
BLACK GOLD, WHITE CRUDE:
RACE AND THE MAKING OF THE

WORLD OIL FRONTIER

Robert Vitalis

“Throughout the 1950s Anglo-American strategy rested on an oil
cartel... The five American and two British multinationals involved
represented the substance of empire in the Middle East.”

Wm. Roger Louis and Ronald Robinson1

This essay, part of a work-in-progress on state and market formation in
Saudi Arabia, introduces an account of American oil firms’ investments in
a norm of white supremacy and in a global institution or regime of ascrip-
tive hierarchy known as racism.2 Making this social or cultural historians’
“move” is necessary in the interest of reviving the critical tradition of polit-
ical economy and in doing the heavy lifting that others apparently will not
do in studying the course of U.S. empire.3 Oil firms in the world economy
are, of course, a classic subject of historical analysis and as much an issue
today as they were for various intellectual ancestors. And the period dis-
cussed here, the 1940s and ‘50s, the era before the 1973 “oil shock” that
has exerted such profound influence on the questions we have asked about
the past, is a truly remarkable time on what were then the frontiers of glob-
al capitalism. 

Much about the renewed attention to oil politics and emerging mar-
kets in the 1990s is echoed in the history of state and market formation on
the eastern shores of the Saudi kingdom. The  pipeline battles in the
Caspian sea are eerily familiar scenes from World War II in the Gulf, when
“strategic” predictions about the world economy running out of oil first
made headlines. Accounts of Baku as a boom town resemble those that
were once written about Dhahran and dozens of other places. Even the
muckraking attacks now on Chevron in the Niger River Delta, where the
firm admits to transporting Nigerian troops to put down the rebellions in
the oil camps, echo the past. Chevron once was Standard Oil of California
(or Socal). Its subsidiary, Aramco, in Saudi Arabia had transported Saudi
soldiers to invade Israel in the 1948 war, and hauled  troops again in the
war against Britain in the Buraimi oasis in the 1950s. In Africa, the oil
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giants are now deeply invested in public identities as partners in develop-
ment,  good guests helping with schools and roads, building hospitals,
training workers and educating young people.

The Saudi case offers perspective on the origins or invention of these
ideas about the firms as agents of development, and the case may also help
us understand why the Niger Delta is currently in crisis. Here is where the
hard work comes in, however,  because until now it has been virtually
impossible to find an account of the exclusionary practices and norms that
defined the first wave of oil exploration abroad, in places like Saudi
Arabia, practices which were themselves legacies of oil booms and market
formation in the American west and southwest—Coalinga, Beaumont,
and the like. The myriad defenders of cold war containment together with
the critics of American empire, those cautious historians and bold politi-
cal economy  theorists alike, have all constructed their arguments seem-
ingly without ever considering the encounter between Saudis and
Americans “on the ground.”4 Doing so means having to excavate  through
multiple strata of company public relations campaigns and two or three
generations of scholarship that rest on these foundations. Put more for-
mally, the turn to archives, modes of analysis and areas of inquiry outside
the traditional disciplinary boundaries of both diplomatic history and
Americans’ brand of comparative political economy can serve to revise and
deepen our appreciation of the nature and extent—“the substance”—of
the transition from British to US hegemony in the Middle East.5 A mul-
tivocal record of resistance to the Americans’ project, too, can be found in
the oil camps and towns in the 1940s and 1950s, the new ministries and
prisons, and in the palaces that the Bechtel brothers outfitted for the Al
Sa‘ud. Making sense of these various currents, however, means writing his-
tory that does not read backward, anxiously, from the vantage of the 1973
oil crisis, under the sway of declinism. It also means history in tension
with those that firms and states tell about themselves. The moments,
events and figures of the past from which the guardians of the US-Saudi
partnership today still seek to insulate us would seem irresistible starting
points for investigation, beginning, in this case, with the oil workers,
many of them Shi‘a, who fought to overturn the noxious racial order that
Americans exported to Dhahran.

Most readers of this essay will likely already be more predisposed than
are the Saudi regime’s friends and clients in Washington today to recog-
nize, at least for the public record, that American dominance of the Gulf
long predates the 1990-91 war with Iraq.6 But engaging with the argu-
ment will oblige you to reconsider your position along the interpretive
continuum between continuity and change in the US-Saudi special rela-
tionship, and likewise to move toward America as an ordinary empire and
away from exceptionalism as the template for historical comparative polit-
ical economy.
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There is something poignant in the recent defense by Berkeley politi-
cal scientist Kiren Chaudhry of the “relevance” of Saudi Arabia and
Yemen to “general discussions of political economy.”7 If, as she says, these
qualify as “two of the least studied cases on record,” then this is in no
small part due to the particular kind of repressive institutional order fash-
ioned in the Gulf since the 1960s. Still, we might stop and consider this
claim carefully. What she means by political economy and who she is
addressing applies to a fairly restricted cohort of American political scien-
tists. And the claim only makes sense when understood in terms of par-
ticular kind of “vocational knowledge” that now circulates among them. 8

By widening the compass just a little we might conclude, contra
Chaudhry, that the Saudi case is in fact critical to the founding of politi-
cal economy as a distinct field of inquiry in the United States.

Of course, long before the consecration of political economy as an
official “section” inside the American Political Science Association, devel-
opments in the Gulf were central to the ideas, institutions and social move-
ments which are considered some of the intellectual sources of the field.
From the writings of Hilferding and Lenin, to the varieties of more home-
grown antiimperialist, regionalist and muckraking traditions—the Nation,
Charles Beard, and the Texas Railroad Commission—the Gulf figured
prominently in debates about the Great War, capitalist development, impe-
rialism and resource economics. But it was the moment when Saudi Arabia
and OPEC emerged as central actors in the world economy that gave rise
to the debates on “relative decline,” “structural power,” the “sovereignty at
bay” perspective on multinational corporations, “the new international
economic order” and, on the left in particular, the arguments about depen-
dency, the internationalization of capital, and the revisionist theories of Bill
Warren, which form the canon in political economy theory today.9

If we widen the compass just a little more, to include the historians
who focus on oil companies, emerging oil states and the dynamics of oil
diplomacy,  the Gulf looms even larger in our understanding of the course
of the world economy. The torrent of work on Saudi Arabia produced over
the past two decades by diplomatic and business historians, much of which
is deftly treated and revised by Simon Davis in a 1997 issue of Diplomacy
and Statecraft, covers much of the ground that Chaudhry criticizes her own
tribe for avoiding. It is indeed quite conventional now inside diplomatic
history to begin the narrative of postwar imperial demise with the Saudi
case, because nowhere else in the Middle East was America’s rise to domi-
nance so rapid, complete and seemingly irreversible.10

The broad terms of debate about Americans, power and purpose in
the Gulf were set in fact long before today’s scholars had access to Foreign
Office and State Department records from the 1940s and ‘50s. In those
decades the Americans were criticized from a range of perspectives, inside
the British residency in Kuwait, on Radio Cairo’s sawt al-‘Arab broadcasts,
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and in the posters and flyers appearing in the oil camps of the eastern Hasa
province, for replacing an old tyranny by a far worse one, for pursuing
crudely self-serving projects of all kinds, and for creating an oil monopoly
that heedlessly commanded the fates of kings and migrant laborers alike.
Executives from the Arabian American Oil Company (Aramco),  the
Delaware incorporated producing subsidiary of the largest firms then oper-
ating in the world economy, were in turn instrumental in trying to bring
to the debate their own, far more positive account of the oil industry’s and
America’s developmentalist ethos. Thus, they paid journalists in Cairo and
Beirut, produced movies and magazines, hired writers like Wallace Stegner,
aided and subsidized scholars such as Bailey Winder, Elizabeth Monroe and
George Lenczowski, and funded organization such as the Middle East
Institute. 

Since the 1950s, variations of an argument for a uniquely American-
style empire lite on the Hasa frontier have competed for our allegiance with
an updated but still classic conception of world economy. At the extreme,
the rhetoric and substance of imperialism is rejected as a way of telling the
story of US-Saudi relations and of Saudi state formation. This is in essence
the official “Aramco version” of history.11 More commonly, the story of the
dawn of the new American era is structured by loose comparison with
other, earlier national imperial styles and epochs. And some choose to
romanticize the capacities of clients and dynasts in Saudi Arabia and else-
where to “manipulate” great powers for their own objectives, seemingly
undaunted by systemic, global power asymmetries. 

Those who in contrast continue to deploy the idea of empire “without
fear or favor” as part of a broad account of British retreat and American
expansion in the Middle East rely on the new canonical accounts of oil
diplomacy in Saudi Arabia, both with good reason and to good effect.12

These studies explain American foreign oil policy in terms of an evolving
“public-private partnership” (Painter) or “coalition” (Anderson) among
leading firms, sectors and state agents.13 As an International Relations the-
orist might put it, industrial structure shaped the Anglo-American struggle
for regional dominance.14 The quote that opens this essay has Louis and
Robinson making the same point more plainly: “Throughout the 1950s
Anglo-American strategy rested on an oil cartel that...represented the sub-
stance of empire in the Middle East.”15

Gregory Nowell, in his remarkable study of the interwar struggle over
oil markets by firms and states, makes a key point when it comes to study-
ing the politics of business. “Corporations see historical records as a cost to
maintain, and at times as a threat to the firm—they do not systematically
preserve their political records the way nations do.”16 The point is general-
ly true al though Aramco is arguably a kind of exception, because they so
closely modeled their organizational structure on key parts of the wartime
US state, creating what in effect was a mini state department and intelli-
gence organization, this latter office adapted quite literally from the OSS’s
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Middle East intelligence and propaganda division.  This was the  institu-
tional home of Aramco’s vaunted Arabists and, not coincidentally, many of
the early CIA operatives in Saudi Arabia. 

If, generally, firms are not like states in their approach to records, it
seems that those who write about firms—whether they have official access
to company files or not—tend to reproduce a narrative or model familiar
from histories of states. Specifically, they write exceptionalist accounts.
That is, they and write their own past as unique in relation to some other
allegedly more common pattern across time. For the Arabian American Oil
Company (Aramco), a consortium of US multinationals that controlled
the vast Saudi concession, the starting and ending point is always that it
was unique in the annals of the history of oil multinationals (or other
firms) operating abroad. This account of the American firm of course mir-
rors the even more popular myth of America itself as empire’s antithesis.
Not surprisingly, in the early post-WW II years, when the American set-
tlement in Saudi Arabia may have been larger than any other US enclave
across the globe—Manila, Shanghai, the Zone—a central theme in an
emerging Saudi historiography is that the kingdom’s own course in the
twentieth century is uniquely stamped by its success in avoiding colonial-
ism and its consequences. So, it is often forgotten that the emir and later
sultan of Najd was in fact an official client, the emirate a formal protec-
torate, of the British empire until 1927.

The Al Sa‘ud’s relations with British and US states in the 1930s and
beyond would be constrained by a set of norms that sanctioned the right
of national self determination.  But Ibn Sa‘ud, his rivals on the borders of
Najd, and the groups owing various degrees of allegiance to these sultans
and emirs continued to be subject to many of the same formal and infor-
mal practices as other parts of the Ottoman Empire’s Arab provinces in the
1910s and 1920s. ‘Abd al-‘Aziz appealed desperately during World War I
to be granted the same kind of protected status through which Oman,
Bahrain, Kuwait, the Emirates and Egypt had been incorporated into the
British Empire. Later, and following the collapse of the Ottoman state, Ibn
Sa‘ud was obliged to rethink the question of appropriate international
standing for his domains once Britain had acknowledged the indepen-
dence of both Egypt and the Kingdom of the Hijaz, the latter conquered
by the Al Sa‘ud in 1925-1926 and gradually absorbed into the emerging
Najdi micro-empire over the next six years. 17

The juridical status accorded Abd al-‘Aziz’s momentarily twin inde-
pendent countries Hijaz and Najd did little, however, to alter the reality of
the king’s dependence on the British or the extent to which the imperial
power checked Ibn Sa‘ud’s autonomy more effectively than he could dream
for in his own dependencies and protectorates, Hasa and Asir. Most cru-
cially, of course, is that Ibn Sa‘ud never attempted war against his British-
allied rivals and the territories they possessed, which he coveted. Instead,
he had to resign himself, as later would his sons, to borders and frontiers
imposed by others.
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On the eve of World War II the new vast lands of the kingdom were
essentially still little more than a federation of tribes and towns. The con-
quest of Hijaz had provided the Al Sa‘ud with the rudimentary technology
of administration that his agents sought fitfully to master. The rebellions of
the 1930s had been defeated. Ibn Sa‘ud’s cousins and nephews supervised
the taxing of the cities and provinces.18 And as the kingdom’s affairs grew
increasingly bound up with the world economy, those who ruled gradual-
ly converged on a set of practices that made a Saudi state easier to imagine
perhaps by the 1970s.

Thus, if we shift from a focus on sovereignty claims to more mundane
realms such as work, education, technology, finance, health, industry and
so on, then the claims that are sometimes made about the domains of the
Al Sa‘ud having escaped the kinds of “colonial” experiences that scarred
Egypt and other surrounding Arab states turn into mere debating points.
The transformation of the landscape that became Saudi Arabia was
designed and built by foreigners, arriving in increasing numbers in the
1940s and 1950s, and financed by foreign investment, foreign private and
public aid, and large loans secured by future oil royalties. There was little
capacity on the part of the king and his handful of agents to direct or to
even oversee these changes, and “government” of the economies (it is
impossible to think of the domains as an integrated network of markets
and administrative rules in any meaningful way) was essentially limited to
keeping the Al Sa‘ud solvent. This was no mean feat, given the king’s “gen-
erosity” as his American fans put it, and one cannot help but admire
‘Abdallah Sulayman, the state’s most important economic agent for decades
and an extraordinary rent-seeker in his own right.19 But the consequences
included the arrival in 1951 of the first of many “missions” to guide the cre-
ation of national-level policy agencies and practices. 

One perhaps can imagine the theoretical tension that is the result.
American oil company officials argued, often exaggeratedly, that they were
by far the most important engineers of institutional change in the kingdom
(no other firm in the world had been more responsible, they insisted). All
good things go together in this case because, again, allegedly in contrast to
other firms or the British imperial project generally, they claimed both to
respect local custom and treat Saudi sovereignty as inviolate. Saudis would,
p re d i c t a b l y, wince when confronted by these strong strands of
Americancentrism and strain to assert their autonomy from the US expan-
sionist project. So, of course, would the British government which redou-
bled its efforts to hold on to what it could of the privileged position inside
the kingdom

II

The history of American expansion and British imperial retreat in
the Middle East begins in Hasa, and World War II represents a turning
point. The exigencies of the war had obliged Churchill’s government to
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accede to American “open door” policies in the region in return for US
support. In the face of the power of American capital, the administrators
of empire, from Cairo to Teheran, desperately sought measures to insu-
late and preserve residual political prerogatives.20 And although projec-
tions of Anglo-American condominium proved in general to have been
misconceived, nowhere else in the region were illusions of limiting the
US advance shattered so abruptly and thoroughly as in Saudi Arabia.
Thus by 1945, Laurence Grafftey-Smith, newly arrived as minister to
Jidda after a life-time of service to the empire in the Hijaz and surround-
ing states, described the kingdom as turning into a “virtual protectorate”
of America.21

The landscape of power in the peninsula was indeed undergoing dra-
matic transformation. Aramco, the producing subsidiary owned jointly by
Standard Oil of California (Socal, later Chevron) and the Texas Company
(Texaco) had just started shipping oil in commercial quantities when the
war began.22 With transport and markets disrupted, the firm was unable to
sustain production, so oil flows slowed to a trickle, the wells were capped,
and a skeleton crew of 100 men remained in place in Hasa. The US state
had no diplomatic representation in the kingdom on the eve of the war,
when the ambassador in Egypt was named minister to Jidda, to oversee
American interests in the gulf from Cairo’s lush Garden City district. 

By war’s end, the legendary Col. William (Bill) Eddy, the Sidon-born
and Princeton-bred marine, who translated for Roosevelt in his famous
meeting with Ibn Sa‘ud and who by the late 1940s was a CIA agent serv-
ing undercover in Aramco, had arrived to head the rapidly expanding
American enclave as the new ambassador to Jidda.23 Across the vast deserts
of Najd, the American opened a consulate in Dhahran as well. A showcase
agricultural mission grew food for the king’s palaces. Thousands of
Americans and their families began migrating to the Hasa coast  where the
US government had assisted the oil firm in building the kingdom’s first
major refinery as an emergency war measure. A US Air Force base was
under construction in Dhahran. Transworld Airlines (TWA) flew ‘Abd al-
‘Aziz’s planes under contract and organized the kingdom’s national air-
lines.. ITT ended the British imperial communications monopoly.
California’s Bechtel Brothers’ firm operated country-wide as the kingdom’s
de facto public works department. And the Roosevelt administration had
begun to pay the Al Sa‘ud and to arm and train their warriors. 

The American project, expressed in terms of “development” and “real
self dependence” for the Saudi people, was being rapidly consolidated
across many fronts, which explains the massive paper trail left by outraged
British officials whose accounts of US “economic imperialism” are at times
indistinguishable from those of later Bathists and Nasserists. Grafftey-
Smith at one point pleaded to Whitehall to resist the surrender to
American power: “This is not Panama or San Salvador.”24 But it is the turn
by the Roosevelt administration specifically to funding and arming the
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Saudis that serves in most secondary accounts as the measure of the chang-
ing imperial order and around which most interpretive controversies arise. 

Because the enterprise of diplomatic history by its nature tends to
reproduce biases against models of and assumptions about business privi-
lege in market societies—so, as Gregory Nowell notes, its diverse practi-
tioners are more likely to “speak of how states use corporations rather than
how corporations use states”—it is necessary to recall what is most basic
about the Saudi case.25 The history of US foreign policy that we write, now,
and the idea of “the national interest” that actors constructed, then, is and
was contingent on a set of US investors capturing the concession and then
mounting a campaign to have the state underwrite the risk. Certainly, it is
difficult to imagine an emerging American-Saudi Arabian “special rela-
tionship” in World War II in the absence of the oil companies’ investment
there. We may well want to think about the limits on the ability of firms
to secure their interests, but any notion of the oil multinationals funda-
mentally acting to advance (different and conflicting?) State Department
objectives in Saudi Arabia defies all logic save that concocted by states-
men.26

In a case where historiography reveals a surplus of definitions of the
so-called national (or public welfare) interest, we also do well to recall that
all successful appeals for intervention for favors or to resolve a particular
regulatory conflict come dressed in the same expansive national interest-
defending garb.27 Much ink would have been saved by analysts of US
Middle East oil policy in the 1940s had the significance of this point been
considered. Specifically, we are given little reason to accept that the funda-
mental explanation for the outcomes we observe are found in the new, and
remarkably flexible, assessment of the “broad economic and strategic con-
cerns” that key governing officials apparently came to believe in as they
managed the transfer of millions in rents to Aramco’s owners.28 The other
side in this contest, too, evoked with equal force and authority different
but no less broad economic and strategic concerns, yet in most accounts
(only) these arguments are dismissed as the narrow, self-serving rational-
izations of rival firms and regions.29 More often than not, historians of
American foreign policy are satisfied to reproduce the state-centric assump-
tions of the functionaries that they study, “convinced that there truly is a
“national interest” or at least there truly are people who believe in it and act
on [its] behalf.”30

By 1945, the State Department’s own economists were producing
scathing critiques of the tortured logic that underpinned the government’s
burgeoning aid program for Ibn Sa‘ud. Assistant Secretary of State Will
Clayton, the Houston cotton merchant turned New Dealer, used these as
the basis for opposing Aramco’s rent-seeking.31 Given the oil firms’ great
wealth and the projection of the profits beginning to flow from the Saudi
concession, there seemed little compelling reason why the US state and not
the company should have been underwriting the chronic deficits of the Al
Sa‘ud.32
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Aramco’s original appeal to the Roosevelt Administration in April
1941 to loan the king $6 million, which is the starting point of every
account of Anglo-American rivalry in the kingdom, raises precisely the
same question. Once commercial sales of oil had begun, the firm advanced
the king royalties according to an agreed-upon schedule. The company pre -
ferred, and defended the principle, that these sums should not exceed the
Saudis’ share of sales, but they paid out “in advance” of the payments due
from the purchasers. The problem for the by then habitually cash-starved
kingdom was that the war disrupted its two main revenue sources at the
same time: royalties from oil sales and the taxes paid by pilgrims to Mecca.
‘Abd al-‘Aziz and his agents pressured the company to meet the shortfall by
advancing royalty payments above what was owed. And the company turned
to the US state to absorb some, ideally major, share of this additional cost.

Those already familiar with the history will note that this bare-bones
account possesses none of the drama that skilled readers of the State
Department archives impart through lengthy quotes from the records of
encounters between oil men and Arab hands or letters to FDR where
Aramco’s agents were apt to argue that failure to help the king meant that
the “kingdom, and perhaps with it the entire Arab world, will be thrown
into chaos.” 33 While firms regularly seek and obtain rents from states, it
bears repeating, convention demands that the favors be couched in terms
of public interest rather than private gain.34 From this mundane fact flowed
the rising torrent of reports on shrinking oil reserves at home, restless tribes
in Najd, and the desperate machinations of British agents bent on stealing
the Aramco concession.35 This river reached its full majesty and force as the
various tributaries—military mercantilists, New Deal d i r i g i s t e s,
Anglophobes, oil executives turned government advisors, and  a caste of
career State Department officers desperate to play the “great game” in the
Middle East—came together; and also as, predictably, a counter-coalition
organized to try to dam this thundering Niagara of corporate internation-
alism. 

A real and increasingly heated contest between the State Department
and the Foreign Office took place in the latter part of the war, governed by
classic rationales of raison d’etat or realism.36 This “war within the war”
began in Cairo, which was the center of Allied military and economic oper-
ations, but soon spread to Jidda.37 Americans like Alexander Kirk, the
ambassador in Cairo, James Landis, the hard-drinking New Deal lawyer
who represented the US inside the Middle East Supply Center, James
Moose, the first US minister to Saudi Arabia, and his successor Bill Eddy
led the charge against British neo-colonialism, and their counterparts,
notably the senior minister in Jidda, Stanley Jordan, battled zealously to
defend Arab clients against the tightening American “stranglehold.”  But
the side effects of raison d’etat on habitual users are well known, and the
archives are bulging with fantastic, hallucinatory accounts, for example, of
a secret British oil survey mission dispatched to Saudi Arabia disguised
as...a locust fighting team! With millions in rents at stake, Aramco’s agents
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were happy to supply what was an apparently bottomless appetite for this
kind of stuff.38

The stages in the process whereby the American state replaced the
British one as the patron of the Al Sa‘ud and protector of their domains are
well known. The company’s original proposal was direct to Roosevelt
through James A. Moffett, the president’s friend, a long-time advisor on oil
matters and, at the time, chairman of the board of the Bahrain Petroleum
Company, another holding of the same firms that owned Aramco.39

Although FDR endorsed the idea, his counsel feared a political backlash
that led the White House ultimately to channel $10 million to Ibn Sa‘ud
in 1941-1942 as part of its $425 million wartime loan to Britain.40

While the company tread cautiously, aware that they were in fact pay-
ing out less than they might had the Saudi state been better informed about
agreements in place elsewhere, they renewed their campaign for direct US
aid to the king for two reasons.41 First, ‘Abd al-‘Aziz and the handful of
agents that oversaw the kingdom’s finances tried to play the company
against the British state. The Churchill government had begun to press for
reform of the kingdom’s finances as a price for its aid, and additional funds
from Aramco increased the agents’ maneuvering room. Second, while the
company supported intervention in the kingdom’s financial administration
as much as the British did, it wanted the US involved as a counterweight
to London. 

February 1943, when FDR authorized direct Lend Lease aid to the Al
Sa‘ud, marks the twilight of British power in Najd. The British were sim-
ply too dependent on the Americans to oppose their entry into the Gulf
and too stretched to match the resources at the New Dealers’ command. As
in Egypt, some British officials imagined it possible to contain the
Americans, but where these agents fought American initiatives, the effect
was generally to unify and focus the actions of a divided state administra-
tion. A first shipment of 60 trucks released from allied stocks were airlift-
ed with great fanfare to Jidda in American planes to make sure that the
British could not take credit for the delivery. Credits from the Roosevelt
administration rolled in rapidly thereafter.

The US delivered $18 million in goods and services over the next two
years, as its share of a joint Anglo-American economic and military assis-
tance program. British efforts to reduce these sums ostensibly in order to
discipline their client in Najd led the Americans to instead raise them and
downplay the need for reform.42 Beneficiaries of the Anglo-American rival-
ry included the king’s financial agents together with his sons whose
appetites for palaces and Chryslers were prodigious. It is impossible to cal-
culate how many millions of Lend Lease dollars were squandered. A second
beneficiary was Aramco, whose rent-seeking skills left the finance minister
‘Abdallah Sulayman and his Hijazi rivals the ‘Ali Rida family looking like
amateurs. The Dhahran Airport was built with public funds, and vital ship-
ping space and materials were made available for the Ras Tanura refinery,
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for the company’s ultimate benefit, a deal sweetened by the long term con-
tracts signed with secretary of the navy Forrestal, a one time lawyer for
Texaco, at prices 20% above the world market.43 While it is harder to
assess, the company may well have also gained some breathing room
against its competitors, notably Standard Oil of New Jersey (Exxon) and
the Rockefeller interests, which was the real threat to the security of the
concession.44

The US government replaced the British as sole protectors of the Al
Sa‘ud in 1946, taking over a role that dated back to the days of the
Ottoman Empire and its subventions to the emirs of Hijaz and Najd.45 Ibn
Sa‘ud had little choice, given the position of his kingdom in the regional
and global orders. Placed in its diminished context, his independence was
limited to bargaining on the terms of the Dhahran base, and the postwar
loans and Export-Import Bank credits. But the Americans refused the
king’s pleas for a treaty that would make American defense of the Al Sa‘ud
more reliable.46

The arrival of thousands of American oil hands, construction man-
agers, air force personnel and their families in the 1940s spelled the begin-
ning of the eclipse of the British, who were ensconced in Bahrain and
Kuwait, as a force shaping the social life of the Hasa region. These men
and, increasingly, women formed the core of a significant American
enclave on the east coast of Arabia. The British would acknowledge as
much by seeking, it turns out futilely, to make Jidda an equivalent, exclu-
s i ve Anglo-Saudi development zone. An amalgam of Californian,
Oklahoman and Texan forms and styles were built in close proximity to
the new “native” town. This was a foreign designed and administered set-
tlement, with powerful impacts on the surrounding area, over which the
King and his agents exerted little oversight or control.

III

“The whole people are saying that my country is an American
colony. They are plotting against me and saying Ibn Sa‘ud has
given his country to the United States, even the Holy Places.
They are talking against me. I have nothing, and my country
and my wealth I have delivered into the hands of America.”

King ‘Abd al-‘Aziz47

The ideas undergirding American activities in Eastern Saudi Arabia
looked backward to Jim Crow—the era of white supremacy, norms of dis-
crimination, segregation and, at its margins, of paternalist “racial uplift”—
more than they anticipated post WWII ideas about decolonization,
nation-building, and the end of the global color line. Practices on the Hasa
coast closely resembled those, for example, in the Panama Canal Zone
where the US state had constructed a segregated colony. It is along these
global frontiers, as the place of most pervasive, daily contact with the
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province’s inhabitants and migrants from surrounding areas,  where
counter-ideologies of American neocolonialism emerged inside the king-
dom.

Dhahran—where US troops are now stationed and where the barracks
were bombed in 1996—was founded by Aramco in the 1930s. The re-
o rd e red name—from California Arabian to Arabian American Oi l
Company—in 1944 could not disguise the foreign roots of the oil enclave.
Its center was the fenced-in compound originally known as “American
camp” where the firm built its headquarters and housed all US employees.
Saudis lived apart in Saudi camp, the skilled Italian builders brought from
Eritrea to build the refinery made up Italian camp, and so on. Dhahran and
the other enclaves that followed in Abqaiq and Ras Tanura were in essence
company towns (or camps as they were commonly known in the industry),
and resembled the mining settlements of the nineteenth century American
west, which the larger and wealthier US oil companies had started to adopt
in their operations in the 1910s and 1920s. Segregation was standard in the
camps. US firms exported the model in their foreign operations in
Colombia, Venezuela and no doubt elsewhere. Dhahran was little different
in this respect.

The racialized order inside American camp, where Saudis and others
were forbidden to remain after working hours or from entering the part of
the camp where American families were housed, and the squalid living con-
ditions the company provided non-American employees led in Dhahran, as
in the Latin American enclaves, to the first strikes in the kingdom’s history
in the waning days of World War II.

One hundred and thirty seven drillers in Dhahran walked off the job
on July 14, 1945 in protest of the company’s discrimination. Fearing that
the strike would spread, the company took steps to protect workers who
were professing loyalty to the firm, and pressed the local governor to stop
the uprising, as 800 and then 2000 joined the strike, only to face the sav-
age beatings meted out by the emir’s “slave-soldiers,” as one Aramco offi-
cial recorded in his diary.48 Although “hundreds” of disgruntled American
workers had “rioted” back in April, destroying company property at the
Ras Tanura refinery site, they were not subject to beatings like the Saudis.49

Nor were the Italians who, fed up with being treated “just like the Arabs,”
followed the example of the Saudi workers and struck en masse on July
30.50 Five days later, the entire Arab work force of 9000 resumed their
strike, because, as the consulate recorded, “most of the Saudi workers
apparently consider themselves ill-housed, ill-paid, and ill-used in gener-
al.”51 Ultimately, even the king acknowledged the roots of these protests
when he told Eddy, the US ambassador, that “some of my people have been
spoken to as no man should speak to a dog.”52

The strikes of 1945 mark the beginning of a pattern that lasted for a
decade or more, where collective action would force the company nomi-
nally to commit to some specific and small improvement in the wages and
living conditions of the non-US employees, for example, floors for the reed

135

Black Gold, White Crude: Race and the Making of the World Oil Frontier



huts in Saudi camp, latrines for the Italians, and so on, as the California-
style bungalows, school, pool, oleander hedges, dining halls, bowling alley,
golf course, ball park, cinema and other landmarks rapidly took shape
inside the fenced-in world of Aramco’s American camp.53 Meanwhile, strike
leaders and other “troublemakers” would be rooted out, summarily fired,
and sent back to Iraq, Hijaz, Pakistan, and Eritrea. 54

Sometime in the late 1940s the baking hot and fly infested old “Arab
hospital” was replaced with a new one, presumably along with the medical
director who took “little interest in the health and care of Arabs.”55 The first
contingent of workers moved into permanent concrete barracks equipped
with light bulbs and non-dirt floors in Saudi camp in 1947.56 Back in the
states, the public relations firms were free to claim to be building “new
quarters...for Arab workers [that were] among the best in the Middle
East.”57 From the start of the firm’s expansion drive in 1944, Aramco man-
agers had recognized the basic inequities in the company’s labor regime.
“[W]e are going to be faced, one of these days, with the question of why
we furnish the Americans with better free housing than we do the Arabs.”58

Saudi workers had as much right to live with their families as American
workers, nonetheless, families were banned from Saudi camp, and the firm
postponed for another decade answering the question. 

A second round of strikes in 1953 and 1956 against the company took
place in dramatically different circumstances, marked by the death of ‘Abd
al-‘Aziz, rising Arab nationalism, and the shifts more globally that would
result in the founding of OPEC.59 Both inside the US and in their opera-
tions abroad, oil companies faced with the enormity of the costs entailed
by extending the benefits of the traditional housing regime to the full work
force turned to alternatives.60 Aramco launched a program to support local
home ownership for its Saudi work force in 1953, and sweetened the terms
following each of the strikes. 61

No social agent had a more dramatic impact on the landscape of the
oil province in the 1950s than Aramco, which built the roads, power sta-
tions, sanitation works and residential quarters of the “Arab towns” north
and south of Dhahran, where they guided workers and their families to set-
tle. Dammam, which is today the region’s population, commercial and
administrative center, and al-Khobar grew rapidly, and the numbers of
Saudis living in the vicinity of Dhahran and the two smaller American
enclaves fell.  Americans neither wanted the squatters who had settled on
the fringes of the camps in classic boom town fashion, nor a “modern Arab
city” at the Saudi camp site. Crucially, this enclave preservation strategy
evolved inside Aramco against an explicit alternative defended by the king’s
agents that involved planning for the merger of Arab family housing with
American camp.

The education of Saudis, the second of three components of what
came to constitute Aramco’s vision of “partners in development,” was no
less a result of protracted struggle than was housing. Americans initially
refused and then in other ways resisted demands for such programs.
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Moreover, there was a significant clash of visions, which rehearsed the
debates in the U.S. that are synonymous with the Jim Crow era. Aramco’s
managers took the side of the coalition of southern intellectuals and north-
ern philanthropists who backed the project of Booker T. Washington. The
proper education policy for Saudis in the firm’s view circa World War II
was basically vocational—reading, learning simple skills, turning the best
of the Arabs into higher skilled workers and lower grade technical cadre
that would ultimately replace some segments of migrant labor from Asia
and the construction stiffs from Texas and Louisiana.

Just as W. E. B. DuBois and the radical sections of the Pan-African
movement rejected the racist assumptions and anti-democratic conse-
quences of the Hampton-Tuskegee model, ‘Abdallah Tariki, a founder of
OPEC, and like-minded modernizers put forward a counter-vision that
involved training at the university level for Saudis able to take over man-
agement of the firm. Significantly, because the fact is virtually always for-
gotten, this first cohort of Saudis who trained at universities abroad were
not Aramco trainees, and they would become some of the firm’s most stri-
dent critics within the emerging state apparatus. The first Saudis sent by
the Americans for advanced training abroad—to become translators,
teachers and the like—went to Cairo and Beirut in the early ‘50s. The
strike leaders were drawn from this same cohort. The firm’s intelligence
work confirmed this and it became common to argue that the rise in the
oil province and inside Aramco’s labor force of Nasserist, communist and
other radical strains were a consequence in part of this stream.62

It only remains to note that these struggles over housing and especial-
ly education in the 1940s and ‘50s in Saudi Arabia were familiar to anyone
among the principal owner organizations or those in Aramco who had
worked in Mexico, Colombia or Venezuela in the ‘20s and ‘30s. In each of
these places, every change toward a more just treatment of the oil field
workers was a concession wrested politically from the companies. There is
nothing particularly surprising about this, save that all existing accounts of
the foundations of the US-Saudi special relationship have seen fit to ignore
the extensive archival documentation on these matters. Unsurprisingly, the
labor regime that emerged in Saudi Arabia also does not fit well into the
company’s carefully cultivated image of a firm that was unique in the
annals of multinational enterprise. Rather, it turns out that in the 1940s-
1950s, Aramco managers acted like Standard Oil and its rivals in Venezuela
and Anglo-Iranian (BP) in Abadan in the 1930s where reforms in housing,
education, wages and basic needs all depended on workers first acting col-
lectively to claim them as rights.

As for the third component of Aramco’s and, today, most firms’ iden-
tities as good neighbors, namely their role as agents of development, it is
by far the least compelling part of this exceptionalist tale. It is crucial to
keep in mind the distinction between the idea of incorporation in the
world economy and development. While both may entail powerful, dra-
matic and wrenching change, which can be studied at multiple levels—
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property rights and the mode of production, to building styles and con-
sumption patterns—development, as a purposive policy or project, carries
a particular value orientation. In the specific context of the U.S. and the
rise of these ideas there in the mid to late 1800s through the glory days of
AID in the ‘60s and ‘70s, until today, development is closely linked to
notions of uplift, service and altruism. Certainly, this is how both firms
and states used the concept to distinguish between past eras or the projects
of rival firms and states where “self” interest drove policies of exploitation.

It is important, as well, to keep in mind an accident of geography. The
world oil frontiers are typically located far from urban centers—think of
Beaumont, Alaska, Maracaibo, Ecuador, the Niger Delta—which means
that the transnationals undertake a variety of ancillary operations as a cost
of production. Aramco, like its parents’ and competitors operating in
Venezuela or in southwestern Iran, hung power lines, laid roads and built
housing in order to produce oil. Writing about Iran in the 1920s, before
Aramco was created, British Petroleum’s official historian shows that the
borders dividing municipal and corporate responsibilities were nonexis-
tent.63 While the postwar ethos of developmentalism allowed Aramco’s
managers to give these infrastructure and services investments a progressive
and philanthropic cast, they were from the earliest days of the industry a
necessity given the existing level of state and market formation in many
production zones including Texas and Oklahoma.

Clearly, the oil companies were intent on managing their public rela-
tions at home against muckrakers, large segments of the western European
and US labor movements, hostile regions and politically powerful com-
petitors, and abroad against the “nationalist” and “communist” opposi-
tions cropping up virtually everywhere, it must have seemed, from
Maracaibo to Beirut. Thus the official line to be taken in speeches, press
releases, films, and by the writers they subsidized and the journalists they
feted was that Aramco in Saudi Arabia pioneered a “third way” against
autarchy in the global economy and old discredited forms of colonial
exploitation and tutelage.

Aramco was able to preserve hallowed American institutions and priv-
ilege intact at least through the 1950s. The size of the labor force peaked
in 1952 at 24 thousand total. With the wartime expansion program final -
ly completed, the firm downsized steadily. At the time of these events, the
firm’s agents argued that it was the bottom line that drove the glacial pace
of change, and that Saudis did not want the amenities that Americans
needed; that it was simply “better” if Arabs were kept out of American
camp. Years later, and of course only in private correspondence—another
hallowed tradition in American culture—is the fact of racism acknowl-
edged, as “the shameful days” when workman were called  “rag heads” and
“coolies,” and a “Texas herrenvolk atmosphere” reigned inside American
camp.
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IV

In February 1948, in the midst of the escalating crisis in Palestine,
Aramco’s Vice President and chief Washington operative, James Terry
Duce, telephoned a contact at State warning that the “Left Wing and
Zionist American Press is preparing a smear campaign against him and
his company.”64 Though it did not take much imagination to link big oil
to the anti-Zionist and anti-partition currents inside the US, the Nation
had gotten hold of an internal Aramco memo by Duce sent from Cairo
in December 1947 to the company’s president, William Moore, summa-
rizing his contacts with ‘Azzam Pasha and other Arab leaders. To the
Nation’s Freda Kirchway, it was “documentary evidence” of Aramco’s
efforts “to destroy the partition resolution” in “collusion with the State
Department, and of how “American dollars...finance the war on the
Jews.”65 Its authenticity was confirmed by the attack on Duce inside the
company’s board, where the chairman of the board was blaming him per-
sonally for turning the spotlight on Aramco, and  the New Jersey and
New York directors were seeking his dismissal. 66 Imagine, therefore, the
reaction had the public discovered that Aramco paid the costs of the
annual Saudi missions to the UN through 1947, let alone that it hauled
the king’s soldiers in the war.67

Aramco and the widening array American interests that supported it
were vital in the ongoing process of transforming a conquest movement
into a state—from building its army to defining its boundaries. A senior
intelligence officer was planted as the head of the US training mission to
the kingdom.68 Bill Eddy, while still in the State Department’s intelligence
office, hatched the plan to appoint another asset—in this case Najeeb
Halaby, the father-in-law of the late King Hussein of Jordan—to serve as
the kingdom’s civil aviation advisor.69 And the firm’s in-house research and
analysis organization, the Arabian Affairs Division, worked “on an almost
full time basis between 1947-55” on Buraimi and the other boundary
issues that underlay the rapid deterioration of  Anglo-Saudi relations in the
1950s. The head of the division, George Rentz, revealed the company’s
intense involvement to the consul general in Dhahran, Parker Hart, in
1949, as well as the company’s motivation, namely the oil structures in
these disputed areas. 70 Most crucially,  the firm and the Truman adminis-
tration continued to subsidize the conquerors of Hasa and Hijaz and to
support their dynastic ambitions. 

The true spirit of this moment in America’s empire building in the
Gulf is epitomized in the trip that Aramco arranged for the Crown Prince,
Sa‘ud ibn ‘Abd al-‘Aziz in January 1947. It cost the company over one-half
million dollars to haul the king-to-be across the country, showcasing air
force bases, dams, farms, factories and Oriental studies at Princeton, which
Aramco was supporting. In Washington, Sa‘ud failed to obtain funds for
the railroad his father wanted to build between Hasa and Riyadh. But he
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was able to run one for a little while—during the gala banquet Aramco
held at the Waldorf in New York. 

The guests—assembled from the elite of the oil world, Bechtel, New
York banking circles, State Department Arabists and Allan Dulles, that
night representing the Near East College Association—sat down together
at one massive oval table. Sa‘ud bin ‘Abd al-‘Aziz’s place was clearly marked
out for the guest of honor.

The entire center of the table was laid out to represent a New England
village in winter time. A river flowed down through the center between
snow-covered hills, past an old mill and under a bridge. A church, a school
and houses dotted the hillsides and there was a Texaco Filling Station along
one side of the main highway. Winding through this scene in a figure eight
was a miniature electric railway complete in every detail. The controls were
located at the Prince’s plate and he enjoyed himself running the train,
blowing the whistle, producing puffs of smoke and loading the coal cars.71

The same State Department official who reported on the toy train dis-
play also watched the prince carefully during the entertainment that fol-
lowed dinner and speculated on his highnesses sexual preferences based on
Sa‘ud’s apparent esteem for Galli Galli the magician and lack of interest in
the Radio City Music Hall’s famous dancing Rockettes.

The paternalism was, doubtless, unconscious. So, too, the recycling of
images of the prince’s father  Ibn Sa‘ud as the proud warrior statesman.
Perhaps some even came to believe the company’s accounts of the
monarch’s investment in his people’s development and of Aramco as a
Point IV program for Saudi Arabia that was “free” for the American peo-
ple, although it is not hard to find private views diverging radically from
public ones.72 For example,  the stump speeches of Terry Duce and Bill
Eddy sung the praises of the unique partnership-in-progress, although
when called on to analyze the massive worker strike of 1953 for the state
that secretly employed him, Eddy struck a different note, contrasting “this
primitive land of low pay, slaves, eunuchs, and harems to the comfortable
conditions of US residents in Dhahran.”73 Both these versions of America’s
Kingdom are, it turns out, ones in which Aramco and its clients were heav-
ily invested.

V

“In the Gulf, the United States has ironically broken with its
former dictum [that] we would oppose domination of the Gulf
region by any single power. We have become that power and
now we have to accept the consequences of that fact.”

Amb. Richard Murphy, Washington, DC74
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“Why are US troops in the Middle East? Surely there are
plenty of robust, patriotic Saudi Arabians eager to defend
their country’s oil.”

Etta Solnick, El Paso, Texas75

When nineteen soldiers died in the July 1996 bombing of the Khobar
Towers building in Dhahran, an old debate was engaged once more and,
even more briefly, a spotlight cast on a place that is little known and yet,
as in the 1940s, represents “the largest group of Americans living abroad
anywhere.”76 For the Gulf caucus in New York and Washington, across the
Gun Belt and along the Beltway, queries like Etta Solnick’s can be brushed
aside as cultural remnants of American “isolationist” and populist folkways
or the reflection of regional and other parochial “special” interests. 

Now, a half-century after the famous meeting between FDR and Ibn
Sa‘ud, the idea that the nation’s security interests dictate continued protec-
tion of the Al Sa‘ud and “their” (once “our”) oil resources is no longer a
proposition, requiring a defense; it has become an axiom of national inter-
est realism.77 Historical analysis represents a way to a more compelling
answer to questions like the one that Solnick and generations of Americans
preceding her have asked: why is the US in the Gulf? And history was
apparently barred from the hearing room when a forthright Ambassador
Murphy lectured Congress to face up to its responsibilities. If America has
broken with its “dictum” and now finds itself exercising “outside domina-
tion” of the Gulf, then what kind of authority was being exercised in the
1940s and 1950s?

Clearly, one needs a model or theory about the kind of order that
emerged as American power expanded.78 The public statements of US offi-
cials will not suffice to resolve the key analytical problems, nor will they
help in tempering the tendency in the official archive to romanticize the
figure of ‘Abd al-‘Aziz, for good reason. Few clients in the decade after
World War II gave the American state and American capital so much for
so little: key resources for the recovery of Europe, his “reasoned” course on
the Palestine front, and, once Socal and Texas were brought around, an
investment  that gave Jersey Standard remarkable leverage against its most
powerful rivals. Moreover, this was at a moment when developmentalist
and populist coalitions in Latin America were challenging the privileges of
foreign investors and, in Asia, wars and insurgencies threatened. 

In Najd, the king begged for arms and a proper treaty that might
increase, at the margins, the dependability of those he now depended on
to protect his domains. Neither independence nor a rapidly multiplying
income changed the structural constraints that left Ibn Sa‘ud’s administra-
tion unable to master the logistics of reliable transport for the palace and
that left him free to give away what he could not possess. “Akaba is mine,”
he told Aramco’s Floyd Ohliger and other senior officials in 1947. “It
belongs to the Hejaz but for now we shall leave it as it is.”79 Ten years later,
his successors advanced, but did not try to defend, an explicit sovereignty

141

Black Gold, White Crude: Race and the Making of the World Oil Frontier



claim to the Gulf of  Aqaba, and where they did try to defend the claims
that Aramco produced for Buraimi, they were defeated.80

To give the idea of the kingdom’s independence slightly more luster
than provided by a national anthem made to order for the Crown Prince,
composed and arranged in New York, played by the Marine Band, record-
ed in RCA studios and shipped to Riyadh, there is, inevitably, the matter
of bargaining power over Aramco.81 For example, the finance minister,
Shaykh ‘Abdallah Sulayman, an alcoholic by the late 1940s under whose
regime millions of dollars in royalties were extorted by various palace and
merchant circuits, is the agent that, in some accounts, exercised the power
against the world’s largest firms “to behave...with a deference...uncharac-
teristic in their industry.”82 All such variations on the theme of “states using
firms” and the wider lessons about the nature of power in the early postwar
Middle East are to be approached with caution. 

From virtually the day oil from Hasa was first was loaded at the docks
in Ras Tanura and ferried to Bahrain for refining, the Americans associat-
ed with this project joined a debate, already decades old, about the nature
and purpose of US power in the world economy. The firms’ public posi-
tions on these matters were assured widespread exposure and a degree of
support through various actions that social scientists label “instrumental,”
e.g., by the subsidizing of journalists, consultants, academics, politicians
and parties. But many of the ideas were themselves variations and elabora-
tions on the American exceptionalist tradition. Outside the national bor-
ders, Aramco (the oil industry, American investors in general, the nation,
the US state) acted differently from other great companies and powers.83

How do we assess the claims of Aramco’s agents about their respect for
self-determination and their commitment to justice rather than exploita-
tion, even as they acknowledged that they were a “tremendous factor” in
the lives of “all Middle East Arabs” and one that “created a new province”
and “new communities” on the west coast of the Arabian peninsula?84 Of
course, all firms made these kinds of claims, as did expansionist states, from
the nineteenth century on. And it bears reiteration that Aramco was a sub-
sidiary belonging to, and one whose policies were closely controlled by,
other investors or larger US firms who had in decades past carved out a
record of interventionism that was indistinguishable from the “colonial”
European competitors.85

If they even bothered to defend this kind of exceptionalist assertion,
Aramco’s agents would turn to the eighteenth century and the contrasts
with the East India Company. When, more reasonably, they turned to the
t wentieth century for comparisons to Anglo-Iranian and the Ir a q
Petroleum Company, they had to have banked on the likelihood that the
civic groups, newspaper editors and academics back in the states, for whom
this boilerplate was designed, would not look too closely. Their private
assessments and those of the State Department told a different story, as I
have shown, and the company was aware that the king’s agents had been
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busy investigating the labor regime in Basra. But the company bet correct-
ly, because the image of the firm crafted in the 1950s in Lowell Thomas’s
Cinerama spectacular, Seven Wonders of the World, Stegner’s Discovery!, and
Lenczowki’s Oil and State in the Middle East is the one we still contend with
today.

Exceptionalist logics provide systematically wrong explanations for the
real if limited gains secured by the changing sovereignty regime in twenti-
eth century. And the Aramco story or the closely allied story of the origins
of the US-Saudi special relationship is simply one more instance of the
myth of American difference. In conventional accounts, the record of bru-
tal expansion across the continent in the 1800s and its technologies of
“market making. land taking, boundary setting, state forming and self
shaping” is not viewed as part of a larger, global process.86 Agents at the
time understood these connections. But exceptionalism depends on the
artfully lagged comparison between post World War I or World War II
America “abroad” and nineteenth century Europe, contrasting Ford Motor
Company in post-1952 Egypt to the late mercantilism of Unilever in
Africa, Aramco to the world of the East India Company.

The ideology of national interest realism, too, misleads historians
about the nature of power and privilege in Washington, Riyadh and
Dhahran. The share of rents generated by the Aramco concession took
decades to shift in favor of the Saudi state. And it was decades before the
regime also ended a labor regime where westerners and whites discriminat-
ed against Arabs at large and turned it against the Shi‘a population in the
Eastern Province. Accounts of the wartime and early postwar period drawn
from State Department records at times leave the impression that Aramco’s
principals were the weak party in a game with the king’s finance wazir, and
the Al Sa‘ud skilled practitioners of a Najdi realpolitik that permitted them
to get the best of great powers and companies alike. Part of the problem is
that the company’s regular and ritualistic exaggeration of the threats from
all sides fill this particular kind of archive, in much the same way that
British and American diplomats in Jidda, conditioned by norms of raison
d’etat, see the other as the aggressive party against which they must act, as
they portray it, from a weaker position.

There was clearly a shift taking place across the twentieth century in
the relationship between multinational firms and the political classes in
“host” countries, such that investors were increasingly unlikely to call for
gunships as a way to resolve their collective action problems, but it had lit-
tle to do with culture. And Aramco’s owners and their major competitors,
like other industries with large fixed investments in place in Mexico,
Colombia, Indonesia, etc., were generally not the vanguard of this particu-
lar revolution.87 The high capital intensity of the petroleum industry may
help explain why the  majors firms adopted housing programs and other
benefits that distinguish them from other more labor intensive industries
in this period.88 But these concessions, like the broader changes in what I
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have been calling the global sovereignty regime, were the outcome of polit-
ical conflict or resistance to the order that dominant states and investors
preferred if left unchecked. Aramco’s labor policies are a perfect illustration. 

Texaco, Socal, New Jersey Standard and Socony/Mobil—Aramco’s
owners—had all accumulated decades of experience in dozens of locales:
Beaumont, Bakersfield, Pico, Coalinga, Maracaibo, and Tampico during
the throes of revolution. They and their competitors conceded to union
demands or, where politicians’ and the firms’ interests aligned in defeating
unionization, to government pressures to build houses and schools. But the
same concessions had to be wrested all over again, piece by piece, by work-
ers in Hasa. No more surprisingly, finally, in the “official mind” of the com-
pany, concessions are then reimagined as the proactive, enlightened
American approach to industrial relations that secured the harmony which
eluded British competitors in Iran and Iraq.

A mix of ideas works to sustain the classic oil camp model late in the
twentieth century: beliefs about markets, merit, culture and no doubt race.
Today, on the newest oil frontiers of global capitalism and inside its oil
camps, we are apt to find not only echoes of the ideologies first invented in
places like Dhahran (and Madison Avenue) but the din of a building fren-
zy, with firms pressed between the competing demands of getting produc-
tion going and supplying a labor force drawn from a half dozen or more
countries. There will be visible gross disparities in pay, benefits, and ameni-
ties among classes of employees that just happen to divide along national
and ethnic lines. The innovation that Aramco gradually adopted over the
1950s and ‘60s, once their nascent labor relations division recognized that
the ordering effects of “skills” and “races” were more or less identical, is now
the convention. The Americans’ quarters will still look strikingly different
from those occupied by Azeris in Baku.

The secular shifts in the world economy since decolonization and the
first wave of nationalizations mean that oil companies have little illusions
about the life-span of these new concessions and so little incentive to add
to their labor costs or to act other than to get what they can get away with.
But the Saudi case reminds us that politics can undo the order that these
ideas represent and sustain. In Saudi Arabia, some of the very same Saudis
who, according to the firm’s experts, in the 1940s allegedly did not want
western creature comforts are not only living in company-built villas but
are now in charge of the company.

NOTES
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mind. It is also a pleasure to acknowledge funding for this project gra-
ciously extended by many patrons at Clark University, and by the National
Association of US-Arab Affairs, the Davis Center for Historical Study at
Princeton, and the Social Science Research Council. 
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