impede any form of contingency planning.457 These were the reasons for 

why the Reagan administration wanted to arm the Saudis. The administration was still 

optimistic that the Saudis would change their mind and work towards strategic cooperation, 

despite them having rejected the proposition multiple times.   

 “A Record of Unhelpfulness”  
As predicted, the American Israel Public Affairs Committee was quick to respond negatively 

when news started buzzing about a potential sale to Saudi Arabia. In a memorandum dated 

January 30, AIPAC argued that Fahd would soon arrive in the United States with another 

shopping list of inventories to add to the already over-expanded arsenal. AIPAC’s arguments 

against the sale were divided into three categories: “they don’t need them, they don’t deserve 

them, they shouldn’t get them”.458  

In the first category, their arguments against the sale was simply that the Saudis’ 

inventories were far greater than those of Iran. In terms of combat aircraft, Saudi Arabia had 

200 compared to the 70 Iran had. Although the Saudis supported Iraq during the war, there was 

a realistic threat that Iraq would become too strong and potentially lure the Gulf monarchies 

into financing his regional ambitions. The advice from AIPAC was to simply stop financing 

these ambitions, as the Saudis did with arms sales and large amount of loans to Saddam 

Hussein’s regime. The Saudis didn’t deserve any more weapons, AIPAC argued, because they 

had made no effort to abide by the assurance to assist the United States in achieving peace in 

the Middle East, as had been a prerequisite for the sale in 1981. They had not supported the 

Reagan Plan; they had not been helpful to King Hussein; and they had continued funding the 

Palestinian Liberation Organization. In addition, Saudi Arabia, by opposing American bases in 

the country, was systematically working against American interests. As AIPAC perceived it, 

Saudi Arabia shouldn’t get any new weaponry because it would not “encourage Saudi respect 

for American interests”.459 If anything, it would only increase the chance of the arms going to 
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the wrong hands, i.e. the PLO. This again would beget AIPAC’s worst fears: jeopardizing the 

security of Israel. Not only would any additional inventory increase the possibility of attacks 

on Israel, but it would also inflict economic damage on Israel because of the perceived need to 

match the Saudi requests as a defense mechanism.460  

Considering Israel’s fragile economy after an expensive war in Lebanon, this would 

only worsen its economy. AIPAC’s arguments had not changed much since the previous sale, 

but their arguments had nevertheless been strengthened by the lack of US-Saudi diplomatic 

cooperation in Lebanon. As Reagan had argued in 1981, the AWACS sale would sweeten the 

Saudis to use its perceived leverage to cooperate with the Americans.  This ultimately failed. 

The Reagan administration had been mindful to avoid any battle similar to that of AWACS, 

and as the sale of the 400 Stinger missiles showed, Congress was not interested in abiding by 

Saudi needs. Contrary to the AWACS sale, the story of the defense package requested by the 

Saudis in 1984 did not have a happy ending. Although the arguments for the sale within the 

administration were based on much of the same as in 1981, it was apparent that Washington 

perceived Iran as a greater threat than that of the Soviet Union. Although “neutral” toward the 

Iran-Iraq war, the policies established by the Reagan administration prioritized the security of 

the Gulf states.  

“A Comprehensive Review” of the Arms Sale  
The drafted strategy Charles Hill suggested proved difficult to fully implement. A news article 

from January 24th presented the sale as something which lacked consensus within the 

administration. According to The Washington Post sources, there were still heavy debates on 

how to proceed and if the administration should use Fahd’s state visit as a tool to conclude an 

agreement. Secretary Weinberger, his colleagues at the Pentagon, and the Mideast affairs 

bureau at the State Department advised Reagan to act quickly. Reagan, still popular after the 

landslide election, could use this popularity to ensure an agreement. Waiting would only 

strengthen the opposition. Congress, on the other hand, wanted to spend a great amount of time 

analyzing the need for further arms to the Saudis.461  

On January 30, 1985 Richard Murphy, now Assistant Secretary of State for Near Eastern 

Affairs, publicly announced that the arms sale was postponed for several months. Murphy spoke 
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of this before the House Foreign Affairs subcommittee for Europe and the Middle East where 

he argued that the administration had decided to conduct a “comprehensive review” before any 

further announcement, which would oversee “American security interests and strategy in the 

area”.462 The reason behind the review, Murphy argued, was to intertwine American security 

strategies with further efforts towards peace in the Middle East.463 One reason behind this 

“comprehensive review” could have been to alleviate Congress’ inclinations against the 

perceived lack of Saudi help in Lebanon. The Reagan administration, dreading to repeat another 

AWACS battle seemed to be taking their precautions, however late they might have come. 

 State and defense officials interviewed by the New York Times were surprised by the 

decision to postpone the sale. According to one official, the decision to postpone was made by 

Shultz, Weinberger and McFarlane, the latter with inclinations to support Israel. For once, they 

all agreed. In addition, McFarlane was said to have believed that the sale “made no political 

sense” because of the many fires they were already extinguish with Congress, the MX missiles 

being one of them.464  

As evidence shows, McFarlane had been opposed to placate the Saudis not necessarily 

because he was against any arms sales to the Kingdom, but because he wanted something in 

return, i.e. greater strategic cooperation with the Saudis. This could possibly be one reason for 

the postponement. McFarlane had during a meeting, with Shultz and Weinberger present, 

presumably the meeting that resulted in the review of the arms sale, suggested that the 

administration needed a study prior to any new sales. One important question the administration 

was asking themselves in January 1985 was: [h]ow can U.S. arms transfer policy and regional 

strategic cooperation be integrated with U.S. efforts to advance the peace process?”465 The 

question, they hoped, would come by the end of February when the strategy would be 

concluded. But such a strategy did not occur, at least not one that is found in the archive 

material.  
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Fahd’s first state visit in eight years was approaching, but the strategy to use the visit as 

part of a PR campaign would not be implemented, which was unsatisfying to the Saudis.466 

During the State dinner on February 11th, Reagan spoke warmly of Fahd, Saudi Arabia and the 

friendship that had endured so long. Fahd’s visit gave Reagan the opportunity to “renew my 

friendship with King Fahd”, he said.467 This friendship, Reagan reminisced, was based on 

mutual goals of peace and stability in the Middle East. In terms of peace in the Middle East, 

Reagan seemed to have forgotten the failure of Lebanon as he attributed himself with the ability 

to “look at those complexities with hope” and when he did this, he would ask himself “when 

can we get on with it?” instead of dwelling in despair, as he supposedly had done with his peace 

initiative in September 1982.468  

Setting peace in the Middle East aside, Reagan poetically reflected around their 

friendship that “if the sands of time gives any hints of the future, it is that […] the friendship 

between the Saudi Arabian and American people will be a strong and vital force in the 

world”.469 The official statement after Fahd’s visit was formulated around what Reagan had 

emphasized in his speech, the Middle East peace process. The announcement stated that both 

President Reagan and King Fahd would continue in the search for peace, this being their 

primary concern. In addition, the communique stated that Reagan appreciated the Fez 

consensus from September 1982, although he was committed to work on the basis of his own 

initiative. Barely mentioning the Iran-Iraq war, the statement reiterated that both parties would 

continue to work towards ending the fighting.470   

Fahd’s state visit was not the time to discuss the postponed arms sale. But it was, 

nevertheless, the stage to discuss what the Saudis had achieved in terms of their diplomacy in 

Lebanon. Considering AIPAC based their arguments on the Saudi’s unhelpfulness, the Reagan 

move seemed to counter these arguments in the presence of Fahd. Flattering Fahd and his 

Kingdom’s diplomacy was also a way to lessen the damage done by postponing their arms 

requests. 
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Failing to Arm the Saudis  
In September 1985, after months of postponement, the Reagan administration realized the 

prospect of a defeat in Congress. In an effort to ease the opposition, the White House removed 

the F-15 aircraft and Stinger missiles from the sale.471 In effect, the administration failed to 

make use of its own strategy on how to succeed with the sale. The disagreements portrayed in 

several news articles are in accordance with the disagreements found in the archive material. 

The State Department and Defense could not agree on either timing or the specific details of 

the quantity. One reason behind the administration’s postponement could be attributed to the 

lack of consensus within the administration. McFarlane was particularly reluctant to support 

the Saudi request. Compared to the AWACS sale, then-National Security Advisor Richard 

Allen had been one of the leading figures in securing the approval of the sale. In terms of the 

archive material, McFarlane did not play a leading role, nor did he argue for any potential sale 

in terms of it being a national security interest for the United States, as Allen did. In general, 

there was not the same consensus regarding this particular sale as there had been in 1981.  

 There are several reasons for this lack of consensus. First, the Reagan administration’s 

failure in Lebanon was still fresh. Here, Reagan had tried to manifest a new vision for the 

Middle East, but the vision eroded quickly as the administration remained unable to pressure 

one significant party at the same time as they required the Arab nations to pull their weight and 

magically achieve stability. Second, the trouble with AWACS proved to Reagan the 

incapability of the administration to work with Congress. Although, at the time, they were new 

to the job and they lacked the experience, the ordeal severely shook them, which leads to a third 

reason. They still had no clear vision of how to proceed with a new arms sale. Despite the drafts 

that seemed to be put together on standing feet, there was no clear path to follow. Fourth, the 

election year put this drafted strategy on the back burner and returning to it proved difficult. 

Fifth, and maybe the most important reason, an arms sale could not be completed with bickering 

between departments and a president that was unable, and unwilling, to solve problems. How 

can you possible defend the sale of more air-to-air missiles when you’re unable to put out fires 

in your own cabinet? Another reason behind the failed shipment can be attributed to Congress. 

Democrats and Republicans alike had opposed the sale from the onset in 1984. Some of the 

reservations from Congress were due to their belief that the Saudis had not done what they 

could in the peace process, and more specifically, the unease by the Saudi funding of the PLO. 

																																																								
471 Bronson, Thicker Than Oil, 165. 
	



	 104	

Despite the continuous upheavals in the Iran-Iraq war, Congress did not see the need for sending 

even more advanced weapons to Saudi Arabia.472  

 The day before Murphy’s announcement regarding the postponement of the sale, the 

President received a letter from the Senate. The senators were worried that the Reagan 

administration was yet again undergoing another arms sale to the Saudis, news the senators had 

hear from media leaks and not the administration. Signed on the letter was the signature of 62 

senators, making evident the struggle the administration would have to go through in order to 

convince the majority of senators to change their minds. They urged the president to not go 

through with any sale without consulting members of Congress, as Reagan had done with the 

shipment of the 400 missiles.473 If the Reagan administration had been hesitant on the how to 

proceed with the potential sale, the letters from the 62 senators could not have been helpful. 

From the looks of it, the large opposition of the sale made it evident that Reagan and his team 

would once again fight an up-hill battle to get any sale to the Saudis approved. The archive 

material signifies that the Reagan administration realized the fight it had to undergo with 

Congress and although the several drafts underscored the importance of notifying Congress 

early on, nothing was done.  

 Such an intransigence came from Senator Mack Mattingly. Acting Assistant Secretary 

of Legislative and Intergovernmental Affairs, J. Edward Fox responded in March to a letter 

addressed to the president from the Senator. In his letter to Senator Mattingly, Fox emphasized 

the need for a close relationship with the Saudis, a relationship of great interest to the United 

States. What is interesting about Fox’s reply is that it addressed Israel’s economic problems, 

which Fox argued were “multifaceted”: the problems “derive[d] as much from the way they 

have chosen to manage their economy as from their perceived need to increase defense 

expenditures”. 474  Although Fox’s response was only one of many, it was nevertheless a 

response on the behalf of the President, proving the desire of a partnership with Saudi Arabia. 

 After a prolonged indecisiveness, the Saudis finally retracted their request. As the Saudi 

royal leadership had warned, and as the White House feared, the Saudis turned to another arm 

supplier when they turned to British Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher for an arms package 

worth $4.8 billion. Perhaps more shockingly for the Reagan administration, the Saudis also 
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turned to China for missiles.475 Although the Saudi turn-over to the Great Britain might seem 

as a rash response of dissatisfaction with the Reagan administration, several sources argue that 

Reagan and Fahd had in fact come to an agreement that Fahd should turn to other suppliers to 

get what he wanted. 476  The latter deal, however, awarded Saudi Arabia with offensive 

equipment they could use against Iran but it could also potentially be used against Israel, an 

argument that had been at the forefront of any arms sale to the Saudis.477 Being the arms 

merchant to the Saudis ultimately benefitted Israel and the Saudi decision to seek to others 

proved this argument correct.  

Conclusion: An Entangled Arms Sale  
As the Iran-Iraq war evolved from 1983, Washington’s focus turned toward defending their 

interests in the Persian Gulf. Initially neutral, the Reagan administration tilted towards Iraq but 

more importantly took a stand against Iran by arming Saudi Arabia. The Saudis, the 

administration assessed, needed more arms to defend themselves against the “terror” from Iran. 

Putting their disagreements in Lebanon aside, Riyadh and Washington came quickly together 

when they felt threatened by Iran. But, as had been common in this “special relationship”, 

tensions arose. In many ways, the US-Saudi relationship seemed to falter during this period. 

The covert shipment of 400 Stinger missiles to Saudi Arabia was made in light of the increased 

threat from Iran, both to Saudi Arabia but also to American interests. For the Reagan 

administration, the shipment of the missiles was of importance for fear of faltering credibility 

in the Persian Gulf. At the war between Iran and Iraq evolved, so did the threat perception in 

Washington as it shifted more towards Iran than the Soviet Union. Furthermore, credibility 

seemed to stagnate as no conclusion was made with the equipment package the Saudis 

requested. Whether the missile transfer was a give and take remains disputable, but it 

nevertheless occurred at a questionable time. The Saudis received what they wanted, further 

missiles to strengthen their own defense, and the Reagan administration gained much needed 

financial help for the Reagan Doctrine to strive. This, however, had its consequences as it made 

it difficult for the Reagan administration to fulfill the Saudi needs for more weapons. 
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 The Reagan administration had learned their lesson from AWACS, but it was 

nonetheless ill-equipped to implement the measures needed to successfully conclude yet 

another sale. It failed to prove to Congress the importance of the sale, at a time when Iran 

presented a very realistic threat to Saudi Arabia. One assessment of this it that the Reagan 

administration was so heavily occupied by its many foreign and domestic policies to fully 

commit itself to the Saudi requests. This chapter once again exemplifies the tight rope the 

United States had to walk between Saudi and Israeli interests, how influential AIPAC was as a 

lobbying force, and how ultimately the Reagan administration’s failure to take a definitive 

stance for fear of political fallout lead to Saudi Arabia looking elsewhere for arms, thus 

weakening their official relationship. Behind the scenes, the US-Saudi cooperation blossomed 

in parts of the world near and far from the Saudi Kingdom. 
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6 Epilogue 

“Arms Bring Credibility”  
US arms sales to the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia has been, and continuous to be, a contentious 

political issue, both in Washington and in the Arab world. This thesis’ findings are yet another 

example of this fact. Fearing Iranian military advancements, the Saudis requested another arms 

package in January 1986. The initial request had a price tag of $450 million, but later reduced 

to $300 million. Again, both Republicans and Democrats assailed the proposed sale. When 

members of the House and Senate stopped the sale, Reagan, ultimately used his presidential 

veto to bypass Congress.478 On March 6th, Assistant Secretary of State Richard Murphy stood 

before the House Foreign Affairs Europe and Middle East Subcommittee and spoke of the 

importance of this sale: 

Our close military ties with Saudi Arabia and other Gulf States […] have been a key factor 
in guaranteeing that our friends have the means to protect their own security, contain threats 
posed by the Iran-Iraq war and Iranian extremism, guard against inroads, and cooperate with 
the US in ensuring free international access to oil supplies.479 

 

According to a White House official, Congress had turned anti-Arab and, more particularly, 

anti-Saudi. The criticism in Congress was due to the Saudi leverage, or lack of, in the Middle 

East peace process. As Congress viewed it, the Saudis had done nothing in the peace process 

and arming them would only reward this attitude. But peace was not necessarily on the agenda. 

“Peace isn’t our only objective”, said one key policy-maker within the administration, “[w]e 

need credibility. And arms bring credibility”.480 Reagan needed 34 votes in his favor in the 

Senate. On June 5, the Senate voted for the sale with, again, a marginal victory in favor of 

Reagan (66-34). President Reagan sent the requested weapons to the Saudis, although severely 

downgraded. 481 

Opening the Doors to the Kingdom 
Four years later, American credibility was put to the test. Saddam Hussein sought regional 

hegemony at a time when both Washington and Moscow focused on the expected fall of the 
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Soviet Union. If the neighboring countries could not give him what he wanted, the Iraqi 

president threatened, then he would acquire it through military means. But Washington failed 

to listen. They seriously doubted that Iraq would go to the lengths of another war, and especially 

not against Kuwait or Saudi Arabia.482 

 On August 2, 1990, Iraq and Saddam Hussein invaded Kuwait, giving him control of 19 

percent of the world oil resources. In Riyadh, the Saudis turned immediately to Washington. 

Only four days later King Fahd met with Secretary of Defense Dick Cheney and opened the 

Kingdom’s doors to 500,000 American soldiers under the cover of Operation Desert Shield. 

The decade of military sales to Saudi Arabia now proved advantageous, as the Saudis could 

provide the Americans with highly-advanced weaponry and technology to combat Saddam 

Hussein. The Saudi hesitation on contingency planning had loosened severely, to the distress 

of Mujahedin fighters now returning back home to Saudi Arabia.483 The Americans, who had 

been hovering “over the horizon” were descending their forces “into the backyard” of the Saudi 

Kingdom.484 

In the words of F. Gause III, the American response to the invasion was “overdetermined”, 

meaning that the decades of American interests in the Persian Gulf were determined to, and 

also required to, a response. 485  As has been argued throughout this study, the Reagan 

administration viewed Saudi Arabia as a vital interest and when this vital interest eventually 

became threatened, Washington was quick to react. If anything, Operation Desert Shield was 

the manifestation of why the United States needed such a close partnership with Saudi Arabia, 

and more importantly, why the Saudis needed arms to defend themselves. But Operation Desert 

Shield also proved the incapability of Saudi Arabia to use its own military force, which is 

relatively small in size.  The US-Saudi strategic relationship, the codependence over so many 

years, found its strength in overturning the Iraqi invasion and once again securing the important 

oil revenues.  
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7 Conclusion: A Marriage of Convenience   

Assessing the Close Relationship 
The findings in this study indicate that the US-Saudi relationship was multifaceted, 

complicated, vague, ambiguous and at the same time profoundly tightknit. Despite their many 

differences, the United States and Saudi Arabia recognized that they needed each other. This 

relationship was strong enough that it trumped contested arms sales from the pro-Israel lobby 

and Congress, and a grueling war in Lebanon, but it was, and remains, a marriage of 

convenience. Not for love of common ideals, but for security and economic interests. This study 

concurs with Mark Haas and Rachel Bronson’s analysis and has throughout underscored that 

there were multiple factors that impacted the partnership during the Reagan presidency. These 

factors, as has been shown, were a combination of Saudi domestic and foreign policy, the 

common interest of oil, the American desire to support the Kingdom and the multiple threats in 

the region.486 However, the findings diverge from the common argument that Washington and 

Riyadh found strength in one-another due to the threat of communism and the expansion of the 

Soviet Union in the Middle East. While it is correct to argue that Ronald Reagan and Saudi 

Arabia resented communism, this study has demonstrated that for Reagan, the greater threat 

than the Soviet was that of losing another ally and consequently American strength.   

Saudi Arabia and US Foreign Policy: Prohibiting a New Iran  
When concluding the importance of Saudi Arabia as a strategic asset in American Middle East 

policy, one has to remember the circumstances in which this policy was created. American 

interests in the Middle East during the Cold War were namely access to Persian Gulf oil, 

securing Israel and deterring the Soviet Union. The Persian Gulf, and particularly Saudi Arabia, 

became important for Washington in the 1970s. First, the Americans were struggling in 

Vietnam, whereby the endless war caused great distress at home but more importantly, severely 

weakened American credibility abroad. Second, the Gulf nations proved their strength when 

they initiated an oil embargo and let America, and the West, know that they were not puppeteers 

in American foreign policy. Washington responded by treating the two largest Gulf nations, 

Iran and Saudi Arabia, with extra care. Therefore, when in 1979 the Shah of Iran was 

overthrown, the Americans were horrified to realize that not only was a close ally lost, but more 

gravely, the American reputation was at an all-time low. A case study of the realist theory, the 
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revolution in Iran signified the consequences of establishing foreign policy on arms for 

protection.  

The year 1979 marked significant changes for Washington. In December, the Soviet 

Union invaded Afghanistan, further jeopardizing American interests, mainly that of free access 

to Persian Gulf and denying the Soviets any inroads to the region. How to secure these interests 

became the main focus. In addition, though it would not lead to any immediate American 

response, the region’s most powerful nations, Iran and Iraq, waged war on each other. The 

chaos in the region periled American interests. This thesis argued that the die was cast when 

the Shah of Iran was toppled in 1979. The arguments throughout only emphasize this notion. 

Saudi Arabia became a vital partner in light of these events, a policy that Ronald Reagan 

inherited when he entered office. The Saudis, the Reagan administration concluded, were 

needed to secure the stability of the region.487 In addition, Saudi Arabia became important for 

Washington to prove their own foothold in the Persian Gulf specifically and the Middle East in 

general. Hailing the Carter administration for the perceived misjudgments in the Gulf and the 

“emasculation” of American fortitude, the Reagan administration set out to pave the way for 

greater American influence, presence and strength in the region. As has been argued, Reagan’s 

main foreign policy perspective was to revive American strength and this vigor could be used 

on Saudi Arabia, a partner in need.  

However, the Reagan administration’s Persian Gulf strategy was not new. The Carter 

administration had reacted to the events in the region by enforcing a Rapid Deployment Force 

that could easily be dispatched to the Gulf if an emergency presented itself.488 In 1981, the 

Reagan administration expanded on this and sketched a Persian Gulf strategy that would secure 

American presence, strengthen their allies and alleviate conflicts in the region. Saudi Arabia fit 

perfectly in this equation as the kingdom could achieve all these interests. In addition, the 

administration sought to strengthen the Saudi confidence in the United States, an argument that 

proved important as Washington’s strongest ally had only recently perished.  

The Honeymoon  
In light of this, the thesis has argued that the evolution of the US-Saudi relationship during the 

Reagan presidency has been far from stable. Several findings in this thesis indicate a tightening 
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of the relationship; the AWACS sale being an important aspect to this argument. Reagan 

inherited the decision from Carter, but wanting to distance himself from his predecessor, 

Reagan opted for “a new approach” to the Persian Gulf, meaning he would sell the Saudis what 

Carter had denied them. The calculations in Washington were made on the basis of the periled 

security in the region, emphasizing the fall of the shah as an imperative motivation. The Reagan 

administration responded to a “deteriorating security situation”, a response that came through 

arming their allies Israel and Saudi Arabia.489 Internal policy briefs, situation reports, and 

contemporaneous press coverage emphasize this insecurity, arguing the need for greater 

American presence in the Middle East in order to secure Washington’s interests. 

If the entry of Ronald Reagan as presidency solidified the US-Saudi marriage, then the 

AWACS sale represented the honeymoon. The AWACS sale was for the Reagan administration 

more than just an arms deal with a wealthy merchant. It would secure Washington’s three main 

interests in the Middle East, but it was also a political move to strengthen the reputation of the 

inexperienced administration. Essentially, the AWACS sale signified American strength. One 

important finding is the perception within the administration of the sale being a litmus test for 

further cooperation. One can argue that arms sales were framed as such in order to ameliorate 

Congressional concern, but as argued in this study, Secretary Haig himself perceived the sale 

as detrimental in terms of the strategic partnership.  

The Saudis questioned whether Washington was able to secure its allies after the fall of 

the Shah, and the AWACS sale would seek to test this. Secretary of State Alexander Haig, a 

firm supporter of Israel, argued in his memoir for the need to secure a friendship with the Saudis 

in the aftermath of the revolution in Iran, signifying the importance of AWACS as more than 

just an arms deal.490  This, however, only sparked counter arguments for why the US shouldn’t 

base its foreign policy on an instable royal family, as the they has done with the Shah. Despite 

the intense rhetoric of defying Soviet movement in the Persian Gulf, few in the administration 

actually afraid of any Soviet attacks on the Kingdom. They feared, however, that Soviet proxies 

in the region, such as South-Yemen, could cause to upheaval both regionally and within the 

kingdom.491  

As a hegemon, American credibility lies in protecting their allies. Several findings in 

this study portray the intense fear within the administration of losing yet another ally in the 
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Persian Gulf with the ramifications this would have for American security, economic and 

political interests. Although the threat of Soviet “expansion” remained looming, the main 

arguments for the AWACS sale were made in light of securing the access to oil and with that 

securing a stable relationship with the Saudis. In the sense that Soviet expansion was discussed 

in the internal reports then this threat was formulated as fear that the United Stated could not 

“deliver” to its allies, and that the Soviets would capitalize on this. The findings in this thesis 

reinforces these arguments. The two background reports that were spread within the cabinet 

concluded that the sale was essentially a political gesture that  would “strengthen the perception 

that the U.S. [was] a reliable security partner” and was within the administration perceived as 

a vital national interest.492 There was, as has been argued, several reasons for this. According 

to the administration, the sale would secure the Saudis and their own defense given the fact that 

the American were limited to “over the horizon”. The sale was important because it would 

restore the American presence in the Persian Gulf. The Saudis lacked knowledge and 

competence in operating the equipment, therefore making it inevitable for American personnel 

to remain in the country. This again sparked Washington’s ambitions that the Saudis would 

eventually agree to deployment of U.S. forces, ultimately increasing American presence in the 

region.493 Publicly, the Reagan administration did not emphasize this aspect as part of the 

administration’s policy, but as has been shown, this was of crucial importance to the 

administration.494  

Fearing reprisal from the Saudis Haig, and others within the administration, argued that 

the Saudis would turn to punitive measures if the sale was blocked. The well-renowned Oil 

Minister Ahmed Zaki Yamani warned in March 1981 to not presuppose Saudi collaboration. 

Then-Crown Prince Fahd uttered the same dubious threat, implying that the Saudi-American 

relationship rested on the $8.5 billion weapon package. As stated in one of the internal reports: 

“Saudi Arabia has identified the air defense package as an indicator of American concern for 

Saudi security and of our special relationship.”495 These threats proved to the newly established 

Reagan administration that their strategic reliability rested on securing the good will of the 

Saudis. The AWACS sale was a severe challenge Reagan faced immediately entering office. 

Reagan was caught in a double-bind: on the one hand was the powerful pro-Israel lobby, 
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Congress and Israel who all perceived the sale as threatening the security of Israel, on the other 

an important ally. Reagan had the backing of almost 40 percent of Jewish voters during his first 

term and proclaimed himself a dear friend of Israel. Therefore, waging a political fight against 

both the pro-Israel lobby, Congress and Israel over advanced weapons to a country that did not 

recognize the state of Israel signified the importance of Saudi Arabia for the Reagan 

administration. This importance, however, correlated with the Reagan administration’s despairs 

of the regional insecurity.  

Bumps on the Road  
By selling the Saudis the $8.5 billion worth of military hardware, Reagan sought to project an 

evenhanded approach to the Middle East. A matter of give and take, he thought that he would 

keep both Israel and Saudi Arabia satisfied by balancing their interests. But, as Reagan quickly 

realized, this was easier said than done. As has been argued in terms of the AWACS sale, the 

Persian Gulf became increasingly important for the Reagan administration. The crucial factor 

to instability in the Middle East, the Arab-Israeli conflict, was, however, not the immediate 

focus of the Reagan administration. Alexander Haig’s preoccupation with creating a consensus 

of strategic concern revolving around the Soviet threat ignored Foreign Minister Saud’s urging 

that Israel was the largest cause of instability in the region, not the Soviet Union. The Saudis 

were strategic. They agreed with Haig’s assumptions of the Soviet threat, a realistic threat for 

the region given the invasion of Afghanistan, but they did so in order to obtain the weapons 

they wanted. Referring to the Soviet invasion as imperialistic gave Washington an assurance of 

Saudi cooperation, but as Saudi Arabia viewed it, Israel remained the biggest threat to the 

region, not the Soviet Union.  

 The conflict that escalated into war in Lebanon became the biggest strain on the 

partnership. Saudi Arabia, as a Muslim and Arab nation, was dependent on supporting the 

Palestinian cause and their fight for nationhood. This was a big part of their foreign policy and 

needed to be balanced with the Kingdom’s relationship with the United States. However, 

because of the close partnership between the Saudis and the Americans, it was expected by the 

larger Arab world that the Saudis would produce results and that they could force the hand of 

the Americans into pressuring Israel. This was what the Saudis set out to do when Muslims and 

Christians fought each other in Beirut. By cooperating with Washington, the Saudi leadership 

proved their diplomatic utility in furthering US interests and arranged several ceasefires in 

Lebanon. In Washington, the expected Saudi role was to become a “backchannel” for 
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negotiating with Syrian and forcing a Saudi leverage on President Assad and his soldiers, 

although many within the administration questioned the effect of this diplomatic channel. 

 In Washington, the Reagan administration did not seem to pay much attention to the 

Saudi attempts at Middle East peace, though Reagan referred the Fahd plan, an ambitious plan 

for reconciliation, as a “hopeful sign”. In general, Reagan did not pay much attention to 

Lebanon until Israel’s invasion the following year. The incumbent King Khalid had warned 

Reagan that nothing would change if Reagan ignored the Palestinians and excluded them from 

any negotiations. When Israel invaded Lebanon to quell the PLO’s budding state-within-a-state 

in 1982, the Saudi leadership was quick to react and to plead Reagan into action. Reagan finally 

reacted, but he did not what King Khalid asked of Reagan, namely to “stop the bloodshed” 

coming from Israel. 496  Leveraging Washington into pressuring Israel proved ineffective, 

because, contrary to the Yom Kippur War in 1973, Saudi Arabia did not have an oil weapon to 

turn to and were dependent on diplomacy. In addition, Reagan overestimated the Saudi leverage 

over Syria, whom he neglected when creating his vision for Middle East peace in September 

1982. Reagan wanted peace in the Middle East because, from his East/West perspective, peace 

would alleviate any Soviet presence in the region. He wanted peace but on different terms than 

the Saudis.  

 There are various signs of a neglected relationship during the diplomacy in Lebanon in 

the period of April 1981 to April 1983. First, there were few meetings between the 

administration and the representatives from Riyadh, the few that occurred lasted no longer than 

30 minutes. Second, the many cables from Jidda, in which the Saudis time and again argue for 

the need to pressure Israel in order for them to pressure Syria, seemed to have been ignored by 

Secretary of State George Shultz, whose distant approach is made evident by the lack of 

appearance in the archive material. The Reagan administration expected the Saudis to step up 

to the leadership role and force their will upon the Arab countries, completely undermining that 

Saudi foreign policy is based on balancing threats, not seeking them.497    

 Overall, the Saudi diplomacy was quiet. They shied away from the spotlight and tried 

to use their power and leverage where they could, but the war in Lebanon was profoundly 

difficult for them. Prince Bandar, King Khalid’s delegate and later ambassador to the United 

States, vocalized their frustrations. Bandar, well-liked in Washington, told the Americans 
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bluntly that what they were asking was futile. They could not possibly demand that President 

Hafez al-Assad of Syria remove his troops if not the Americans did the same with Israel. And 

ultimately, this was the Achilles heel of the relationship. The Reagan administration, though 

split on the issue, were too occupied with their relationship with Israel and trying to salvage 

their relationship with Israel after AWACS that they appeared unable, and unwilling, to 

pressure Israel into following their own peace plan. Israel never endorsed the Reagan Plan and, 

to much confusion in Riyadh, Reagan used little force to see through his own ambitions.  

Similar to the Reagan administration, King Fahd was also in dire need of credibility 

within the Arab world, as he told Ambassador Murphy. Every American move, or lack of, 

reflected negatively on him.  With no end of the war in Lebanon in sight, the Saudis concluded 

that fighting the Palestinian cause was not worth their own internal security, leaving them to 

retrieve to the more familiar quiet diplomacy.498 Lebanon showcased how the Saudis had to 

weigh their interests and threats. They carefully ensured not to step on any toes, subsequently 

confusing Washington, who anticipated the Saudis would “pull their weight” and do their part. 

The war in Lebanon also became a malaise for President Reagan.  The President seemed to 

turn, already in July 1983, toward matters he viewed as more important, namely, to stop the 

Soviet Union from any further expansion in the region and similarly to secure the Persian Gulf 

oil.499  

Overcoming Differences  
The many ups and downs are symptomatic for the relationship and has been a continuation 

throughout the studied period.  As has been argued in chapter five, the Reagan administration’s 

interest in the Iran-Iraq war increased simultaneously as the threats against Saudi Arabia 

aggravated. When Iran retaliated against Iraq vicariously through Saudi Arabia and Kuwait, 

Ronald Reagan leaped over hurdles to abide by the Saudi request for 400 Stinger missiles to 

protect them from Iranian attacks. The relationship remained strong as they sought to deter Iran 

and any spillover from the Iran-Iraq war. If the relationship had suffered during the attempt at 

diplomacy in Lebanon, it once again flourished as Iran threatened the vital oil fields of Saudi 

Arabia. Once again, both Washington and Riyadh realized the threat enumerating from Iran- 

and not the Soviet Union. Washington, in their policy toward the war, leaned more and more 

on Iraq as the country proved to be the lesser evil for their own policy and that of their partner. 
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The recurring argument in Washington was the need for allies and with that credibility, an 

important argument in the justification of any arms sale to the Saudis. 

 The arguments for more advanced weaponry to the Saudis were in 1984/1985 the same 

as in 1981: the upheaval in the region, and more than ever the Iran-Iraq war, required the Saudis 

to defend themselves and supporting their ally was crucial to securing American interests. As 

in 1981, protecting the oil fields essentially meant protecting the Saudis and their common 

partnership. As the administration viewed it, Iran was by now the greatest threat to Saudi 

Arabia, indicating a shift in the Reagan administration’s threat perspective. The promises made 

by Reagan to “keep the Straits of Hormuz open” marked a continuation in American foreign 

policy to that of Pentagon’s same promise n 1956.500 The problem within the administration, 

however, was the lack of consensus on how to respond to this threat, which ultimately resulted 

in the failure to ship the arms package requested by the Saudis.  

It is during the time period of 1984-85 that the relationship was at its most complicated. 

Although proving to the Americans that the threats to the kingdom were real, the Saudis 

nonetheless rejected any American attempt at contingency planning that gave the Americans 

access to Saudi military bases, as was part on both Carter’s and Reagan’s visions for the Persian 

Gulf. Budding heads, the Saudis would not, until 1990, let the Americans descend on holy land. 

This marked another strain as both National Security Advisor Robert McFarlane and Secretary 

of State George Shultz seemed bother by the lack of Saudi contingency planning. At the same 

time, the Saudis were happy to provide financial assistance to Reagan’s ideological battle 

around the world. In this time period, the Saudis truly proved that they were committed to 

Washington’s anti-communism agenda. And it is this period that justifies the arguments made 

by Haas, Bronson and Long, among others, that Washington and Riyadh found common cause 

in their resentment of communism. However, the Saudi calculations were not entirely based on 

their desire to fight the threat of communism near and far. In Afghanistan, the Saudis were 

motivated by professing their support for the Mujahedin and the “Muslim cause”, not to wage 

a fight against the communist government. 501  

As archive material proves, the Saudis’ greatest threat was that coming from Israel (due 

to its military and political strength) and Iran (because of the very imminent threat of upheaval 

against the monarchy). They uttered this several times, and the mere fact that they rejected the 

strategic consensus proves that the Soviet Union was not necessarily the largest enemy. But, 
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for the Saudis, bonding with Washington over a perceived common enemy might have been 

their way to ease regional opposition. Trying to balance threats, the Saudis proclaimed 

Palestinian nationhood when it was required of them, supported anti-communist fighters in 

Afghanistan and sought protection from America. It seems as if the Saudis were using the Cold 

War card to profit from a) a closer relationship with Washington, and b) protecting the stability 

of the kingdom. Because, for the Saudis, this has always been the foundation of their foreign 

policy. The myopic perspective of Ronald Reagan fit well with the Saudi Kingdom and the 

Saudis have proven to be experts at utilizing this, funding the Mujahedin and the Contras, 

among others. However chaotic the administration was, this seemed to benefit the Saudis as 

they could play the tunes to a music the Reagan administration wanted to hear. 

Laissez-fair Decision-Making 
This thesis has, in varying degree, shown evidence for all three models of foreign policy. The 

importance of the Persian Gulf signalized the roots of strategic model, although President 

Reagan proclaimed a more tough stance on the region by defying Carter’s rejections of selling 

offensive arms to Saudi Arabia. The bureaucratic model is very evident by the many changes 

in staff and the different perspectives on the region. Alexander Haig’s pro-Israel approach 

differed severely from that of the more Israel restraint vision of Caspar Weinberger. This, of 

course, did not end with Haig’s departure and the bickering and lack of consensus between 

departments resulted in an unsuccessful arms sale to the Saudis in 1985. Arguments for the 

domestic model and the lobbying of interest groups have been presented throughout this study. 

This was especially the case when the Reagan administration set out a fueled battle against 

American Israel Public Affairs Committee (AIPAC) and Congress for the sale of AWACS. 

Although one can argue that because Reagan essentially won the argument was proved wrong, 

as Daniel E. Price has,502 the counter-argument is then that the administration suffered severely 

from the ordeal; which again colored their further policy in the Middle East. This reflected the 

ambiguous diplomacy in Lebanon and the strained weapons sale in 1985.    

The findings in this study conclude that, in concurrence with Spiegel and Quandt, the 

role of the president, strong or frail as it may be, and “the people at the top” has been significant 

in explaining American foreign policy.503 As has been evident throughout this study, Ronald 

Reagan’s personal beliefs, his strong faith and even stronger resent against the Soviet Union, a 
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zealous realist, reflected his foreign policy. To the public, his ardent anti-communism echoed 

a strong national figure against a looming threat. In reality, as this study has shown, Ronald 

Reagan’s public appearance did not match his managerial style. In internal discussions, he 

remained on the side-lines of decision-making and policy-making. This belief reinforced 

greater cooperation with Saudi Arabia, although his strong affection for Israel collided when 

anther war erupted in the Middle East.  

The findings in this study portray Ronald Reagan as a leader who steps up to the role at 

the pinnacle of a crisis. He did this by lobbying senators for the approval of the AWACS sale 

in 1981, he proclaimed a peace plan (albeit with little action) in 1982, and he waved his 

presidential veto to ship 400 missiles to the Saudis in 1984. And as was evident in chapter five, 

the lack of presidential leadership resulted in an unsuccessful arms deal in 1985, leading the 

Saudis to broaden their arms merchant horizon. More importantly, the findings portray a 

relationship based on asymmetric interdependence, and not a Saudi kingdom dependent on a 

strong hegemon.   

Conclusion: A Marriage of Convenience  
David E. Long’s remarks on the evolution of the US-Saudi relationship sums up the partnership 

quite well: “[t]he answer to why the relationship has weathered so well appears to be that- 

despite misunderstandings, unrealistic expectations, and divergent policies by each side- each 

country has benefitted greatly from the others friendship”.504 The biggest inquiry of this study 

has been to research why, and how, the relationship between two divergent allies has endured 

the many ups and down as the ones in the timespan on 1981-1985. As shown, the relationship 

has undergone tremendous trials met by arms sales and battles with Congress and AIPAC and 

unsuccessful attempts at creating peace in the Middle East. The US-Saudi relationship has been 

far from a romance. But it has nonetheless prevailed due to a mutual dependency on each other; 

Washington needed credibility as an ally and Riyadh needed the assurance of a protector.  

The US-Saudi relationship can only be explained by looking at it from such a 

perspective, which makes it indisputable why President Trump stands with the Saudi royal 

family despite their bruised reputation after the murder of dissident journalist Jamal Khashoggi. 

President Trump justified the relationship in the same myopic perspective as President Reagan 

did in the 1980s. Facing a common enemy, the bond between the US and Saudi Arabia has 

continued to strengthen despite the many hardships that may be faced upon them. As a marriage 
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of convince, the United States and Saudi Arabia were, and continue to be, bound by common 

need for stability in global oil markets and regional stability, not for love of common ideals.   
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