
violent ethnic cleansing of nearly a million Palestinians carried out through deceit, 
terror and massacre. And over time, the oppression of Palestinians has grown more 
severe, now tending in a genocidal direction.
IV. 1.

Answer: c. Saudi Arabia is one of the most repressive states in the world. In an op-
ed in the Guardian newspaper written over a month before Khashoggi’s murder, and 
while prominent liberal pundits like the New York Times’ Thomas Friedman were still 
singing the praises of MBS, Kenan Malik pointed to the case of five Saudi activists 
facing possible execution for “participating in protests,” “chanting slogans hostile to 
the regime,” and “filming protests and publishing on social media.” Malik cited a UN 
report on the “pattern of widespread and systematic arbitrary arrests and detention.” 
Malik noted that for the West, “the regime’s refusal to countenance any dissent has 
until now created a relatively stable state that is also pro-western,” a “bulwark” against 
radical movements or contending imperialist powers in the region.

Amnesty International reports that torture is widely used to extract confessions, 
which are then used to justify executing hundreds of dissidents. Amnesty also notes 
that Saudi women “are required to have the permission from a male guardian … to 
enroll in higher education, seek employment, marry or travel.” The right of some 
women to drive has been granted, but women activists who had campaigned for this 
are still being threatened and arrested. In the 2000s, women who had been raped 
but were unable to prove it were subjected to being flogged for “adultery.” In 2014, 
a Saudi blogger received 1,000 lashes and 10 years in prison for “apostasy”—i.e., 
departing in some way from Islamic belief.

None of this or the countless other atrocities of the regime have received any 
significant attention in the Western media, or in any way affected the 70-year-long 
extremely close relationship between the U.S. and Saudi Arabia.
IV. 2.

Answer: d. There is no evidence of any Iranian troops in Yemen. When Saudi 
Arabia launched its invasion of Yemen in 2015, their concern was that indigenous 
Houthi rebels who had taken over most of the country were “influenced” by Iran. 
There have been allegations—thus far unproven—that Iran has sent a small amount of 
weapons and advisers to help the Houthi.
IV. 3.

Answer: e. While the Obama administration was “unenthusiastic” about the war 
in Yemen, according to an Obama official cited by The Atlantic, their attitude was 
that “Yemen would be a ‘shit show’ whatever the United States does. So why further 
degrade a sometimes-unpleasant, but necessary relationship with the Saudis to produce 
the same end result?”

For more on all of this, go to www.revcom.us.

With U.S. Ally Saudi Arabia in the 
News for Assassinating Dissident 
Journalist Jamal Khashoggi

Test Your Knowledge 
With the “But That’s 
Not Who We Are” Quiz

The revelations in the wake of the murder of Jamal 
Khashoggi strengthen and seem to point to the allegation 
that the head of the Saudi Arabian government, Crown 
Prince Mohammed bin Salman (MBS), had ordered the 
murder and dismemberment of dissident Saudi journalist 
Jamal Khashoggi, and with more news coming out about 
massive civilian deaths from the Saudi’s war in Yemen, 
Donald Trump issued an official Statement (“Stand With 
Saudi Arabia”) strongly supporting the Saudi government. 
This shocked millions of people. Trump’s mainstream 
critics make many points, but almost always return to 
the theme that “This is not who we are; this is not what 
America does; this is a betrayal of American values.”

But is that true? Test your knowledge of America’s role in 
the Middle East and what values and interests actually 
guide it. Take the “But That’s Not Who We Are” quiz.
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I. Formation of the Modern Middle East

1) The shape of today’s Middle East, the different 
countries, their borders—and the frequent wars waged 
there—was primarily shaped by:

a. Natural geographic boundaries—rivers, mountains, 
deserts and oceans.

b. Ancient tribal and national rivalries and wars, leading 
to the formations of countries that each represent one 
group that is hostile to the others.

c. The intervention of foreign powers seeking to control 
the region.

d. The nearly 1,400-year-old split between the Shiite and 
Sunni branches of Islam.

2) Modern Saudi Arabia is:

a. The continuation of an ancient kingdom established 
in the time of Mohammed.

b. Ruled by a 1,000-year-old dynasty, broadly supported 
by the Saudi population.

c. A fiercely independent nation whose control of oil 
gives it vast power to dictate to Western nations.

d. All of the above.
e. None of the above.

II. American Values

1) Which world leader publicly argued that the deaths of 
500,000 Iraqi children was “worth it” to achieve his/her 
government’s political aims?

a. Saddam Hussein (former president of Iraq)
b. Madeleine Albright (Ambassador to the UN and then 

Secretary of State under President Clinton)
c. Donald Trump 
d. Ali Khamenei (leader of Iran, which fought an eight-

year war with Iraq)

1945), the King of Saudi Arabia met with U.S. President Roosevelt—now clearly 
the rising imperialist power in the world—and agreed to provide oil to the U.S. in 
exchange for U.S. protection of his regime. This deal (which remains in effect today) 
essentially sealed Saudi Arabia’s position as a U.S. neo-colony. The main beneficiary 
of this has been the U.S., which not only has made hundreds of billions of dollars from 
Saudi oil, but has used its control of the peninsula and of Saudi oil as a key strategic 
resource for dominating the Middle East as a whole and in contending with other 
imperialist powers.

While the Saudi ruling class and upper strata has grown quite wealthy from this 
arrangement, large sections of people remain bitterly impoverished—in particular 
the millions of foreign workers brought in to work in agriculture, oil fields and other 
industry or as domestic servants to the Saudi elite5. Rivalries also wrack the ruling 
class itself, leading to a number of violent clashes over the years. Women have no 
rights, and even Muslims who differ from the extreme Wahhabist6 beliefs of the rulers 
suffer terrible persecution. The whole political, social and economic structure of Saudi 
Arabia is extremely brittle, and would not survive long without the solid backing of 
the U.S. (or some other imperialist power).
II. 1.

Answer: b. On May 2, 1996, on 60 Minutes, Leslie Stahl said that half a million 
Iraqi children had died as a result of U.S. sanctions against Iraq (aimed at forcing 
Saddam Hussein to be more compliant with U.S. interests in the region). She asked 
Albright if the political objectives were worth the lives of all those children, Albright 
said, “this is a very hard choice, but the price—we think the price is worth it.” 

In July 2012, President Obama awarded Albright the “Medal of Freedom.”
II. 2.

Answer to a: False. The U.S. not only failed to denounce these horrendous acts 
of repression, but even refused to refer to the Egyptian military takeover as a “coup,” 
because using that word would, under U.S. law, require it to cut off aid. Egypt 
remained a close U.S. ally under Obama and now Trump.

Answer to b: False. The U.S. government ignores, and the U.S. media essentially 
buries, all news about the barbaric Saudi regime, and (as we have seen) maintains an 
extremely close relationship with it.
III. 1.

Answer: e. Israel was conceived as an outpost of European imperialism to 
dominate the Middle East and has played that role ever since. It was created by the 

 “The British recognised Ibn Saud’s control of Arabia, and by 1922 his subsidy was raised to £100,000 a 
year by Colonial Secretary Winston Churchill.”

5 In 2012, 66 percent of jobs in Saudi Arabia were done by an estimated eight million foreign workers 
who generally must surrender their visas to their employers, and who have virtually no legal rights. 
According to the Guardian, there are about 1.5 million foreign maids, many of whom “face intense 
exploitation and abuse, ranging from months of hard work without pay to physical violence to slavery-like 
conditions.” In 2013, at least 45 maids were on death row for “crimes” such as “sorcery,” “adultery” or 
“fornication”—charges often brought when domestic workers report having been raped by their employers.

6 Wahhabism is an extremely strict form of Islam started by Mohammed ibn Abdul Wahhab in the 1700s, 
and brought to national power in Saudi Arabia with the ascension of the house of Saud in the 1920s. It 
demands severe punishments—including death—for any deviation from its interpretation of Islam, or for 
lack of loyalty to the King (or the Caliphate, if one exists).



ANSWERS:

I. 1.
Answer: c. From the 1500s on into the 20th century, most of the Middle East was 

controlled by the Ottoman Empire centered in what is now Turkey. In 1908, oil was 
discovered in the region and it became the intense focus of the U.S. and of various 
European empires. During World War I (1914-1918), the British encouraged an Arab 
revolt against the Ottomans, but then when the Ottoman Empire was defeated, the 
British betrayed that revolt. In the secret Sykes-Picot Agreement (1916), Britain and 
France carved up much of the region between them based on their respective military 
strength, and without regard for the wishes or national sentiments of the various 
populations1. This led to the formation of the modern nations of Iraq, Syria, Lebanon 
and Jordan. The imperialists then used existing religious and ethnic conflicts to divide 
and conquer, in order to maintain control of their colonies.2 Later (1948), the state of 
Israel was established as an even more effective vehicle for control (see question III-1, 
below).

Since then, the U.S. and Russia have elbowed their way in, with the U.S. being the 
main power since the 1960s. And while other factors (national and religious rivalries, 
geography, etc.) certainly played a role in developments, the basic framework is set by 
the domination of imperialist powers, their extraction of wealth from the region, and 
their rivalries amongst each other3.
I. 2.

Answer: e. For hundreds of years a variety of tribal groups occupied the Saudi 
peninsula with no central state. In the wake of World War 1, the forerunners of the 
House of Saud waged war on the other groups to consolidate power, forging an 
alliance with the British Empire to do so4. Near the end of World War 2 (February 

1 The New Yorker refers to Sykes-Picot as a “colonial carve”-up and notes that “Its map ignored local 
identities and political preferences. Borders were determined with a ruler—arbitrarily. At a briefing for 
Britain’s Prime Minister H. H. Asquith, in 1915, Sykes famously explained, “I should like to draw a line 
from the ‘E’ in Acre to the last ‘K’ in Kirkuk.”

2 A British report in this period stated that “What we want … is not a United Arabia, but a weak and 
disunited Arabia, split up into little principalities so far as possible under our suzerainty – but incapable of 
coordinated action against us, forming a buffer against the Powers in the West.” See “How Britain Carved 
Up the Middle East and Helped Create Saudi Arabia, by Mark Curtis.

3 For instance, in 2007, after the U.S. invaded Iraq and incited rivalries between Shiites and Sunnis as a 
way of consolidating power, NPR’s Morning Edition noted that “Although the origins of the Sunni-Shiite 
split [in the 7th century] were violent, over the centuries Shiites and Sunnis lived peacefully together for 
long periods of time…”, but now, “that appears to be giving way to a new period of spreading conflict in the 
Middle East between Shiites and Sunnis.”

4 Curtis notes that Britain “provided arms and money to Ibn Saud during the First World War, signing a 
treaty with him in 1915 and recognising him as the ruler of the Nejd province under British protection. By 
the end of the war, he was receiving a British subsidy of £5,000 a month” He then cites Said Aburish’s vivid 
description of Ibn Saud’s rise to power a few years later: 
 Ibn Saud’s “…‘savagery wreaked havoc across Arabia’, terrorising and mercilessly slaughtering his 
enemies. The conquest of Arabia cost the lives of around 400,000 people, since Saud’s forces did not take 
prisoners; over a million people fled to neighbouring countries. Numerous rebellions against the House 
of Saud subsequently took place, each put down in ‘mass killings of mostly innocent victims, including 
women and children.’ By the mid-1920s most of Arabia had been subdued, 40,000 people had been publicly 
executed and some 350,000 had had limbs amputated; the territory was divided into districts under the 
control of Saud’s relatives, a situation which largely prevails today.

e. Bashar al-Assad (president of Syria, which borders 
Iraq)

f. George W. Bush (president of the U.S. who waged the 
Second Gulf War against Iraq)

2) True or False: As the self-proclaimed “leader of the free 
world” and defender of human rights and rule of law, 
the United States strongly denounced… 

a. The military coup in Egypt in July 2013 by General 
Sisi. After seizing power, Sisi’s troops opened fire on a 
sit-in protest in Cairo, killing at least 817 people. Then 
the government arrested and charged 739 protesters 
and opposition political leaders, sentencing 75 of 
them to death for their “role” in the deaths. 

b. The medieval penal system in Saudi Arabia. Saudi 
Arabia beheaded nearly 600 people between the 
start of 2014 and April 2018, one-third of them for 
nonviolent drug offenses. In just the first four months 
of 2018, they beheaded 48 people, one half for 
nonviolent drug offenses.

III. Israel: Often, defenders of the U.S. role in the Middle 
East point to Israel, which they portray as “an island 
of democracy in a sea of despots,” “a haven for the 
persecuted Jewish people,” “a land without a people 
for a people without a land.” Then this narrative is 
used to justify America’s alliances with regimes like 
Saudi Arabia “in order to defend tiny, democratic 
Israel.” 

1) Which of the following is true: 

a. Theodore Herzl, the founder of the Zionist movement 
that led to the establishment of Israel, said: “We 
should there form a portion of a rampart of Europe 
against Asia, an outpost of civilization as opposed to 
barbarism.”

b. Israel keeps nearly two million Palestinians in what 
amounts to an open-air prison on the Gaza strip. 



The entire area—one of the most densely populated 
in the world—is fenced and walled in, and people 
approaching the wall can be shot on sight. Anyone 
and anything entering or leaving must go through 
Israeli military checkpoints, and getting out for 
medical treatment, education or anything else is 
extremely hard. The Israeli government has actually 
calculated how many calories the food allowed 
to enter must contain to keep people above the 
starvation level. In the spring of this year, Israeli 
soldiers killed at least 60 and wounded 2,700 
unarmed protesters demanding an end to the siege of 
Gaza.

c. Israel officially relegates the Palestinian people to 
second-class status. A new law on citizenship that 
has the weight of a constitutional amendment passed 
in July states that Israel is the “nation-state of the 
Jewish people,” and that the right of national self-
determination is “unique to the Jewish people,” 
not to all citizens.  The law also fails to mention 
“democracy” or “equality” at all.

d. None of this is true, it’s all lies!
e. All of this is true, and well-documented.

IV. The U.S. and Saudi Arabia

Which of the following is true?

1) The Murder of Jamal Khashoggi:

a. Came as a total shock to the U.S. government—it was 
completely out of character with Saudi traditions of 
respect for dissent and human rights;

b. Was part of a disturbing pattern of repressive activity 
which the U.S. had sharply criticized before, even 
going to the point of threatening to cut off aid if there 
were not improvements;

c. Was completely consistent with—even if a bit more 
open and flagrant than—the widely known practices 
of the Saudi Government throughout its alliance 

with the U.S., and which the U.S. has never seriously 
criticized or opposed.

2) The War in Yemen: U.S. news media routinely refer to 
the war in Yemen as “a proxy war between Saudi Arabia 
and Iran.” How many Iranian and Saudi troops are 
fighting in Yemen?

a. 75,000 Iranian troops and 75,000 Saudi troops
b. 40,000 Iranian troops and 80,000 Saudi troops
c. 90,000 Iranian troops and 25,000 Saudi troops
d. Zero Iranian troops and 150,000 Saudi troops

3) Saudi airstrikes in Yemen have destroyed more than 
70 health care facilities in Yemen, a large portion while 
Obama was president. In August 2016, the Saudis 
bombed the triage area of the Abs District Hospital, 
which at that time was treating child victims of a recent 
Saudi bombing of a nearby school. 19 people were 
killed, 23 wounded, and Doctors Without Borders 
finally felt they had to pull their staff out of the whole 
region. 

Finally, President Obama could take it no longer 
and he:

a. Strongly denounced Saudi Arabia for crimes against 
humanity;

b. Announced the U.S. would cut off all aid to the Saudi 
military effort;

c. Imposed sanctions on Saudi Arabia to force them to 
stop committing war crimes;

d. All of the above;
e. Said nothing, went ahead with a $1.3 billion arms sale 

to the Saudis, but did worry about whether the U.S. 
could be legally implicated in Saudi war crimes.


