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The United States and Saudi Arabia Alliance Policy Memo 

The relationship between the United States and Saudi Arabia has long been debated, 

either being rationalized or condemned. There are concrete reasons for the relationship but also 

debate on whether it is still tangible, as well as concerns over the United States’ role in the 

Middle East. There is much unknown in the future of this complicated relationship but for the 

foreseeable future, the relationship remains. 

The United States’ relationship with Saudi Arabia officially began on Valentine’s Day in 

1945 when President Franklin D Roosevelt met with King Abdulaziz ibn Saud, the country’s 

founding father. On a US Navy ship in the Suez Canal, the two agreed upon “preferential 

American access to Saudi oil supplies at reasonable prices” and military protection for Saudi 

Arabia (Broder, 2018). This meeting laid the foundation for how this relationship would continue 

for the next over seventy years. There is a strategic partnership between the two countries, based 

on these basic principles, oil and defense, but in all reality, Saudi Arabia and the United States 

don’t have a formal, mutually binding defense treaty, only the trust that the US will aid Saudi if 

they are attacked. “Saudi Arabia became an energy superpower through the pioneering work of 

American oil companies. This has fostered a feeling of trust in American capabilities, and also 

allegiance to the United States for helping it transform from an underdeveloped place to achieve 

a fairly modern standard of living” (Grey, 2017, p. 323).  Although without a formal treaty, this 

relationship has lasted through numerous oil crises, the 9/11 terrorist attacks of which most were 

Saudi citizens, and countless human rights abuses. There have been many challenges on both 

sides to have a peaceful alliance while staying true to differing value systems. 
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There are various contemporary foreign policy challenges within the relationship between 

the United States and Saudi Arabia. These include the economic dependence the US has on 

Saudi Arabia, the increasing role of China in the economic market, the overlooking of human 

rights abuses, and the future of the United State’s role in the Middle East. For the United States, 

the relationship has a lot to do with a grand strategy that focuses on oil in the Gulf region of the 

Middle East. If we can keep oil prices down, or at least steady, our economy is in less trouble. 

This is where Saudi Arabia comes in, the United States imports about 5 million barrels of oil 

every day (Lippman, T., Stroul, D., & Feierstein, G., 2019, p. 18). The United States relies also 

on the arms that Saudi Arabia buys, “It is the third largest spending nation on military 

accumulation. The White House reports, for example, that the kingdom is the largest U.S. 

Foreign Military Sales (FMS) customer, with active and open cases valued at approximately $97 

billion” (Grey, 2014, p. 334). Along with this economic dependence are the benefits Saudi 

Arabia supplies through their position in the Middle East, “including its intelligence cooperation 

on counterterrorism, the fly-over rights it grants U.S. military aircraft in an important region of 

the world, the lucrative market it provides for U.S. military hardware” (Broder, 2018). Out of all 

the countries in the Middle East, Saudi Arabia is one of the only countries that the United States 

has a relationship with so “if the United States remains committed to providing security and 

defense in the Gulf region, if we continue to see Iran as a potential adversary in the region, you 

cannot achieve your military objectives without support from Saudi Arabia” (Lippman, T., 

Stroul, D., & Feierstein, G., 2019, p. 24). More than anything, the relationship is a strategic one, 

“We have worked together because we’ve seen it in our interests, not because we felt any 

emotional commitment” (Lippman, T., Stroul, D., & Feierstein, G., 2019, p. 18). Similar to what 
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Gries talks about, the United States hasn’t had to use the “affect heuristic” or mental shortcut to 

determine beliefs or preferences about countries because it’s always been in our benefit (Gries, 

2014, p. 43). China has only recently started to interrupt the relationship between these two 

countries through its large economic successes and greater need for oil. Grey discusses how 

China could prove to be a viable option for Saudi Arabia because “it is free from the historical 

stains that have accompanied the U.S. presence there” but “China is unwilling to take on the 

security role that the United States plays in the region because it has its own internal problems,” 

additionally, there have been rumors that China would be willing to sell nuclear weapons to 

Saudi Arabia which would cause direct problems with Iran and Israel, along with the rest of the 

world (Grey, 2014, p. 326). Overall, this indicates that Saudi Arabia is looking for other options 

to fill a possible void left if the United States becomes more energy-efficient and no longer needs 

as much Saudi oil (Grey, 2014, p. 331). A third challenge is overlooking human rights abuses 

committed by the Saudi Kingdom. On its own, the United States doesn’t have the best human 

rights record. After 9/11 specifically, there has been a relaxation on the opposition to torture and 

we still have yet to sign on to all of the UN’s treaties and conventions regarding human rights 

(Mayerfeld, 2016). So then, what ground do we have to stand on to criticize the Saudi Kingdom? 

In fact, we have strategically chosen not to, “In the whole history of this relationship, there has 

never been a time when the strategic planning or the relationship in any sense was put in 

jeopardy or threatened by human rights issues of any kind or the fate of any individual. Every 

year, the State Department excoriates Saudi Arabia in its annual report on human rights around 

the world, and it never makes any difference in terms of policy” (Lippman, T., Stroul, D., & 

Feierstein, G., 2019, p. 7). This is an interesting point because the United States prides itself on 
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liberal international order and the concept of “Big L” Liberalism, as Gries calls it, with themes 

such as individualism, liberty, and democracy (Gries, 2014, p. 33). This is a prime example of 

the differing value systems that the two countries hold. This leads us to the last challenge facing 

this relationship, the future of the United State’s role in the Middle East. There are concerns that 

the relationship is changing with President Trump and Mohammad Bin Salman in charge, “Gone 

are the days when Saudi Arabia conducted its foreign policy largely behind the scenes, avoiding 

direct military confrontation with its foes and quietly projecting its power by funding friendly 

Arab and Muslim politicians, proxies and media outlets. MBS is now using the kingdom's vast 

wealth to punish his critics and enemies both in his bare-knuckled diplomacy and on the 

battlefield in Yemen, where he's waging war against Iranian proxies,” as well, Saudi Arabia has 

taken note that the United States has increasingly moved toward Israel in the Israeli-Palestinian 

conflict, losing credibility in the Arab World (Broder, 2018). The world is dealing with polarity 

shifts about who has primacy and through what and this relationship “has highlighted the fact 

that though the United States is the world’s preponderant power, [but] Saudi Arabia has primacy 

in oil” (Grey, 2014, p. 336). Taking into account these contemporary foreign policy challenges, I 

will propose possible courses of action for the United States.  

The first proposal would be a more mild approach. The United States should place 

pressure on Saudi Arabia, and Mohammad Bin Salman, to make changes to the royal court in 

order to ensure that all power does not lie with MbS. The Western world was excited when he 

came into power because of the changes he promised but the crumbs he gave, allowing women 

to drive, do not cover up the consolidation of power he has enacted and the human rights abuses 

that have come from it. The United States can leverage more advanced security for Saudi Arabia 
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in exchange. As previously mentioned, the transition into power for MbS was exciting for many 

but it has quickly turned into a fear for the day he presumably becomes king. Through 

encouraging Saudi Arabia to bring back institutions that are not directly under the control of the 

Saudi Regime, the United States can be proud of promoting democracy and “Big L” liberal 

values across the globe. If this is not something that Saudi Arabia is willing to change then I 

think it’s also time for the United States to reconsider the relationship that they hold and why 

they are willing to sacrifice so much for an authoritarian regime. The obvious concern with any 

sort of change that is viewed negatively by the Saudi kingdom is the plight of war, nuclear 

weapons, and increasing oil prices. While the positives of the change include a more democratic 

government for Saudi Arabia and a path towards a healthier relationship between the two 

countries that isn’t based on fear and retaliation but a mutual understanding, “these are 

opportunities where American officials could say, we’re going to be raising these issues, but we 

can still work with you to address concerns that are in your legitimate security interests and also 

in ours” (Lippman, T., Stroul, D., & Feierstein, G., 2019, p. 17). A second proposal would be 

more radical and it would be based on Saudi Arabia’s blatant disrespect of human rights. We 

have to end weapon sales to Saudi Arabia immediately. Although our current president has taken 

human rights off his diplomatic agenda, quoting “We are not here to lecture, we are not here to 

tell people how to live, what to do, who to be or how to worship,” (Broder, 2018) we have to 

take a stand. Important to keep in mind is:  

It’s not about the United States dictating to other countries what they do inside their borders. 

But if events or decisions made inside a country affect the United States, then we do need to 

raise this. I don’t think it’s in our interest for Saudi Arabia to be in a group of countries that 
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assassinate dissidents abroad. The other governments that do that are Russia and North 

Korea. It’s not in our interest; there is a reason to raise it. If you then extend that out and say, 

it’s not the business of the United States what takes place in other countries, what kind of 

jungle rules are we talking about? We’re having a debate right now in our own country about 

whether or not the system of alliances and normative behavior is in our interest to reinforce. 

If you extend that logic, should we not attempt to prevent Bashar al-Assad from gassing or 

dropping barrel bombs on his own people? Should we not work with other countries to raise 

concerns when there’s mass imprisonment of political dissidents — which inherently makes 

those countries more unstable and opens the door to more malign actors, which makes our 

ability to be partners with those countries more difficult… (Lippman, T., Stroul, D., & 

Feierstein, G., 2019, p. 28) 

Similar to the positives and negatives for the prior policy recommendation. Retaliation and 

economic implications could be imposed on the United States. This could be a great time for the 

United States to look into more environmentally friendly and homegrown options to lessen 

dependency on Saudi oil. In fact, the United States is expected to be self-sufficient in energy by 

2035, according to BP (Mason, 2014, p. 33). Overall, it’s essential that the United States 

promotes democracy in Saudi Arabia, eliminates arms sales in order to prevent further terror in 

Yemen, and transition away from fossil fuel dependency.  

A definitive unknowable when it comes to the future of the United States and Saudi 

Arabia’s alliance is whether the unpredictability that Trump and MbS bring to the table will 

continue after the upcoming presidential election and further on. Mohammad bin Salman’s 
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policies have become more and more disruptive to the security and stability in the region, “but 

the United States has also, under the Trump administration, become disruptive. It’s hard to argue 

that Trump policy is in support of regional security and stability” (Lippman, T., Stroul, D., & 

Feierstein, G., 2019, p. 15). Will the two countries find a way to work together in the future or 

will the impending move away from fossil fuels dissolve the relationship entirely? Only time will 

tell. 
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