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1

OPENING

There is no reason we should end up going to war over resources, but that insight really becomes helpful only when the public, opinion leaders, and policymakers understand it.

—John P. Holdren, foreword to Ronnie Lipschutz, When Nations Clash

IN THE RUN-UP to the 2003 U.S. invasion of Iraq, antiwar demonstrators marched under many different banners. “No War” and “Not in My Name” were prominent. But so were “No War for Oil” and its twin, “No Blood for Oil.” The George W. Bush administration and its supporters in the major media, the academy, and think tanks tried hard to disabuse opponents of the idea that the United States was focused on Iraq’s energy resources. “It has nothing to do with oil, literally nothing to do with oil,” insisted Defense Secretary Donald Rumsfeld.1 He and others emphasized that the war aimed to prevent Iraq’s dictator from using (it turns out nonexistent) weapons of mass destruction, free Iraqis from tyranny, and permit democracy to bloom on the Euphrates.

Opponents weren’t buying it. Hadn’t the government lied or at least cooked the intelligence about Iraq’s chemical weapons capability? Democracy promotion was just a facade, since Bush and his advisers appeared to care little about freedom a few hundred miles away in Saudi Arabia. The actual conduct of the war only increased the doubts. Why had the “liberators” ignored the wholesale looting of Baghdad’s museums and ministries while defending the petroleum infrastructure (although looting had occurred there, too)? Future investigative reporting would reveal that, predictably, once ensconced in the Green Zone, some free market zealots in the Coalition Provisional Authority, the Defense Department’s postinvasion government, had set their sights on selling off the publicly owned refineries, wells, and pipelines to private investors. Others dreamed of reopening an old pipeline to Haifa. Equally predictably, these plans never gained traction.2

Various journalists and bloggers could crow “we told you so” a few years later, when Alan Greenspan, the acolyte of Ayn Rand who headed the U.S. Federal Reserve between 1987 and 2006, came out with a memoir. Newspaper and television reports all led with the same one line from a book of more than five hundred pages: “I am saddened that it is politically inconvenient to acknowledge what everyone knows: the Iraq war is largely about oil.”3 Unfortunately, there is considerably less in that quotation than meets the eye, or so the country’s most famous investigative reporter, Bob Woodward, would reveal in a follow-up interview. Greenspan said he wasn’t explaining the president’s thinking when Bush took the country to war in 2003 but merely his own belief: getting rid of Saddam Hussein would reduce the prospects for the disruption of oil supplies by someone who in Greenspan’s mind was unconstrained by the market in which his country’s and all other oil firms operate. Saddam in Baghdad ultimately meant higher prices for refiners in the future, although, with Saddam gone, the price of oil continued to rise, regardless, until the 2008 recession.4

The fact is that proof of the kind that Greenspan was thought to be providing—insight into the true but unstated objective of the president and his closest advisers—has never really mattered. Certainly not to all those convinced beyond a doubt that somehow the world economy benefits or that the government enhances the security of its citizens or that a capitalist class preserves its domination over the globe through increasing projection of military might in the vicinity of the oil fields of the Persian Gulf. These beliefs, or in the case of the professors who espouse them, “theories,” vary from the crude to the complex and at times arcane. For some, the United States seeks to keep oil “cheap.”5 For others, it is to restrict supply and so keep prices high.6 Most commonly, it is presumed that the U.S. military assures the country’s continued access to those energy flows, which otherwise would be in jeopardy. A subset of thinkers, though, purports to know better and insists that the military secures the flow of oil not to the refineries on U.S. soil, since imported oil has always come mainly from the Western Hemisphere, but to its allies. Most public intellectuals who think in these terms consider it the beneficent supply of a global public good, while a fringe see it as the armor of coercion that underpins the consent that Europe and Japan grant to American domination.7 The point of this book is to demonstrate how such seemingly unshakeable beliefs are nonetheless false.

First, and simply, there is the idea that the Bush administration launched a war to get or steal Iraqi oil, but nothing remotely like that ever happened. On the day after his inauguration, at the headquarters of the Central Intelligence Agency, President Donald J. Trump declared that “we should have” taken the oil and that “maybe we’ll have another chance.”8 Yet here are just a few reasons why this idea makes no sense.9 It presumes that the United States needed to overthrow Saddam Hussein and install someone else in power to secure or maintain its access to oil from Basra or Kirkuk, but U.S. firms, through a little subterfuge, were already the single largest beneficiaries of the Iraqi oil that Hussein’s government sold under United Nations auspices in the decade before the war.10

Assume that something different is meant by stealing the oil: that the output of Iraqi fields would come under direct ownership of the U.S. government, which would be unprecedented, to say the least. The U.S. government does not produce and refine oil on its own, and the last time such a plan was floated (and quickly defeated) was more than seventy-five years ago, during World War II. All civilian and military agencies purchase what they require on the market like any private business or trader. Then perhaps “steal the oil” is shorthand for the idea that the Bush administration wanted U.S. multinationals (“big oil”) to enter the Iraqi oil business directly or was acting as the companies’ surrogate. If so, then there was again no need to go to war. The government merely had to lift the sanctions that prevented U.S. companies from contracting with the Iraqi oil ministry, as is conventional in other oil-producing countries around the world, and as they do now in Iraq. Keep one more thing in mind, however. The putative national identity of the large integrated companies that sell their advanced technology expertise to and buy oil from Iraqi agencies—Exxon Mobil and its rivals—tells us little about where the oil is destined once it leaves the ground. That is, the U.S., Chinese, Indian, and European firms, whether privately held or government owned, all sell their refined products to many different buyers across the globe.

It’s important to hold on to this last fact while turning to a more sophisticated contemporary geopolitics, from which vantage point the 2003 Iraq War appeared to confirm that the United States was locked in struggle with China and other powers for control of the dwindling world supply of natural resources, oil chief among them. The longtime Nation magazine defense correspondent Michael Klare wrote four books and produced one documentary between 2001 and 2011 on the topic—a windfall of sorts. Take Blood and Oil (2004). Klare argued there that America’s dependency on—or to give it added moral muscle, addiction to—the stuff would lead to more and worse wars in the years to come.11 Why? For three, to his mind, indisputable and covarying reasons: The United States was rapidly running out of oil, imports from the Middle East would have to grow, and prices would continue to skyrocket. The only sane alternative to “paying for our oil with blood,” Klare warned, was an alternative energy policy that ended the country’s dependency on fossil fuels.12

Well-known intellectual entrepreneurs shared the moral high ground with him, including the sustainable development champion Jeffrey Sachs, soft energy path pioneer Amory Lovins, and environmental activist Bill McKibben. Alongside them, one found a host of critics of the American empire, convinced that oil is the prize over which states have fought numerous wars in the past, with more likely to follow.13 I also consider myself a critic of empire, and one who shares the environmental movement’s alarm about climate change, with the caveat that, as Joshua Goldstein and Steven Pinker show, Western activists who seek to overthrow the fossil fuel regime would do so even if many billions of people in the global South would have to bear the costs—a variant of an old story.14 But it is junk social science that Klare and others were selling. After the explosive rise in the production of oil from hydraulic fracturing that the high prices of the 2000s incentivized, the United States is today the world’s largest producer and growing oil exporter. Imports from the Middle East hover around 18 percent, not 60 percent, as Klare feared. Prices also did not rise; they fell dramatically, as industry analysts had foreseen.15 As is well known, however, there are no real costs when professors and other public intellectuals get their forecasts wrong.16

A veneer of references, footnotes, and quotations mask what is in essence an ideological construction, a set of deeply held, pervasive beliefs about the world, together with the actions these vivid truths license—op-eds and classified memorandums, documentaries, classroom lectures, naval patrols and calls at port, journal articles, podcasts, press conferences, and protests, to name a few. Call it “oilcraft,” the close kin not of statecraft, or the art of diplomacy, but witchcraft, a modern-day form of magical realism on the part of many, diplomats included, about a commodity bought and sold on the New York Mercantile Exchange and elsewhere. The same as copper, coal, rubber, palm oil, tin, and so on, all of which were once imagined as vital, too. Oilcraft is about the reasoning that makes notions of oil-as-power unquestionably true, taken for granted, and my own claim suspect.17 If you are unhappy with the witchcraft analogy, then think instead in terms of “doctrinal verities,” to borrow a phrase from the linguist Noam Chomsky, who insists it is the United States’ need to “control” Iraqi oil resources that led to war in 2003.18

A key feature of the mental terrain of oilcraft is what the environmental engineer turned historian Roger Stern calls “oil scarcity ideology.”19 Stern argues that moments of perceived decline in the world’s known oil reserves—a false conclusion for which the only real evidence is that prices are rising—have repeatedly led to aggressive action. Some fear that rival powers are conspiring to gain exclusive control of foreign sources of supply, others that producing countries such as Iraq under Saddam Hussein or a less friendly Saudi monarchy will choose not to sell their oil. I am more cautious than he is in relying on the many histories that take for granted that states have repeatedly acted on these grounds. At times policy makers may have; at times not. The problem is that the historians, as believers themselves in the truth of the proposition that oil is power, often fail their discipline’s norm of due diligence in judging evidence and questioning assumptions. Many examples are in the chapters to follow.

Alan Greenspan thinks in terms of scarcity, clearly. Thus, his advocating the removal of Saddam Hussein. I’ve met military officers and other intellectuals on the right who think like Greenspan. Michael Klare and many others on the left think in these terms, too, only they oppose these same, often imagined, aggressive policies to “secure continued access to” or “control” Iraqi and other Middle East sources of supply because they portend ecological catastrophe or because the costs are borne by Arab and other peoples of the region. But is it true? Do the oil resources of the Persian Gulf really “constitute a stupendous source of strategic power,” as one State Department official put it in a 1945 memo that many treat as a kind of prime directive of U.S. foreign policy now, seventy-some years later?20 Have successive U.S. administrations, from Woodrow Wilson to Donald Trump, acted (or are ready to act) on this belief, occupied countries, coddled dictators, threatened allies, overthrown governments, and even gone to war for oil?

For all the professors, investigative journalists, and best-selling historians turned entrepreneurs who have been telling versions of the oil-is-power story since the so-called energy crisis of the 1970s, the facts seem too obvious to question. Oil answers the need of those looking for the real or material objectives behind the government’s rhetoric and what professors of international relations refer to as “strategic rationales.” It is why documents unearthed from the archives are taken at face value rather than interrogated, treated as the equivalent of actual policy decisions or, worse, as previously stated, the prime directive followed by every post-1945 administration.21 The common denominator among otherwise antagonistic perspectives—from right-wing grand strategists to left-wing critics of capitalist imperialism—is a belief that oil as lifeblood or weapon or prize is different or unique or exceptional in comparison to the myriad other raw materials that are mined or harvested and traded on the world market. But they’re wrong.

Rethinking the Game of World Domination

Back in 1981, Douglas Feith was a twenty-eight-year-old National Security Council Middle East specialist who would go on to become undersecretary of defense in the George W. Bush administration. He counseled his then-boss, Richard V. Allen, who was Ronald Reagan’s national security adviser, to stop worrying about the so-called oil weapon that many imagined the Saudis and the Organization of the Petroleum Exporting Countries (OPEC) wielding. As far as U.S. policy goes, “it is critical to recognize that oil is a commodity essentially similar to cocoa, tin, and pigs’ bellies. It is subject to the laws of supply and demand, as are all commodities in trade, and one need not ingratiate oneself to any oil regime in order to buy oil.”22 The guy that General Tommy Franks, who led the Iraq invasion, called “the fucking stupidest guy on the face of the Earth,” was nonetheless right about oil.23 By the same token, the justification that then-president Ronald Reagan offered up in defense of a new military buildup in the Gulf, against “anyone that would shut off that oil” or in some other way threaten Western “access” wasn’t credible, although many people think in these terms even now.24

Steve Coll, the Pulitzer Prize–winning staff writer for the New Yorker says that by 2003 Feith’s view, once confined to wonkish pieces in the Heritage Foundation’s Policy Review, had become the “quiet conventional wisdom” within the Bush administration.25 Coll contrasts it with, to use Feith’s evocative image, “the misguided Risk board model of the 1970s.”26 Its origins, though, go back much longer than the game itself, favored by the grand strategists of Harvard’s Kennedy School, Georgetown’s Center for Strategic and International Studies, Yale, and the Army War College on the one hand, and their radical antagonists on the other.27 What has since been lost is the skepticism by imperialism’s critics toward the “laws” that statesmen and other engineers of empire back then said compelled the pursuit of natural resources of all sorts, not just oil, else suffer the consequences. Izvestia editor (and author of Imperialism and World Economy) Nikolai Bukharin, for one, writing in Foreign Affairs in 1936, attacked the pseudosciences of race and geopolitik that provided the excuse for fascist expansionism and misled those in the West whose responses to the crisis drew on the same false ideas, for example, about the “need” for land or raw materials.28

Did the United States wage war in 2003 for the oil? I have no way of knowing what was in the hearts and minds of President Bush and his advisers. For what it is worth, though, I’d counsel against dismissing the reasons given by its architects as lies foisted on the public that are designed to keep the real and fundamental ones hidden. To do so would be to go down the same dead end that the critic John Hobson warned against more than a hundred years ago in Imperialism: A Study. It was wrong, Hobson said, to imagine that statesmen were “feigning blindness” or engaged in “deliberate conscious simulation of false motives” or had some kind of “consciousness of inconsistency.”29 That said, the evidence amassed so far by the believers in “it’s the oil, stupid” thesis cannot bear even a moment’s critical scrutiny. Not that the evidence really matters since, as has been stressed here, for the believers the answer is always already known, because of the hold oilcraft exerts over elites and citizens, professors in the service academies and the Ivy League, Democrats and Republicans, the provocateurs who lead Code Pink, op-ed columnists of the New York Times, and contributing editors of the Nation.

To be clear, the expansion of the U.S. military presence in the Middle East since the 1970s is no illusion. The Richard Nixon administration and the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers built a basing system in the Gulf as part of a mission to arm and train the Saudis and Iranians (the “twin pillars policy”).30 President Jimmy Carter organized the Rapid Deployment Force in response to the 1978 Iranian revolution, which evolved into today’s Central Command, or Centcom. He then responded to the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan in 1979 in his last State of the Union address, declaring the Persian Gulf a vital interest to be protected by military force against efforts from outside power to gain control of its oil resources (the “Carter Doctrine”). The new Reagan administration, the one that employed Feith, faced almost immediate pressure from those who had backed him against Carter to reverse the policy of “appeasing” Saudi Arabia and to instead force the kingdom to accept U.S. troops on its soil.31 Reagan rebuilt ties with Iraq, assisted Saddam Hussein in his war with Iran, and sent naval forces to protect shipping during the later years of the Iran-Iraq war. In the summer of 1990, the George H. W. Bush administration ordered U.S. troops to Saudi Arabia to protect the kingdom (“Desert Shield”) and that winter the U.S.-led United Nations coalition of more than five hundred thousand troops launched a war (“Desert Storm”) to reverse Iraq’s occupation of Kuwait. The Clinton administration began a policy of dual containment of Iraq through a military-enforced continuing embargo that only ended with the war in 2003.

Among the many consequences, we witnessed the beginning of unprecedented violence against Americans in and outside the region, which has included kidnappings, assassinations, car bombings, and worse. As we would expect, each government provided multiple reasons motivating its policies, and the reasons differed, in part, in reflection of conditions confronting a particular administration regionally, globally, but also locally, in terms of the political coalitions arrayed for and against its preferences. Nonetheless, one specific rationale is common to practically all of them—namely, the defense of the region’s oil resources and, in particular, securing or preserving access to them. This fact alone goes far in explaining how critics construct their own ideas about states and ruling classes and the like and who imagine the wars in 1990 and 2003 as the fulfillment of “U.S. desires” dating back to 1973.32

The trillions spent are all the proof that believers in the idea of U.S. control of Persian Gulf oil can muster, since there is certainly no evidence that the actions of successive administrations have increased the supply or lowered the price refiners pay for oil in any tangible or measurable way. That’s more or less what Columbia University political scientist Parker Moon thought back in the 1920s, when trying to understand the “mid-Victorian mirage,” “patriotic haze,” and the “mist . . . of national self-sufficiency” that had led the governments of the United States, Great Britain, and other imperial powers to spend enormous sums—although a drop in the bucket in comparison to the costs of U.S. force projection today—to subsidize the operations of private mining firms, rubber and sugar plantations, and the like, which, through some kind of mysterious and unspecified alchemy, secured control of vital raw materials for the country itself or its leaders allegedly on behalf of its people.33

Such material treasures are something the public can visualize, something the statesmen can understand. Who can doubt . . . that a mandate [to wit, Iraq] permeated with petroleum, is a prize worth fighting for? It requires either sophistication or highmindedness to entertain such doubt.34

Moon’s point has lost none of its force a century later. The geopolitical “mind” now, as then, presumes what needs demonstrating: What does control of oil mean and, more important, how does this hidden (and in some versions not so hidden) power operate? Those who have sought to do so—that is, subject their beliefs to testing—have come up empty handed.35 Worse still, others make bold claims that cannot be falsified but must be taken on faith, like the existence of God.36 I’ve concluded that the idea of U.S. control is a mirage. And discovering in the archives that policy makers might have sought this objective doesn’t resolve an analytical problem. Instead, it simply elevates one more “strategic rationale” above the others. It is no more meaningful than saying that policy makers were or are driven by concerns about credibility, power vacuums, civilizing missions, democracy promotion, and the like.

Policy makers persist in defending their actions in these terms—whether or not they believe them—given the high political costs in being second-guessed by domestic opponents and rivals. As the book shows, arguments about access are, like these other rationales, deeply engrained, and leaders find it too risky to do otherwise. As Peter Trubowitz persuasively demonstrates in Politics and Strategy, acting on such grounds may be costly in the long term. Presidents and their advisers, however, have high future discount rates and worry more about how failing to act decisively in the short term threatens to undermine their ability to win on other issues that matter, let alone their party’s and coalition’s political future.37

My presumption is that, in contrast to leaders, we can reliably take intellectuals at their word. That is, they believe it when they write that the Soviets posed a threat to Western oil supplies from the Gulf in the 1970s or that the United States controls the price of oil today through their “clients,” the Al Saud (“House” of Saud), or controls its allies and rivals through its military presence or acts at the behest of Western oil firms or is locked in a geopolitical struggle to monopolize what remains of a dwindling strategic resource. They hold fast to their beliefs about oil the way others do about the biological existence of “race” and racial difference, while conjuring what they consider evidence in support in much the same way.

One objective of the book is the recovery of the early twentieth-century progressive era’s original exposés of the strategic rationales behind the “new imperialism” and the ever-elusive security of the supply of raw materials of all kinds. Resource imperialism’s bubbling cauldron of ideas—a mix of equal parts social Darwinism, neo-mercantilism, geographical determinism, and scientific racism—has lost little of its potency over the ensuing century. Oilcraft’s debunkers today, no doubt unaware of the earlier refutations of scarcity ideology, are located primarily on the right, not the left, and promoted by the Cato Institute rather than the Open Society Foundations, Institute for Policy Studies, and the Type Media Center. The contemporary Anglo-American left appears wholly under its spell.

Three Propositions

In the sections that follow, I distill what economists and defense analysts have been telling us since the 1920s about peacetime world oil markets, about the kinds of threats most often imagined as challenges to market access, and about access during wartime. Collectively, they call into question much of what has been written about the prize by historians, self-styled energy security experts, and critics of U.S. foreign policy. They offer those new to the subject protection from scarcity ideology and the easy seduction of the Cold War’s Risk-eyed view of the world.

In a market filled with buyers and sellers, everyone has access. The longtime Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT) professor Morris A. Adelman, an economist who studied monopoly and energy markets, among other subjects, was a controversial figure for most of his career. In one instance, Mobil Oil Company (now Exxon Mobil) used its regular New York Times op-ed page space to criticize his call for the United States to try to undermine OPEC, which he famously called “the clumsy cartel.”38 We forget now, under the incantatory accounts of the imagined 1973 “OPEC boycott,” that pundits had already taken to describing the United States as being in the midst of an “oil crisis” a year or more before the outbreak of the 1973 Arab-Israeli War. The crisis was a “fiction,” Adelman argued, following the mistaken belief—not for the last time—that there was a looming scarcity of oil resources. He described the boycott, correctly, as “meaningless,” since others would step in and supply U.S. refiners, which is indeed what happened.39 But he was doing no more than echoing what the secretary general of OPEC himself had once said.

In a series of technical papers and books and articles for nonspecialists, Adelman exposed the factitious nature of much of what passed for knowledge about oil and geopolitics in the 1970s and in fact what passes now. He showed why the idea of an “oil weapon” is a chimera. Administrations from Gerald Ford’s on have been obsessed by a false problem, that of access, and a misplaced solution, energy independence, since, with price controls a thing of the past, it is impossible to insulate the domestic market from price fluctuations.40 Adelman derided as sheer fantasy the belief (the “official Washington gospel”) that something called a special relationship with Saudi Arabia somehow delivered oil to the United States at lower prices or at higher volumes than would a less special relationship or less friendly oil-producing country. He called it “the pleasure of self-delusion.”41

A trip to Arabia, to Africa, to a summit to discuss energy, or to the UN to lecture the producing nations on their duty to the world economy—these are all ego trips. The statesman believes he is gaining “access” to oil, or moderating the price rise and preventing long run shortage, or helping moderates against radicals, or improving North-South relations, or something. . . . We all have a strong desire to believe we have some voice in determining the sauce with which we are to be eaten.42

He traced these “myths” back to the Ur myth, that the world is running out of oil (or any mineral for that matter), which he considered an impossibility. Why? Because estimates of recoverable reserves are not a matter of geology but of knowledge (or technology) and price at a given time. “The amount of mineral that is in the ground has no meaning apart from its cost of extraction and the demand for it.”43 These are determined “by a tug-of-war between diminishing returns and increasing knowledge. Historically knowledge has won . . . though this need not always be true.”44 The recent tremendous increase in oil and natural gas production in the United States, due to changes in technology, confirms the insight. It is a development that Adelman foresaw in the 1970s. In the decades since, his views have come to predominate among energy and natural resources economists, inside the industry, and, if Coll is right, then among some in the government. Feith himself credits Adelman for his view that the market rather than military might guarantees access during peacetime.45

The putative threats to oil price and supply that ostensibly motivate U.S. force projection are either not compelling or else cannot be dealt with efficiently by military power. Adelman’s views on defense issues were scattered throughout his writings. In contrast to his economic analyses, however, they are unsystematic, if not off the cuff. He supported such measures as the creation of the Rapid Deployment Force in 1980, which was a means to promote security of supply in an “unstable” region. But he also dismissed as nonsense the idea that the USSR was planning to overrun the Persian Gulf to support its military command economy and coerce oil “dependent” Europe and Japan away from the United States.46 And while he supported the use of force to reverse Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait in 1990, he made clear that the problem was not that of access. After all, oil producers, friendly or radically opposed to U.S. policies alike, would continue to sell their oil to pay for all the goods, services, prisons, palaces, weapons, and so on that it buys. The oil rents themselves were the problem. More money in the hands of soon-to-be-dubbed “outlaw” or “rogue” states meant, Adelman presumed, a less peaceful world.

A second MIT professor and a specialist in defense issues, Barry Posen, though, takes up where Adelman left off in questioning the taken-for-granted assumptions of three generations of post-1973 energy security experts, foreign policy analysts, and reporters who parrot them. He published the results in Restraint: A New Foundation for U.S. Grand Strategy. It calls for a radical rethinking of the country’s “unnecessary, counterproductive, costly, and wasteful” globe-spanning strategic posture and military force structure, in Europe, Asia, and, key for our purposes, the Persian Gulf. Posen goes as far as to reject any effort now or in the future to preserve the ruling Al Saud, or “House of Saud,” in power under the assumption that Saudi rulers keep oil flowing to the United States or its allies at greater volumes or cheaper prices than other producers.47

After working through the set of routinely evoked claims that ostensibly justify the military presence—the presumed vulnerability of transit routes, the threat of a future Saddam Hussein–like figure who would raise prices or withhold supply—Posen dismisses most as either wild exaggerations, false, or not amenable to solution through use of force. Posen thinks that since the results of a cost-benefit analysis are both straightforward and inescapable, some other “factor x” must explain the enormity of the sums expended when the flow of oil itself has never seriously been at risk. “I suspect that global prestige and influence is this factor x,” which is close to what some professors mean when they talk about U.S. hegemony, but, Posen adds, “even this argument is not self-evidently strong.”48

Posen is no less dismissive of the idea that the military buildup in the Gulf is directed at and necessary in the highly unlikely event of hostilities with a rising power. There is no real danger of any great power conquering the Gulf, and, in the event of hostilities, “having the best submarines in the world and a large navy gives us a veto over who gets oil in wartime.” When I asked him about those who believe hostilities with China are more rather than less likely in the medium term to arise, his response was, in the event of hostilities, “we don’t need to be lords of the Gulf to intimidate every tanker captain into avoiding the route to China.”49 Wild exaggerations of the centrality of imported oil to its economy, and thus of the supposed existential nature of the threat to Beijing posed by U.S. dominance of the Gulf, is a mainstay of the we-are-at-the-dawn-of-a-new-great-power-conflict genre.50

Posen’s skepticism about the need to secure the oil resources of the Persian Gulf in planning for or fighting a war with rival powers rehearses arguments made in the 1920s and again in the 1940s, based on the wars that had just been fought. For example, Bernard Brodie, the naval strategist who, as an employee of the Rand Corporation, went on to pioneer the theory of nuclear deterrence, argued that it was both unnecessary and quite likely futile to deploy U.S. force to protect the Persian Gulf in event of a war with the Soviet Union. The problem, he said, was that governments routinely confused or conflated strategic with economic interests, although he took pains to distance himself from those who detected in this fact “nefarious machinations of certain oil companies and of those governments which are presumed to be their lackies.”51 Presaging Adelman, he also dismissed fears of dwindling supplies, which had proved wrong in the past for reasons that Adelman would later develop at great length. Peacetime supply was assured by the market. And in the extraordinary event of a future war, the United States and its allies would once again rely on Western Hemispheric sources. U.S. contingency plans in the early Cold War assumed the same. In the event of conflict, one objective would be destruction of the region’s oil fields, not reliance on them, to keep them out of enemy hands.52

If there were public intellectuals in the 1970s and 1980s who discounted the strategic value of physically occupying the Persian Gulf in the event of war the way Brodie did—I don’t know of any—they stood little chance of gaining a hearing at the time.53 Adelman’s experience confirms it, particularly once the Soviet Union invaded Afghanistan in December 1979. As the book shows, political scientists inside the government portrayed the occupation as step one in a campaign to seize the Gulf. Skeptics would have less of a chance certainly than in 2003, when a large number of “mainstream” international security analysts came out in opposition to the Iraq invasion, Posen among them.54 A plausible hypothesis is that what drives the skeptics who have reexamined the logic of force projection is how, after the collapse of the Soviet Union, military spending in the Gulf theater nonetheless grew exponentially against lesser or, to use the term of the art, “inflated” threats.55 As one of the critics, Roger Stern, emphasizes, U.S. Persian Gulf force projection has cost about as much as the Cold War did and in virtually any year exceeds the value of all oil exports from the region to the rest of the world. In other words, what taxpayers pay for the impossible-to-estimate good called energy security is roughly equal to what the world pays each year for Middle East oil and ten times higher than what U.S. refiners pay.56

Oil prices covary with the price of all other primary commodities. Roger Stern is a one-time botanist who received a PhD in 2007 in environmental engineering from Johns Hopkins, where he began his study of the history of Americans’ powerful if misplaced fears about threats to the energy supply. His work, like that of others who question the conventional wisdom, owes much to Adelman.57 Stern, though, has done something no one writing on oil and U.S. foreign policy has ever done, as far as I am aware. He compares the rise and fall of oil prices across the twentieth century with other commodities. The prices covary; meaning, they rise and fall in tandem.

Why is covariation significant? The simple answer is that it falsifies one of the most persistent beliefs about oil power: that particular agents—firms in some past accounts (the so-called Seven Sisters), and since the 1970s governments alone (Saudi Arabia) or in combination (OPEC)—have or had extraordinary abilities to control the price. Extraordinary in two senses. One is that it is a power unique to oil producers. Other raw material producers are price takers, as economists say, not price makers. Think about it. One rarely even sees news reports about the price movements of other commodities, save on the business pages, let alone about the strategies of copper or other mineral producers. More extraordinary still, the oil producers are imagined constantly to be deploying this unique power for political ends, evidence for which exists entirely in the mind of the writer or the geopolitical guru the journalist has talked to.58

What Stern shows is that, if Saudi Arabia at one moment is driving down the price, allegedly, to punish the Russians for their support of Syria or at another moment the Saudis, OPEC, and the Russians are ratcheting up the price, they are doing so with a remarkable degree of precision. Thus, these agents somehow get the movement, up or down, to align with the movement of all other traded goods.59 Perhaps, though, there is another, simpler explanation. The effects of such efforts, even if real, are wildly exaggerated and, much more likely, imagined.

For Stern, it reveals the problem at the heart of oil scarcity ideology. It is the periodic spike in oil prices that allegedly demonstrated the correctness of each round of peak oil forecasts in the 1920s, 1940s, and 1970s, and thus the calls for aggressive policies to stave off economic decline (together with, in the 1970s, the countercalls either for the United States to pursue energy independence or to end its fossil fuel addiction). Yet, as he shows, prices of all other goods were rising at the same time, and presumably the world wasn’t running out of cotton or bananas. What Stern and most other of today’s historians of the international politics of oil miss is the fact that in the 1920s the statesmen and their varied ventriloquists fretted about access to or control of all sorts of raw materials. Oil was then just one and by no means the most important vital resource. So, in 1947, when historian and economist Herbert Feis, who served as the economic adviser for international affairs in the Hoover and Roosevelt administrations, looked back on supply problems during World War II, it was the shortage of rubber, not oil, that “presented the greatest threat to the safety of our nation and the success of the Allies cause.”60 Many, many materials mattered in the war. Scholars today, though, are barely aware of how radically they recast the past to tell their stories about the only one that seems to matter now.

Oil matters more today than other metals and minerals in one easily measurable way. The world pays some ten times more for the good annually than it does for gold, iron, and copper, the next three most valuable raw material exports.61 But, to be clear, world trade in both electronic goods and machinery is larger, and growing, and the trade in oil declining relative to these other sectors.62 If World War II is any guide, and it is open to question, then planners will be preoccupied with the supply of many materials rather than one. This is not the way the ranks of cultural critics, radical political economists, and environmental activists judge matters of course. Instead, oil is imagined as our “lifeblood,” at the heart of “the American way of life,” if not of capitalism itself (“petrocapitalism”). Not only are such cultural arguments contradicted by economic analyses that measure firms’ reliance on oil across different industries.63 They also faithfully echo the claims that analysts of other commodities make about cotton, the industrial revolution’s “launching pad”; slaves, “the engine” that propelled Europe’s rise; nitrates, which were fundamental to modern war making; bananas, the commodity that “changed the world”; sugar, ditto; and aluminum, which enabled “air power, the space age and moon landings.”64 Take your pick.

In what follows, I take up two foundational moments in the making of the doctrinal verities of oilcraft, the imperial rivalries of the 1920s, from the Caribbean to South Asia, and the 1970s, a moment of national trauma that effectively erased that past from memory. Along the way, I take apart some of the main myths of the energy crisis, for instance, the nonexistent “OPEC boycott,” which continue to bedevil clear thinking, cogent analysis, and meaningful oppositional political action.

No one cherishes history for its own sake more than I do, but I have a second objective this time, which is to explicate what work these false beliefs about oil and geopolitics do today. We can either continue to remain fixed on the state’s wholly unnecessary defense of access or on the left’s unspecified, let alone empirically validated accounts of the project of hegemonic control—or we can extricate ourselves from the spell and concentrate instead on oilcraft’s all too real effects. Consider the one first identified by progressives in the 1920s. In democracies, all favors, subsidies, and the like, whether to a single firm or entire industrial sector, must come dressed up as benefits to the public’s “national security” interest. In other books I document how specific firms secured privileged access to the state in great detail for the case of the chemical, electrical equipment, and engineering industries competing in Egypt in the 1920s and after, and for oil giant Aramco in Saudi Arabia in the 1940s.65 In the same way, we might compare the incalculable addition to “national energy security” provided by the just-lifted restrictions on U.S. crude oil exports, in place since the 1970s, with the much-easier-to-measure rents that accrued to the U.S. refining industry over the same period.66

The list of effects has grown significantly since the 1970s, in tandem with the expansion of the American military presence in the Persian Gulf and beyond. Let’s start with the balance of payments and the global role of the dollar. In declassified records from the pre-1970s era, which is the era when private British and U.S. oil companies in the Middle East “controlled”—that is, made production decisions about—Saudi Arabian, Iraqi, Iranian, and Kuwaiti crude oil, we find a few instances where government officials sought to identify what this control signified for the power of the British state or how it added to the security of supply for British citizens, versus the case of a U.S. firm controlling that same source of crude oil. It didn’t. The real benefit was to the Treasury, in terms of the balance of payments position, because refiners would pay the same price and the military would be supplied nonetheless. The U.S. ambassador to France had noted as much. The situation was identical for the United States in the years prior to the nationalization of firms’ holdings throughout the region.67

Today, when oil producing countries (petroleum ministries or state-owned companies) rather than Western firms make production decisions, the balance-of-payment gains for the United States are even greater thanks to arrangements originally negotiated by the Nixon administration, in which Saudi Arabia, followed by other OPEC members, agreed to sell oil for dollars. The increased worldwide demand for dollars strengthened the U.S. foreign exchange position and underwrote deficits in the current accounts. In addition, oil producers invested billions of those dollars in U.S. securities. Private and not-so-private oil dollars flowed to real estate, capital goods, finance, engineering services, and, not least, the defense industry, to the benefit of the arms makers, sure, but also to the Pentagon itself, which gains from lower unit costs of major weapons systems.68

So what about the dramatic spread of U.S. military capabilities and bases into the Persian Gulf, Africa, and the Caspian basin since 1970s, as the instrument of what some call a deepening global hegemony, others the “new” turn to empire, and still others the latest phase of a continuous process of capitalist expansion? While many believe (and repeat like a mantra) that militarization is driven by the need to guarantee access or control of oil, nonetheless oil has been available regardless of the extent of U.S. force projection at any moment. More plausibly, the creation of a single integrated world market in oil has reduced the transaction costs of running the worldwide basing system (not to mention enriching the contractors who supply those forces and bases on cost-plus terms).69

Freeing ourselves from the “laws” of geopolitics and the spell of oilcraft entails costs. They may seem realer to many or at least easier to grasp, natural even, in comparison to the operation of oil markets. Utter the latter term and a critical theorist is apt to dismiss it with some judgment about the “neoliberal” fiction of “free” markets—a modifier not to be found anywhere in the pages to follow, needless to say. The value of course being that the critic never actually has to understand how a barrel of oil gets from a producing well in the Persian Gulf to a refinery on the U.S. Gulf Coast. For many, it means giving up what may seem like a winning oppositional stance. The gains, though, make it worthwhile, as I show, by reconsidering the question of the U.S.-Saudi special relationship, which confuses some and traps others unnecessarily into accepting what they imagine is a devil’s bargain. The Al Saud does many things for U.S. investors, firms, regions, and government agencies, but guaranteeing the flow of oil or making it cheap or stabilizing the price isn’t one of them. A post–Saudi Arabia may be a scary proposition for various reasons, but, some adjustment costs in the short term notwithstanding, markets will continue to operate more or less the same as now, and those routine operations, not the monarchy and not the U.S. Central Command, are what guarantee access to oil and all other commodities.


2

RAW MATERIALISM

AT LEAST SINCE PUBLICATION of Daniel Yergin’s doorstop The Prize (1991), the interwar and World War II years have served to anchor beliefs about oil’s outsized role in twentieth- and now twenty-first-century international relations: the ceaseless, intertwined struggle “for oil, wealth and power.”1 Those who believe that countries have fought and will continue to fight wars over oil point to Japan in the run-up to World War II. Environmental historian Brian Black argues that World War II was, in general, a “war for oil.”2 To put my objection to this radically reductionist view charitably, causes of war are complex, while historians like Black miss the fact that both world wars disrupted market access, and all combatants confronted massive supply problems.3 This was true even of the United States in the period between 1939 and 1945—by far the most resource self-sufficient of the Allied powers.

Yergin doesn’t make this basic mistake. He makes the other one, in imagining that Japan’s oil dependency “in particular” and its efforts “to reduce its reliance on the United States, especially for most of its oil,” best characterizes its leaders decision-making at a key juncture.4 What else can he say given the book’s premise? The only problem is that it isn’t true. In fact, Japanese military and civilian planners identified dozens of strategic materials for which they depended on the West after launching a war with China in 1937 and while preparing for a wider war with powerful rivals. These included foodstuffs, machine tools, copper, aluminum, and above all, scrap metal. The latter was vital for making steel, and steel key to the ships and other weapons without which the Japanese forces stood not a chance against a rapidly rearming United States.5

There is no disputing that the late-nineteenth-century “new” mercantilist era of protectionism at home combined with aggressive government efforts in aid of the investors who sought to bring these resources to market had sunk deep roots. The Daniel Yergins and Brian Blacks of the first decades of the twentieth century argued that what best explained the “Great War and the unstable conditions which have characterized international politics since its close” was the unequal world distribution of a vast array of raw materials, including but hardly limited to “energy resources.”6 Back then a typically anodyne statement of the growing “raw materials problem” went: Would a renewed “struggle for colonies and raw materials” lead to another war between white people or would a theretofore unknown phenomenon, a “rising race consciousness of the East” and adoption of the white race’s signature “imperialistic methods,” lead instead to revolution and a race war against them?7

In the 1970s, a condensed but often no less racist conventional wisdom emerged. From the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan in 1979 and Saddam Hussein’s failed effort at annexing Kuwait in 1990—the decade in which Yergin was hard at work on The Prize—to China’s “going out” (going global) investment strategy in the 2000s, it is the threats to access to one scarce commodity alone—oil—that preoccupies the contemporary geopolitical mind. Yet, as Edward Mead Earle, one of the original and sharpest of oilcraft’s debunkers, put it back in 1924, the “policy of the United States since the Armistice has been based upon two bogeys; the bogey of the rapid exhaustion of our domestic supplies of petroleum; the bogey of a British monopoly of petroleum resources abroad.”8 Since then the list of bogeys or fears based on unreason has only gotten longer.

The views of Earle and a handful of other progressives in the 1920s who sought to expose the factitious nature of beliefs about raw materials and international insecurity deserve our attention. The Adelmans, Posens, Sterns, and like-minded critics of the strategic rationales that underpin U.S. primacy today are mostly unaware that Earle and others in what I call the Columbia School had done the same decades earlier when challenging the imperialist policies and aspirations of the United States and its great power competitors. For instance, they showed why colonies and spheres of influence had not and could not solve industrializers’ raw materials problems. The pursuit of autarky, or self-sufficiency, via conquest, thus, was either irrational or else driven by other nonmaterial interests. Japanese civilian planners would tell their military counterparts the same thing and would be cashiered for doing so.9 Meanwhile, citizens were being misled by governments that portrayed support for mining firms abroad on the grounds that it was the only means to guarantee domestic supplies of raw materials. They were right, and the argument stands the test of time. Consider the alarmism of the early 2000s about a zero-sum struggle with Chinese state-owned oil companies for a rapidly dwindling supply of a vital strategic good, although some 90 percent of the oil that those Chinese firms produced was purchased by customers outside China.10

In early 1920, the nearly identical imagined threat preoccupied politicians and statesmen (and they were all men back then) for the first but by no means last time. Warren G. Harding, then campaigning for president in Oklahoma, a Democratic Party stronghold, insisted that under President Wilson’s watch, the country’s security had been fatefully compromised. Great Britain had gained control of “90 percent of the world’s known supplies,” through its far-flung network of colonies and protectorates.11 The only problem is that, as the Wall Street Journal reported, U.S. firms actually controlled 82 percent of the world’s oil, the British Empire controlled 2.5 percent, and American-owned firms had been buying up new concessions throughout the Southern Hemisphere.12

A June 1920 New York Times headline screamed “Giant Struggle for Control of World’s Oil Supply.” Only the protagonists were two competing “industrial titans,” not governments. One was Rockefeller-owned Standard Oil, which we now know as Exxon Mobil. The Times called it “the dominating power in the world’s oil trade.”13 But Standard Oil’s dominance had been built on monopoly power in the United States and through marketing its refined products around the world. It was late to seek oil supplies beyond U.S. borders. The rival, Royal Dutch Shell, directed by Henri Deterding, an Amsterdam-born naturalized British citizen—the better to secure backing of a second key state for his global venture—was attempting to best Standard through gaining exclusive access to new sources of crude, which had triggered the now-historic post–World War I competition for new foreign sources of supply. Mesopotamia was the latest site in this giant struggle, and the American oil interests eventually forced their way into the Anglo-French consortium through a deal with the rival firms. The spate of Senate resolutions calling on the government to block British private investments in U.S. oil bearing lands, State Department demarches, and appeals to “open door” principles that had accompanied the private bargaining were, once the deal was made, quickly forgotten—a pattern repeated frequently in the decades to come.14 Great Britain’s alleged control of “world rubber” would instead come to dominate the headlines.15

On what possible grounds would citizens of the United States, then the largest oil-producing country in the world, acquiesce to the idea that it was in their country’s interest to confront the British government in far-flung areas of the world? The argument was that America was running out of oil. As one scientist with the U.S. Geological Survey put it in 1920, “For the first time in her history the United States is witnessing the day when one of her greatest stores of mineral wealth—her most dazzling and spectacular endowment, on which her prosperity, industries, and standards of living are so largely dependent, and which imparts a characteristic and essential quality to her civilization—is approaching exhaustion and so is no longer able to meet her growing necessities.”16 Or consider what seems the more soberly delivered but hardly less spectacular prediction by the world’s leading chemical engineering consulting firm, Arthur D. Little (ADL), that the domestic oil production curve was in permanent decline, with no new fields in the forty-eight states left to be discovered. ADL issued that report just prior to what came to be known as the Seminole Oklahoma boom and a few years before the even more massive East Texas bonanza.17 For the first but hardly the last time, temporary shortages of supply were taken for proof that domestic reserves were drying up.18

Then, and just as we saw in the 1990s, two groups in particular picked up on the looming scarcity argument and ran with it: conservationists and, for lack of a better term, grand strategists who advocated for the continued buildup of sea power after World War I.19 For the first group, oil was one of the vital “national resources” that had to be preserved for future generations by the federal government, which meant restricting access to oil-bearing lands and guiding or regulating the use of oil. For the strategists, “control” of foreign oil fields had become a national imperative. Needless to say, the biggest of the oil companies, the so-called instruments of U.S. policy, opposed conservation but had few problems with the latter idea that their rent-seeking efforts abroad were somehow vital to the national security of the United States. It helped, too, that the Department of Interior had basically been captured by the industry.20

“Oil is power,” some started to say, unselfconsciously deploying ideas going back centuries about how military prowess and state power depended on a monarch amassing stores of goods, such as timber, silver, and gold, in finite supply.21 The best of many books to appear about the new “world struggle” among the great powers, Oil Trusts and Anglo American Relations (1923), sought to trace the origins of the oil-is-power idea, calling it a great illusion. “How and whence comes the evil in the possession of a commodity which, by its adaptability for human use and handling, is essentially one of the greatest servants of mankind?”22

The Progressives’ Lost Account of the Roots of Resource Imperialism

Williams College President Harry Garfield, who had served as the federal fuel administrator in charge of coal and oil supply during World War I, brought the U.S. Tariff Commission chair, William S. Culbertson, to the college’s Institute of Politics in 1923 to analyze the rising tensions over natural resources.23 The institute’s month of lecture courses and roundtables, launched with much fanfare in 1921 and dubbed the country’s first summer school of world affairs, had received detailed coverage in the New York Times, Christian Science Monitor, Philadelphia Inquirer, Los Angeles Times, and Washington Post.24 Culbertson ran the institute’s first roundtable open to the public, “Problems of Raw Materials and Foodstuffs in the Commercial Policies of Nations,” which became a two-year-long master class in the politics of international economic relations. A dozen experts gave papers at the first roundtable. The University of Pennsylvania–based American Academy of Political and Social Science would publish the transcript of the entire roundtable as a special issue of its journal the Annals the following year.25 Culbertson then returned to Williamstown in 1924 to lead his second roundtable, “Public and Private Finance in the Policies of Nations,” and he brought these materials together in his five hundred–plus page study of the new mercantilism, International Economic Policies.26 Culbertson himself is best described in those years as a Republican internationalist in a party dominated by protectionists. He was on the faculty of Georgetown University’s School of Foreign Service. In 1925, the Coolidge administration appointed him minister to Romania and, in 1928, ambassador to Chile. The biographical details are important because the analysis he provides of the capitalist roots of imperialism are today identified exclusively with the 1960s New Left and its progeny.

“If we are to understand our modern world, we must recognize that war follows in necessary sequence upon causes arising out of the processes of production, trading, and financing.” Competition among firms “sooner or later reflects itself in rivalry between Governments and people.” Culbertson noted how leaders and those who parroted them dismissed the idea reflexively. They still do. “To speak of the economic causes of war has been considered improper and even disloyal.”27 This failure to recognize the economic dimension to modern conflict, however, leads the well-intentioned down a dead end, to peace societies and naive calls to outlaw war, rather than to promoting international institutions that would substitute for imperialism as the means for the fair division of the raw materials and energy resources needed by Western civilization.

Culbertson underscored how the latter part of the nineteenth century had seen a retreat from “liberal,” or free trade, ideals and reversion to policies that resembled mercantilism or “the use of the power of the state to gain economic and political prestige.”28 What was distinctive about the “new” mercantilist era was the primary role played by industrial and financial capital in what he described as “modern” or “economic imperialism,” leading to a second, more thorough and far reaching, “conquest of the non-European world.”29 It is the turn to seeing industrialization as the linchpin of imperialism and, hence, of war that provoked the critics.30

At root, it was capitalism that was to blame. Mass production methods generated more goods and profits than could be sold and invested domestically. “The capitalistic class, therefore, which is in control of modern business, is constantly seeking new markets in which to dispose of goods and new opportunities for the investment of surplus capital.”31 For the political leaders of these new-styled “modern industrial states,” power came to be seen as synonymous with “colonial possessions, the control by their own nationals of markets and resources of raw materials” through monopolistic concessions and similar kinds of direct and indirect investment “in economically backward countries.”32

Culbertson was as forthright about imperialism and the “fear and suspicion” that drove it as he was about capitalism. “Little is gained by undiscriminating condemnation.” At the same time, “we cannot understand our world by continually trying to explain away economic rivalry or by dressing up modern imperialistic policies in the robes of disinterested justice and liberty.” This latter point is as relevant today as it was in 1924, when, as Culbertson pointed out, British officials insisted that the “principal object” of the agreement with France, to share in the exploitation of the Mesopotamian oil concession, was to benefit the yet-to-be-constituted state of Iraq. “Nations as such, as distinguished from self-sacrificing individuals and private humanitarian organizations do not engage in altruistic enterprises in parts of the world where they neither have nor seek material interest.”33 Ultimately, as he wrote the next year in the preface to International Economic Policies, in “practical world politics the difference between the South Manchurian Railway Company and the Japanese Government, between the Anglo-Persian Oil Company and the British Government, or before 1914, between the German Anatolian Railway Company and the German Government, amounts to the difference between Tweedledum and Tweedledee.”34

Ed Earle pushed a little on this last point in an extended, very laudatory review essay, which uses the case of oil to illustrate “the new mercantilism” that Culbertson analyzes “in all its glory.”35 Specifically, Earle thought it odd that he names no “American corporation whose interests have been a special concern of American diplomacy.” The Oil Trusts and other reporting of the time suggests he should have. Earle ends by suggesting that “a list of corporations dealing in bonds, oil, copper, fruit, sugar and rubber might lead to some interesting speculation concerning American policy in Mexico, the Caribbean area, Cuba, the Philippines and elsewhere.”36

Earle’s department at Columbia had emerged in the 1920s as the epicenter of the scholarly study of imperialism in (and by) the United States—what one critic called a distinct “American . . . group of thought and propaganda.”37 Earle (1894–1954), Parker Thomas Moon (1892–1936), and Leland Hamilton Jenks (1892–1976) all wrote PhD dissertations in history. Earle and Moon then joined the history faculty. Jenks taught economic history and sociology for most of his career at Wellesley College.38 To their detractors, the historians ought to have been questioning the validity of any “theory”—capitalism, underinvestment, overproduction, and so on—that by itself purported to explain such complex and varied phenomena as the European scramble for Africa, the outbreak of World War I, or U.S. intervention in the Caribbean.39 Read carefully, these historians’ works all appeared to me to do precisely that, while telling us something new and important about the thoroughly entangled business conflicts and great-power political concomitants that characterized the new mercantilism. The policies pursued by the great powers made no sense, they insisted. But that is an understatement. Countries that sought access to or control of raw materials for strategic reasons—to reduce dependency and attain “self-sufficiency”—through colonies, protectorates, concessions, spheres of influence, and the like operated on the basis of “illusions,” or what Parker Moon called a “mid-Victorian mirage,” haunted by “bogeys” and “phantoms.”40

Imperialism may have increased the supply of raw materials and food on the world market, which the professors generally considered a “service to mankind,” a point worth returning to, but it did nothing to reduce Europeans’ growing dependence on imports from outside their own so-called spheres of influence and so increased security. Statesman’s Yearbook data made that fact abundantly clear. Parker Moon used the example of France, with a large empire in North Africa and Southeast Asia. “After fifty years of active imperialism,” its colonies supplied only 10 percent of the raw materials that its home industries consumed, and “three Great Powers,” the United States, Germany, and Great Britain, ninety percent.41 The course of the next war confirmed the quixotic element in such quests. England’s very survival as a great power had allegedly required it to end its dependency on oil owned, refined, and transported by any other than firms owned and operated by British nationals. Nonetheless, U.S. producers would supply, according to one estimate, six billion barrels out of a total of seven billion barrels consumed by the Allies in World War II.42 As the State Department’s economic adviser, Herbert Feis, emphasized in his first-person account, “The geography and logistics of the war made it impossible” to access oil from many of the British-owned concessions.43 And to my knowledge, no one has shown how precisely the empire’s security had been enhanced by His Majesty’s Government taking a majority ownership in British Petroleum (née the Anglo-Persian Oil Company) rather than leaving it to private firms to supply the military its fuel oil.

Both Jenks and Earle embraced the artful deconstruction of the oil-as-power idea in the Oil Trusts. The market guaranteed access in peacetime, and what mattered when peace broke down was not ownership of the wells but the ability to get the resource from the wells to the refiners via control of shipping routes, again, as World War I and, later, World War II would show. Yale’s Bernard Brodie would make the same point in his early Cold War policy memorandum, as this book’s opening demonstrates, and the contingency plans of the Joint Chiefs of Staff rested on the same assumption.44

Their explanation began with those who profited from “the growing alliance between business and diplomacy which confuses beyond hope of recognition the interests of individual Americans and the interests of the American people.”45 For example, Earle held that the U.S. oil companies together with such ventriloquists as Albert Fall, the secretary of interior who went to prison in the 1920s for accepting cash from his industry friends in the Teapot Dome Scandal, did much to conjure the “twin bogeys of dwindling resources at home and a boycott abroad.”46 Twenty years later, when Feis published his account of the diplomatic tangles in the emerging Middle Eastern oil and British- and Dutch-dominated Southeast Asian rubber-producing countries, the future giant of development economics, Bert Hoselitz, said the Columbia professors had been proved right. Feis’s account was above all “an indictment of short-sightedness, stupidity, selfish interests, and greed, often on the part of private enterprise but not infrequently on the part of governments. If the book provides a moral, it confirms . . . rather than contradicts the theories of imperialism expounded by such men as Parker T. Moon and Harry Elmer Barnes.”47

Such instrumental entanglements alone do not explain why publics believe in and support the politicians in such chimerical quests. Moon emphasized the role of “ideas” and “principles.” Earle underscored how identification of the interests of firms with the “national welfare” had outlasted the war to become, as we say now, hegemonic. “Our philosophy is the discredited mercantilism of the eighteenth century combined with the pathological nationalism of the twentieth.”48 Moon stressed the force of economic nationalism and “national prestige” in these matters as well. “Many a Frenchman, for example, looks on the phosphate mines of French North Africa as an addition to the wealth of his nation. Such material treasures are something the public can visualize, something the statesman can understand.”49 And as he goes on to explain the fundamental error—“that raw materials, in general, are color-blind. . . . They follow the laws of supply and demand, and of distance and transportation costs. They obey economic rather than political control”—I can’t help but think of my students who believe that the United States obtains its oil from the Persian Gulf, because why else occupy Iraq and continue to dominate the region militarily?

Moon went further, however, in emphasizing the role of “instinctive emotions” in “imperialist world politics,” the most powerful and easily aroused of which was fear. Fear drove populations to back what we now call “preventive war”: arms buildups; the takeover of the Philippines, Hawaii, and so on; and, not least, the impossible quest for control of raw material in time of war. Culbertson made much the same claim. “Fear and suspicion . . . are fundamental forces determining the psychology of imperialism.”50 Moon, however, appeared far readier than Culbertson was to dismiss any and all of them as ungrounded when judged against logic and evidence. “The unimpassioned student may perhaps inquire whether ownership of oil wells in some distant colony will be of value, in war . . . but to the ‘man in the street,’ such doubt rarely occurs.”51 The same holds true in our own time.

The Columbia professors presumed that political leaders knew roughly what they themselves knew and, thus, were acting “more or less unwillingly . . . at the instigation of business and other interest groups.”52 These same insiders were the source of “propaganda” or what, seventy years later, another Columbia professor called “myths of empire”: false ideas consciously designed to play to the prejudices of the wider public to obtain their consent to bearing the costs.53 But there are grounds for questioning this still-popular model of an elect inoculated against and encouraging the fear-driven misapprehension of events. Consider some other fear- and suspicion-driven efforts under way in the 1920s: immigrant exclusion legislation and the resurrection of the Ku Klux Klan in the northern and western United States, to stem the “rising tide of color” and preserve the white race from destruction.54 There were Columbia University professors and others who challenged the science of “race” then, too, but it hardly mattered. Supreme Court justices joined the Klan, and presidents defended Jim Crow just the same. Racism was tenacious. So, also, were the delusions that Moon and others identified in the 1920s. Indeed, they are clung to tighter than ever today, almost a century later, by presidents, by professors, and by the public at large.

The policies that Moon and the others proposed on the basis of sober judgments about the working of raw material markets in peace and war were the ones that Adelman and other skeptics would advocate in the 1970s. The ones that actually made a difference. They urged more effective measures at conservation. Governments ought to stockpile raw materials as a short-term hedge against supply interruptions, including conflict. The powers should seek international agreements or other forms of cooperative arrangements. The nondiscrimination principle of the “open door” was important, although Ed Earle considered the Americans’ advocacy of it hypocritical, given the many forms of protectionism that the United States employed domestically and in its own dependencies. He also endorsed the idea that Great Britain and the United States get out of the business of backing oil firms in their commercial battles. Culbertson considered it unnecessary and perhaps unwise. Later, Adelman would, too.55

The Heritage of Mankind

Parker Moon drew attention to one more principle that motivated the many “valiant feats of empire building” in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. He labeled it, “for lack of a better term, aggressive altruism,” which he defined as “using force, brutal force, to impose on unwilling native peoples the blessings of French, or German, or British, or American civilization.”56 Sure, the ideology of the “civilizing mission” or the “white man’s burden” was central to how Europeans, including North Americans, South Africans, and other white settlers, thought and spoke about their conquests, with trade and its ancillary institutions themselves chief objectives and envisioned means of civilizing the “backward peoples.”57 What I want to draw attention to is a turn in argument in the 1920s and what brought it about.

Post–World War I defenders of the imperial order began to insist that the raw materials found in the tropics and semitropics were by right “the heritage of mankind.” As the former governor of Nigeria, Frederick Lugard, framed the problem in his Dual Mandate in British Tropical Africa (1922), the races that inhabited these places possessed no “right to deny the bounties to those who need them.” It was a matter of life or death. The cotton, groundnuts, rubber, and so forth had become “essential to the very existence of the races of the temperate climes.”58 Henceforth, these areas were to be governed in the interests of their inhabitants—the first mandate—but not by them. Commerce, which meant increasing exploitation of natural resources—the second mandate—required no less. Lugard’s Dual Mandate would basically serve as a guide to legitimating colonial administration once the new League of Nations assumed oversight of the ex-German and ex-Turkish colonial possessions in Africa, the Middle East, and the South Pacific. However, the arguments about resource dependency and, thus, the necessity of controlling resources outlasted the league itself.59 For instance, in 1949, Elspeth Huxley, the British-born settler in Kenya and author of White Man’s Country and many other books, argued in Foreign Affairs that the “Black belt” was crucial to England’s survival, and so there was no choice but to slow down the “pace of political advancement,” or decolonization, as it came to be called.60

Therein lies the perceived threat to which the denial of resource sovereignty for “races” labeled “backward,” “child,” “dependent,” and so on was a particular kind of magical thinking by the 1920s. Why? The fear for empire’s future that many historians argue shaped Edwardian elites such as Lugard grew more, not less, palpable after World War I, with the prospect that “subject peoples are rising to throw off European domination.”61 “The revolt of Asia has become a popular topic,” wrote Nicholas Spykman, a new assistant professor of international relations at Yale. Spykman traced the rise of “Asiatic nationalism” and creation of “movements for political independence” from India and Java to Indochina, the Philippines, and Egypt, where he had once resided, and found that they were the result of the increasingly capitalistic nature of imperialism.62 It is what journalist and later professor of international relations Nathaniel Peffer called The White Man’s Dilemma (1927). Whites needed the raw materials but they would not be able to continue to control them, given the growing militancy of nationalist movements across the world, without the use of force, and even then, “it might be a Pyrrhic victory.”63

We are caught in a dilemma and we shall have to seize either horn. . . . But since it is probable that we shall come to it in the end in any event, the preponderance of discernible evidence seems to be in favor of seizing the one which will take us out entirely [i.e., renouncing imperialism]. The cost will be dire; there need be no self-deception on that score. But it is probably the smaller cost of the two. . . . Above all, our best hope lies in making the decision while it is still ours to make; either . . . to suppress the rebellious subject nationalities, now when the initiative is ours and there is more likelihood that we can; or at once to get about the business of liquidation and cut them loose, now when there is more likelihood that the surgery will not be fatal to ourselves.64

The arguments of Culbertson and the Columbia School theorists made little headway in the 1920s in the face of these apocalyptic accounts of looming scarcity, dangerous levels of dependency, colonial administrators conspiring against U.S. corporations, and an escalating, fanatical “fear and hatred of the West” on the part of “Asiatics,” “Mohammedans,” and the “brown race.”65 The U.S., French, and British elites all doubled down on their colonies, semicolonies (as China and Persia were sometimes referred to), and dependencies.

To Have and Have Not

With the collapse of global trade in the wake of the worldwide depression of the 1930s, elites in Japan, Italy, and Germany—by 1935 dubbed in the Anglo-American press the “have not powers”—began to demand a revision of the distribution of colonies as a life-and-death matter.66 Japan invaded Manchuria in 1931, Italy seized Ethiopia (Abyssinia) in 1935, and German leaders advocated for the return of the Cameroons and its other territories for their raw materials and “expansion of her population.”67 The issue is what gained Soviet theoretician Nikolai Bukharin space in the otherwise staid monthly Foreign Affairs to attack the pseudosciences of race and geopolitics that the Nazis (and not only them) relied on, as we saw. What I found more generally is the adoption by elites in the United States and Great Britain of the arguments of Culbertson, Moon, and others. A spate of publications appeared in 1936 and 1937 in advance of the annual meeting at Geneva of the International Studies Conference, and in the published proceedings. Colonies “did not pay.” They could not deliver the security of supply that the have-nots sought. The solution was, instead, a return to an open international trading system.68 The have-nots had a ready answer, of course. “If the colonies are so bad, why do you keep them?”69

At the June 1937 Paris session of the International Studies Conference, a biannual forum created under the auspices of the League of Nations, the issue of the “colonial appeasement” of the have-not countries was front and center.70 Many challenged the German claims that its position was exceptional (“all countries are, to a greater or lesser degree, ‘have-not’ countries”) and that its economic problems could be resolved through return of its colonial possessions.71 But one of the strongest refutations of the “it’s the raw materials, stupid” position came from a most unlikely quarter, the unofficial German “observer” and newly appointed head of the German Institute for Foreign Policy Research, the jurist Friedrich Berber.72

To be clear, Berber had long championed the return of German possessions and served as adviser to the Nazi official most associated with the colonial appeasement issue, foreign minister Joachim von Ribbentrop. But after listening to the arguments about the economic needs of the so-called have-nots and whether return of the colonies was the solution, Berber scoffed. The idea of haves versus have-nots is a “classification which explains nothing, which is absolutely false, but which nevertheless is used in scientific research and discussion.” Instead, return of the colonies was a question of “rights and justice,” just as the French had long argued about the return of Alsace and Lorraine.73 Make of that what you will. One of the U.S. delegates, Eugene Staley, seized on it. “I have long thought that probably the main motive back of the German colonial claims was the kind of thing I understood Dr. Berber to emphasize. . . . This would imply that most of the talk about the need for raw materials and the possibility of getting them from the former German colonies is rationalization and not really the central issue.”74

Savor the moment of maximum reach of the unsurpassed analyses that Culbertson and the progressives had pioneered in the 1920s because the mirages, bogeys, and phantoms that they warned of would soon return to haunt both the architects of the Cold War national security state and their critics on what came to be called the “New Left.” The late 1940s and early 1950s saw a whole new cycle of fear, fomenting the belief that the United States was running out of the natural resources critical to industry and war while growing increasingly dependent on imports. University of Illinois economist John B. Parrish viewed the escalating cold war as turning on “steel power.”75 Contradictions abounded. Various departments and agencies promoted new U.S. foreign investment across the world’s mineral frontiers (dependency fears notwithstanding), but the Eisenhower administration also protected the domestic industry from the crude oil that American and other firms produced in the Middle East, as if the faster depletion of U.S. stocks didn’t matter.76 Somehow, all such conflicting policies served national security. Roger Stern explains the moment as a consequence of “oil scarcity ideology,” but oil was still just one of some seventy-two “strategic and critical materials” that loomed large in the minds of grand strategists.77

Three (or maybe four) enemies threatened to rob the United States of the gains from the recent victory: nature; fanatic nationalist and, thus, by definition highly irrational leaders of the emerging independent, “nonaligned,” and as Americans imagined them “colored” countries; and the Soviet Union, allegedly driven by the objective of cutting off supply from Asia, Latin America, and the Middle East to the “free world,” either through subversion or invasion. For the new Ford Foundation subsidiary, Resources for the Future, sponsors of a kickoff citizens’ conference in December 1953, the real problem was the failure of the country’s leaders and citizens to rationalize use of and so conserve what nature had provided.78 It would take a few decades for the basic idea to catch on: “We have met the enemy and he is us.”79

Tropical Raw Material Fever Dreams

The United States in 1956 was now a “Have-Not Nation,” according to Peter Drucker, the management consultant who the Economist magazine would later call the “most enduring guru of them all.”80 The argument first made by president Truman’s secretary of the interior, Harold Ickes (the guy who also tried to have the Roosevelt administration nationalize the American oil firms’ concession in Saudi Arabia), emerged again with the publication of a massive five-volume study by the so-called Paley Commission, Resources for Freedom (1952). President Harry S. Truman had charged the radio and television executive William S. Paley with investigating the threat to the long-term raw materials supply as rising prices of raw materials during the Korean War prompted another round of scarcity fears.81 Costs would continue to rise, it said, and the government would need to double down on support for private investment in Latin America and the European colonies and dependencies.82 Later studies by the U.S. Senate and by Resources of the Future rejected the scarcity thesis, while future economists sought to explain why the Paley Commission’s forecasts went so astoundingly awry.83

The American mining West and cotton-growing South put up stiff opposition to policies that encouraged U.S. investment in primary production abroad, let alone foreign aid for “far-off lands, many under the control of possible fickle allies or timid neutrals, some veritably under the guns of our potential enemies.”84 The western mining and Texas oil interests rejected the scarcity arguments as well, but even those who pushed for increased U.S. exploitation (giving a positive spin to that term) of resources in the so-called underdeveloped countries warned that “nationalistic” policies threatened “access on reasonable terms to the basic materials necessary to the continued growth of the American economy.”85

The nationalistic policies were wrongheaded, according to the ex-diplomat, ex-Princeton professor, and president of the American Peace Society, Philip Marshall Brown. Imperialism no longer existed. Its “abuses” had “long since been eliminated.” Colonial powers now acted solely in the interests of the various “dependent peoples” and of those in the West who needed the raw materials.86 The viewpoint associated with the economists of the United Nations Economic Commission on Latin America, which posited that raw material–producing countries were structurally disadvantaged relative to the industrialized economies through worsening terms of trade (the ratio of export to import prices), was wrong. That is, if a young economist and assistant to the influential Soviet specialist George F. Kennan was to be believed. Rather “the terms of trade” was tending “to move against the industrialized countries” by dint of the failure of primary product producers to keep up with demand—a conclusion one could reach only by taking the Korean wartime conditions as normal. The alleged need for the production of raw materials in the colonial dependencies to catch up thus would require the “preservation of some colonial relationship” in the “interest of all metropolitan countries.”87 It gets better. As far as the United States goes, “the best possible situation is a series of “happy” colonial relationships, and so “the first political objective of the United States should be the discouragement of sentiment for independence rather than the promotion of it,” while encouraging “reforms necessary for happy relationships.”88

We can generalize the point. The gurus of (they hoped) a rehabilitated “geopolitics” in the early Cold War, Kennan chief among them, all opposed independence for the colonial dependencies on the grounds that it would inevitably starve the West of its needed raw materials. They reached for the heritage of mankind idea and deprecated the one about “sovereign rights.”89 As Kennan wrote about a trip to Caracas in 1950, where the new development minister and future founder of OPEC, Juan Pablo Perez Alfonso, forced Exxon’s predecessor to share profits on a true 50-50 basis. “The local population had not moved a finger to create this wealth, would have been incapable of developing it, and did not require for its own needs the thousandth part of what was apparently there.” Kennan dreamed of the “day when the morphine of oil company or steel company royalties and taxes would no longer enter the system of [the] Venezuelan economy . . . and when someone would have the unpleasant task of dealing with a terribly disoriented and intellectually debilitated population.” Meanwhile, the West had “to find some better answer . . . between the needs of those economies which are capable of developing the natural resources of this earth and those other peoples who have been permitted to extend over those resources the delicate fiction of modern sovereignty.”90

Robert Strausz-Hupé, the émigré attorney turned political scientist who founded the country’s first right-wing international affairs think tank, the Foreign Policy Research Institute (FPRI), at the University of Pennsylvania in 1955, was an even more outspoken champion of a hard-headed approach to the preservation of colonial rule. The power position of the West depended on the raw materials, he insisted, and to promote or give into demands for (premature, unjustified, impossible to sustain) independence, would be to consign the European allies to decline and defeat. His Balance of Tomorrow: Power and Foreign Policy in the United States, the book that earned him a PhD, ranked iron and coal the most important of these resources. You need to build weapons, and only then does oil matter to the running of them. The list of strategic raw materials provided by the dependencies was long.91 His 1950 textbook, International Relations, coauthored with another Austrian émigré and more militant right-wing thinker, Stefan Possony, is even bolder in its prescriptions for the preservation and upgrading of late-colonial rule or Western living standards were sure to plummet.92

U.S. officials seemingly failed to grasp just “how profound, how irrational and how erratic” the leading intellectuals and politicians were in what was coming to be called the “Third World.” That’s George Kennan’s assessment, sent privately to the Truman administration’s secretary of state, Dean Acheson, following the Iranian government’s nationalization of British Petroleum’s assets in 1951.93 Iran was just a single example among many that decade, going back to the 1930s, of efforts by host countries to renegotiate concession terms, including subsoil and related property rights, with nationalization of the foreign firms’ and landowners’ assets, one increasingly likely outcome. And since such seemingly destructive choices were rooted in “the emotional and subconscious,” the understanding of which would require delving into “the origins of various forms of neuroses,” it was futile to hope that “the fanatical local chauvinisms of the Middle East represent a force that can be made friendly or dependable.”94 Rather—and you know what’s coming, right?—“to retain these facilities and positions [the oil refinery complex at Abadan in Iran and the Suez Canal in Egypt] we can use only one thing: military strength. . . . There is nothing else that will avail us—least of all the attempts to incur the benevolent predisposition of these dreadful characters . . . on whose bizarre frames the trappings of statesmanship rest like an old dress suit on a wooden scarecrow.”95 Yet, at least in the eyes of hard liners Strausz-Hupé and Possony, postwar U.S. administrations took “childish delight” in undermining British and French efforts to hold on to their dependencies.96

The 1956 Suez “Crisis” confirmed it, no? Egyptian President Gamal Abdel Nasser nationalized the foreign-owned Suez Canal Company in July, driven, according to President Eisenhower’s peculiar reading of motives, by a need to “to slap the white man down.”97 Three months later, Great Britain, France, and Israel invaded Egypt and seized control of the Canal Zone, until forced to withdraw under the threat of U.S. financial sanctions. Harvard government professor William Yandell Elliott, patron of future Secretary of State Henry Kissinger, among a legion of other defense intellectuals, argued that by sanctioning the nationalization,

liberal circles [had] created the greatest possible threat to . . . resources vital to large and advanced populations. . . . If tribal chieftains, like the rulers of Kuwait, Bahrain, Trucial Oman, or the Yemen should claim absolute power over resources on which the whole of the western Europe depends for its industrial life-blood, it is evidently absurd to apply a concept as absolute as that of sovereign right without juridical or moral limit.98

Kennan went further. As the Eisenhower administration acceded to the Soviet invasion of Hungary and sold out its British and French allies (he cared little about Israel), while winning reelection in a landslide, Kennan said this “is now [vice president] Nixon’s America, not mine,” and later that month, “the Arabs are smiling at us.” The American public “was content to believe that our posture had somehow shamed the imperialists and won us the gratitude of the helpless little people, who we could patronize and who we could show the paternalism which our own political system inhibits at home.”99

Strausz-Hupé and confreres gathered at the Foreign Policy Research Institute in 1957, still imagining it possible (and, needless to say, preferable) to head off the “global anticolonial revolution”100 that they believed threatened to plunge the world “into economic and political chaos.”101 How? The thinkers had little to offer to match their hyperbolic accounts of the negative consequences of “extreme economic nationalism,” the predictions of the coming “race wars” in Algeria and elsewhere, and of the minute hand of the Communists’ clock of world revolution moving that much closer to midnight. Many proposed what we first saw proposed in the 1920s and every decade since, that colonial rule be recast in the real interests of dependent peoples. Echoing Kennan’s “happy colonialism,” Harvard government professor William Y. Elliott called for more “good colonialism” and for NATO countries to step in for the United Nations as trustee powers, while selling “colonial peoples” on the idea that the resources of the countries they inhabit are a trust for the world.”102

None of their apocalyptic visions—of Europe’s collapse, new brutal wars of conquest, and, not least, the irreplaceable loss of “vital” raw materials—came true of course. Yet new visionaries would emerge every decade from 1960, the year that the UN General Assembly passed Resolution 1640, the Declaration on the Granting of Independence to Colonial Countries and Peoples, who spoke in the same apocalyptic, or if you prefer wildly “threat inflated,” terms. And the norm established in that decade, of representing the leaders of anticolonial movements and newly independent countries—including Mossadegh (Iran), Sukarno (Indonesia), Nasser (Egypt), Nehru (India), Ben Bella (Algeria), Qasim (Iraq), Sihanouk (Cambodia), Nkrumah (Ghana), Jagan (Guyana), and Lumumba (the Congo)—as irrational, mad, double-dealing, fanatical, hateful, and so forth—has lost none of its luster, either.103

What did the militants get wrong? A great deal in fact. But most basically, economic nationalism, including the expropriation and nationalization of Western holdings in mineral production, plantation agriculture, and the like, did not mean the end of export production.104 Far from it. Industrializing countries needed the foreign exchange revenues from raw material exports to pay for the Western capital goods and technologies that would allow countries like Egypt, India, Brazil, Pakistan, and others to build domestic textile, steel, automobile, pharmaceutical, and weapons industries. Many in the West opposed these industrialization policies. Many western firms, however, happily continued to do business with the so-called socialist states and state-owned enterprises. The main examples of loss of raw material exports to Western markets occurred only when the United States imposed or went along with embargoes, for instance, on Iranian oil in the early 1950s or Cuban sugar after Castro’s revolution. The United States is at it still. While a few nationalizations were reversed through covert intervention, in general, countries compensated private investors, and Western refineries and manufacturers had continued access to raw materials either through mercantile exchanges or through direct purchase from producing countries.105 Culbertson and the Columbia School theorists were right in arguing that producing firms and states would not and could not afford to stop selling their cotton, copper, iron, or oil.

The anti-anticolonialists took for granted rather than thought hard about one more matter: that the U.S. or U.K. governments somehow gained strategic advantage by those plantations or concessions that were operated by private firms identified as “British” or “American.” Plenty of policy makers believed this, too, of course. Yet on those occasions when government functionaries tried to unpack the idea of “control,” they came up empty handed. Firms, not their government “partners,” made production decisions. As one investigation concluded, the primary benefit to the United Kingdom from having British Petroleum rather than Exxon producing oil in Iran or Iraq accrued to the Treasury in terms of the balance of payments position.106 In the 1960s, a few in the Lyndon Johnson administration began to mimic the argument that control by U.S. firms of Middle East oil concessions mattered above all to supporting the U.S. balance of payments position, but this particular strategic rationale never gained the traction it had enjoyed in London.107 As the historian Stephen Randall says,

American officials assumed that United States’ strategic influence in the region depended on the strength of the private sector, but American policy failed to provide the means to ensure control over the companies; yet, it was assumed that the companies provided a vehicle for the attainment of larger strategic and diplomatic objectives.108

Unfortunately, the writings of Jenks, Earle, and their colleagues had been forgotten. Back in the 1920s, they had exposed the factitious nature of many of the beliefs about the need for controlling raw materials—let alone the ability to do so—or else face economic decline and conquest by rival powers. Instead, the emerging New Left accepted virtually all the arguments at face value. All the more so if it found a president or other official expressing these beliefs in a once-classified government document. The one difference is that the Right feared while the Left championed the Third World and capitalism’s coming collapse.109

First Time as Tragedy

In 1959, the University of Wisconsin historian Williams Appleman Williams published The Tragedy of American Diplomacy, his landmark study of U.S. “open door imperialism,” which he revised in 1962 and 1972. Highlighting its “free-swinging attack” on U.S. foreign policy, the New York Times selected it as a book of the year.110 Williams argued that the commitment to overseas market expansion rather than territorial aggrandizement—the “Open Door”—in the age of empires resolved the debate between imperialists and anti-imperialists in the early twentieth century. Culbertson makes a brief appearance in the book, as one of the historic advocates of open-door principles. That concept had gained widespread acceptance in the years since. “As far as American leaders were concerned,” Williams wrote, “the philosophy and practice of open-door expansion had become, in both its missionary and economic aspects, the view of the world. Those who did not recognize and accept that fact were considered not only wrong, but incapable of thinking correctly.”111

The next decade witnessed a virtual point-by-point rehearsal of the 1920s to 1930s debate on U.S. imperialism, with Williams and his many students and acolytes roughly occupying the position of Columbia’s “American school,” committed to understanding the worldview that naturalized and legitimated U.S. economic expansion. Critics sometimes wrongly lumped them together with the new wave of Marxist thinkers who instead emphasized how the survival of U.S. capitalism itself depended on control of the raw materials and markets of the Third World, with the state being the agent of the “private autocracy.” The many critics of these “revisionists” and “radicals” reproduced the arguments of the earlier generation of antagonists who challenged the idea that social structure determined U.S. foreign policy. Instead, they stressed either the selfless or else the strategic calculations of policy makers that they insisted better explained the course of post-1945 events from Berlin to Korea to Vietnam.112

Yet the 1960s New Left sociologists and revisionist historians differed in a fundamental way with the Columbia School thinkers of the 1920s. The former all took the arguments by policy makers and public intellectuals for the need to preserve or extend access or control of raw materials at face value. The United States or the advanced capitalist economies or the West depended on these resources, they wrote.113 The evidence wasn’t hard to find. There were the very public scarcity fears that seemingly animated the Truman and Eisenhower administrations’ policies, such as the Point IV program; the declassified records of World War II planning in Southeast Asia; the stolen Pentagon Papers’ references to U.S. control of nonferrous metals, tin, rubber, and so forth in the early years of the Vietnam War; let alone the campaigns by conservatives to do more to counter the imagined threats from “anti-western” Third World leaders and the “designs” of “hostile powers.”114 The moment is striking, not least for the convergence of the militant Right’s and anticapitalist Left’s versions of “realist” geopolitics. In one, the Soviets seek to take over resource-producing areas to force Europe and Japan to defect from the United States or else see those vital resources lost, I guess.115 In the other, the U.S. government somehow controls the resources its allies need and so coercively secures their consent to its dominance, or, as is said now, hegemony.

In arguing that the U.S. capitalist order was imperialist by nature or necessity, the New Left theorists and historians were as vulnerable to getting the economic fundamentals wrong as those in the 1930s and 1940s were who argued that hanging on to the colonies was a matter of life or death. The international relations scholar Kenneth Waltz dismissed the idea that dependency on raw materials imports mattered or that it cost the United States anything.116 Robert Tucker devoted the last part of what he called his “little book about the radical left in American foreign policy” to demonstrating, like those numerous 1930s cost-benefit analyses of imperialism, that the data on U.S. raw materials imports from, and foreign direct investment in, the Third World did not support the Left’s claims about vulnerability and the significance for the gross national product. Tucker also dismissed as naive the view of geopolitics that thinkers like Harry Magdoff, coeditor of the Marxist Monthly Review, relied on when conjuring scenarios “of a sudden and complete denial of access to foreign sources of raw materials” that explained where and why the United States projected its power.117

This last is precious because just a few years later, Tucker reversed his own self-proclaimed “isolationist” commitments (“a more modest role for the United States”) and in 1975 called for the United States to take over the Saudi oil fields because the Arabs were ready and somehow able “to deny us access.”118 Now he was sounding like Magdoff! Of course, as we saw in the first chapter, MIT’s Morris Adelman also explained why the idea that the Arabs had done irreparable harm through a faux embargo was nonsense. We return to it in a few pages. But even earlier, in his first 1972 article for Foreign Policy, “Is the Oil Shortage Real?” Adelman undermined the Left’s vision of the U.S. oil companies’ dominance over developments in the Persian Gulf. Rather, they had been turned into OPEC’s “tax collecting agency.”119

Noam Chomsky, the brilliant linguist turned critic of the Vietnam War, lumped Tucker and his little book in with the many other political scientists he said were “experts in legitimation” of illegitimate U.S. power. Tucker did so, in part, by rejecting out of hand the importance that postwar administrations had seemingly attached to access to raw material resources in Indochina and elsewhere. For Chomsky, these were facts that reveal the extent to which “corporate interests influence foreign policy.”120 Specifically, the war in Vietnam followed from a professed need to preserve Southeast Asia as a source of raw materials for Japan, “linked by an essentially colonial relationship.”121 Tucker rejected the theory. Even if policy makers made such claims, citation “proves no more than conviction, and a mistaken conviction at that.” Tucker then turned to International Monetary Fund records to show the insignificance of Southeast Asia for the Japanese economy.122 Chomsky’s answer? It is not a theory that Leftists have advanced but more simply a faithful rendering of “the expressed conviction of U.S. policymakers.” He goes on: “Documentation of the conviction suffices to establish motive; its accuracy is clearly irrelevant.”123

The exchange underscores just how much analytical ground had been lost by the Left since the 1920s, when the Columbia School first exposed the beliefs about raw materials. Earle, Moon, and the others considered these fear-driven constructs to be dangers to world peace and sought to undermine them. Yet here was Chomsky arguing that their truth value didn’t matter, which is a puzzle in at least two respects. For one, he, too, believes that the truth, in general, will set you free. His many books and articles, together with thousands of talks on U.S. foreign policy, seek to demonstrate that “the professed goals” of postwar U.S. administrations—from concerns about “credibility” and “containment of communism” to securing Asian peoples’ “freedom”—are reliably false or incomplete or rationalizations for policies pursued for other ends. Thus, those ends must be “inferred from an evolving pattern of behavior.”124 For another, it is hard to understand what firms or sectors or corporate interests were promoting, let alone what they stood to gain from such a mistaken view of Japanese trade patterns. I think the answer is that Chomsky was really just scrambling to address an anomaly in what was basically a degenerative research paradigm. Puzzle solved.

There is a real puzzle going forward from 1975, just a year or two after Tucker, the academic New Left’s most recognized antagonist and, not coincidentally, a skeptic of the idea that the Third World mattered to U.S. strategic interests, was reborn as advocate for U.S. military occupation of the Persian Gulf.125 Fifty years of hand-wringing about raw materials in peace and war had come to an end. Access to the seventy-some-odd minerals and other vital raw materials that allegedly drove wars in Asia from the 1920s on and were said to pose enormous threats to economic prosperity and national security disappeared as a “problem.” Instead, a new “expressed conviction” seemed to take hold: that the United States and its free world allies had a vital national security interest in protecting the free flow of one commodity. Historians—none more richly rewarded for their efforts than Daniel Yergin—would go on to discover that oil (alone) turns out to have been the key to understanding a century of great power rivalry and conflict in Latin America, Asia, Europe, and the Middle East.

As we are about to see, the progressives of the 1970s were a pale imitation of their 1920s ancestors, using the so-called crisis to campaign for energy independence, or what used to be called autarky. The new dealers and those to the Left of them all portrayed the multinational oil companies as impossibly powerful forces that engineered the crisis and, later, U.S. military interventions in the Persian Gulf. Such views, though, failed to take into account the structural changes in the world economy and the game-changing importance of the nationalization of Western oil concessions. I’d argue that since 1979, the main “corporate interest” pushing policies of armed intervention in defense of energy security were the rapidly expanding ranks of energy security experts and other technicians and thought leaders who routinely exaggerated international dangers, overstated the benefits of intervention, and concealed the true costs. Doing so gave them all “plenty to do.”126 The critics of these overblown accounts of the energy crisis and the threats allegedly posed to national security were identified with the neoliberal and Libertarian Right, and, as far as I can tell, they went unread and certainly unreferenced by the most influential of the New Left thinkers, activists, and academics.

The puzzle for both the tenured radicals and the much more influential ranks of the American foreign policy elites is this: Since markets appear to have resolved an erstwhile fifty-year-old “raw materials problem,” why is oil different?
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1973: A TIME TO CONFUSE

ON OCTOBER 17, 1973, individual members of the Organization of Arab Petroleum Exporting Countries (OAPEC; the A matters), with Iraq the glaring and now-forgotten holdout, announced that they would reduce supplies of oil to some but not all buyers by 5 percent monthly, “until Israel withdraws from occupied Arab lands and ‘restores the rights of the Palestinians.’”1 The United States was singled out as a principle target. Why? Two of them, Egypt and Syria, non-OPEC members, had launched the fourth Arab-Israeli War eleven days earlier and were now in desperate straits, not least due to emergency U.S. arms shipments to the Israeli Defense Forces.2 Three days later, some OAPEC members decided to stop all shipments to the United States and the Netherlands, a list of nations that grew to include Portugal, Rhodesia, and South Africa. The same embargo would be called off six months later, with Israel still occupying Arab lands and the Palestinians still under Israeli domination. During those same few months, imports to U.S. refiners may have fallen for a brief time by about 5 percent because supplies were being rerouted from non-Arab producers and Arab producers themselves failed to stay the course.3 Keep in mind, too, that at the time, only about 7 percent of U.S. oil imports originated from the Middle East.

U.S.-based and all other refiners would ultimately pay a premium, however, as the price of imports skyrocketed. Taking advantage of the tight market, the governments of Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, Iraq, and Qatar did what they had unsuccessfully pressed the Western oil companies that produced the oil in their countries to do. They doubled the “posted price” of crude one day earlier, October 16, a move that the non-Arab members of OPEC supported. As a bidding war among buyers for future deliveries broke out, Iran, not an Arab country, a close U.S. ally, and a reliable oil supplier throughout the fall and winter, brokered the agreement among OPEC members to double the posted price once more to keep up with what frightened buyers were willing to pay for oil on the market.4 The higher prices refiners paid were real enough, although the effects can’t bear the weight that historians, who reproduce the rhetoric of the moment about “shocks,” “turning points,” and so forth, assign it.5

One year to the day of OAPEC’s supply restriction announcement, on October 17, 1974, the Ford Foundation rolled out a five hundred–page study, A Time to Choose: America’s Energy Future, the crown jewel in its $4 million, twenty-volume Energy Policy Project, begun in 1971. Its origins, thus, had nothing to do with a Middle East war that had not yet occurred, an embargo on the United States that had not yet been announced, or oil prices that had not yet quadrupled. Yes, Ford Foundation President McGeorge Bundy, who served as national security advisor to both presidents John F. Kennedy and Lyndon Johnson, launched the study in response to the country’s “energy crisis,” which by the summer of 1972 appeared to be escalating. Newspapers and television reported on fuel shortages, gasoline lines, and power brownouts in varied locales, proof for some that the country was rapidly running out of oil.6

President Nixon’s “misguided oil import quota system” was really to blame, according to S. David Freeman, a lawyer, engineer, and modern-day progressive tapped by Bundy to head the project. Little wonder. Import quotas had created a sheltered market for domestic-produced crude and, not least, subsidized the Texas and Louisiana school systems.7 In his speech before the Consumer Federation of America in January 1973, Freeman said the system should be abandoned and the market opened up to imports from the Persian Gulf and elsewhere. Three months later, they were. Ford was Freeman’s springboard to becoming “Mr. Energy” once the Democrats took over the White House in 1976,8 and for many decades since, he has tirelessly promoted renewable energy sources (great) and “our energy independence” (less so).9 The latter wasn’t yet a pressing concern of his in 1973, apparently.

Freeman had, however, already made up his mind about the U.S. oil industry, which he said could not be trusted to act in the public interest. Later, he claimed the speech had led the CEO of Mobil, an adviser to the Ford Foundation project, to try to have him fired.10 Talk of a crisis, Freeman warned his audience of pro-consumer groups, “could well serve as a smoke-screen for a massive exercise in picking the pocket of the American consumer.”11

Freeman would have many more opportunities that autumn and winter to share his views with congress and the public as he and the Ford Foundation scrambled to get out in front of the anguished debate about how to respond to the seeming existential threat suddenly posed by “foreign oil,” “dependency,” and “living at the mercy of the Arabs.”12 The problem was that Freeman and his staff were a year or more away from completing their work. As a stopgap, they released a preliminary report before consultants had completed many of the technical studies that had been contracted. The report nonetheless came out, in Freeman’s words, for turning “our whole national policy around” via government programs to reduce energy consumption (“zero growth”), enhance conservation, shift away from energy intensive industries, protect the independence of U.S. foreign policy, and curb the power of oil companies and other industries whose interests conflicted with those of the public.13

When A Time to Choose finally appeared, with virtually identical conclusions and recommendations as the preliminary report, critics argued that Freeman had basically cooked the book. Many of the report’s sixty-plus pages of dissenting commentaries by members of the advisory board said as much. Technical studies that did not support its claims were seemingly ignored. Bundy spun the fact in his introduction. Precisely “because it is a Time to Choose we shall not always be able to wait for ‘all’ the evidence before we act.”14 It didn’t help that Freeman’s own book published a few months later attacked “big oil” as the chief culprit behind the crisis and called for the government to go into the energy business itself.15 Ultimately, foundation president McGeorge Bundy would be compelled to distance Ford from its own study while spending a great deal more of its money to commission work that would walk back some of its core claims.16

One more obstacle confronted the Ford Foundation upon the roll out of A Time to Choose. By late 1974, the gasoline lines were gone, luxury automobile sales were up, and oil supplies were plentiful. “The energy crisis seems to have vanished as suddenly as it appeared.”17 Adelman was correct in his judgment about the economic ineffectiveness of the embargo. The Nixon administration had encouraged the earlier OPEC price rises and had pretty quickly accommodated itself to the new round.18 The economist and philosopher Kenneth Boulding, who served as an adviser to the Ford project, concluded that “the 1973 crisis was really a minor incident as far as the American economy was concerned; it did little more than ruffle it for a few months.”19 Subsequent studies showed that politicians (and others) exaggerated the economic costs of the supply disruptions, popularly framed as “crippling the American economy.”20 What underpinned all the more apocalyptic pronouncements was the old, old fear that the country was running out of a vital raw material, oil—all those other raw materials for decades in allegedly perilous short supply having been miraculously forgotten—and, thus, stood increasingly vulnerable to the whims of unreliable foreign sources. Weren’t the gasoline lines proof?21

Adelman’s debunking of these false beliefs was at the heart of the first report of the new conservative San Francisco-based Institute for Contemporary Studies, No Time to Confuse (1975), targeting the Ford Foundation study. “Everything said about oil and gas . . . was said about coal by W. S. Jevons in 1865,” and many times since, as we have seen.22 The neoliberal economist Armen Alchian, among other critics, did not pull his punches either, calling it arrogant, paternalist, politically naive, and demagogic. A Time to Choose belongs in “the Guinness Book of World Records for most errors of economic analysis and fact in one book.” For these reasons, he said, the better title was A Time to Confuse.23

OPEC Blows Up the World

We are arguably more, not less, confused now, forty-five years later because the highly contested and suspect beliefs of a half-century ago are now seemingly unshakable truths—although myths is more like it—found in high school textbooks and passed on in the books that students turned historians write, the op-eds that are like oxygen to competitive thought leaders, and the article tie-ins that the publicity departments of publishing companies push in the hope of recouping a five- or six-figure advance.

You can try this experiment yourselves. Prior to writing this essay, I searched the phrase “OPEC embargo.” The first link I found was to a website called the Balance, and a page titled “OPEC Oil Embargo, It’s Causes, and the Effects of the Crisis.” Kimberley Amadeo, president of something called WorldMoneyWatch.com, says that OPEC stopped selling oil to the United States. “The twelve members of the Organization of Petroleum Export Countries agreed to the embargo on October 19, 1973.”24 Only OPEC didn’t embargo anyone, and no actions took place on October 19, 1973, that might be construed as an embargo by Arabs, OPEC, or anyone else.

You may think I am now stacking the deck by leading with a television and internet personality no one’s ever heard of. If so, then consider Meghan O’Sullivan, the Jeane Kirkpatrick Professor of the Practice of International Affairs at Harvard, who directs its Belfer Center’s Geopolitics of Energy Project. She wrote the same thing as Amadeo for Bloomberg on what she calls the fortieth anniversary of the OPEC embargo against the U.S. and “states that supported Israel,” only she dates it October 17, 1973.25 Wrong date. Wrong international organization. Not that other media outlets and acclaimed experts did much better, including the Wall Street Journal (Daniel Yergin), Reuters and the Daily Star (Warren Stroebel), USA Today, and the Hill.26 If the A-listers and their editors can’t distinguish OAPEC from OPEC or an embargo from a brief and minor production cutback, let alone keep the varied targets of these different discursive or symbolic acts straight, how do we expect lesser lights like science journalist Marc Lallanilla to get it right when he says OPEC launched an embargo that “eventually included western Europe and Japan”?27 The most reliable short account I found, on the website of the Oil and Gas Journal, meanwhile, is embargoed behind a paywall.28

Many institutions, including academic ones, did not do any better. National Geographic’s web page “This Day in U.S. History,” garbles the facts in remarkable fashion. The twelve-member OPEC cartel “decided to reduce the amount of oil available to the United States,” and this “oil weapon” and “embargo” caused the price rise!29 The University of Georgia professor of public policy Andrew Whitford discusses the OPEC embargo in a technical paper.30 National Public Radio’s Alex Chadwick calls it the OPEC embargo.31 James Madison University political scientist Glenn Hastedt confuses who is doing what throughout his account in The Encyclopedia of American Foreign Policy.32 The college textbook, American Passages, by a group of scholars led by Edward Ayers, the great Southern historian and onetime president of the University of Richmond, says OPEC ceased oil shipments to the United States, Europe, and Japan.33 The website of the Smithsonian Institution’s National Museum of American History calls it the OPEC embargo.34 But so did Diplomatic History, the flagship journal of the Society for Historians of American Foreign Relations, which led one of its members, Georgetown University’s David Painter, who knows better, to write a letter seeking a correction.35

To be clear, the problem ultimately is not with the mangled facts but with the truth, or, as we professors say, the “internal validity” of a story that casts in the starring role an ineffectual embargo by the “Arabs” or by a “cartel” of oil-producing countries that wasn’t a cartel. That is, the majority of OPEC member states did not yet control how much oil was produced from its wells, let alone where it was or was not delivered, which is what economists take to be a cartel’s defining feature.36 This is in part why some observers back then—Freeman was by no means the only one—insisted that “big oil,” the Nixon administration, or both had contrived the crisis.37

The embargo is best understood as political theater whose effects on its targeted audiences—Westerners and Arab citizens (or subjects)—were psychological. Let’s see how far we get without the event itself for the moment in explaining two undeniably real phenomena of the time: the global price shock of 1973–1974 and the infamous U.S. gasoline lines of the fall and winter, photos of which serve as the clichéd symbol of a crisis that, back then, a majority of Americans blamed on the multinational oil companies—and that those confused retrospective accounts thus far cited now pin on OPEC. A basic convention of social scientific inquiry suggests we are on solid ground in doing so because OPEC raised posted prices again, five years later, without the benefit of another embargo. And it is now forty-five years and counting since any oil-exporting country has tried the boycott ploy again. Similarly, if you think it is what caused the shortages and gas lines in the United States, you have a puzzle to solve—namely, why residents of another embargoed country, the Netherlands, never waited in a single gasoline line before the embargo was called off in March 1974.

So why the price shock? What drove the rapidly escalating cost of oil on the spot market? It was this price spike that led OPEC members to force a change in the terms of the deal with Western oil companies—who unilaterally raised posted prices twice in an unprecedented fashion. This last statement is correct. OPEC did not cause oil prices to rise. It did, however, seek a fairer share of the windfall. Ultimately, the price shock of 1973–1974 is part of a bigger story about international economic change that the United States as a “superpower,” or “hegemon,” attempted to manage in the late 1960s and early 1970s. The problem, in other words, was a “structural” one, although to write this is to set an op-ed editor’s head spinning, since thought leaders have only about five hundred words to get from the dramatic setup (OPEC embargo) to the supposed lessons the “history” teaches us today, a formula that became a cliché soon after the op-ed (“opposite the editorial”) was invented in 1970.38 Still, I try to be brief. There are a lot of new, good books to consult if you want to know more.39

Gulliver’s Troubles

The years before the 1973 shock were tumultuous ones for the United States and the world economy, sometimes described as the unraveling of the post-1945 “Bretton Woods system.”40 For decades, the dollar, backed by gold, had served as the world’s reserve currency. Confidence in the dollar declined as U.S. economic growth slowed, the country’s trade deficit grew, and the cost-of-living rose. Holders of all those dollars abroad started cashing them in for gold, depleting U.S. reserves and leading ultimately to the Nixon administration’s decision in August 1971 to end convertibility (“closing the gold window”) and allow the dollar’s value to fall. Nixon also announced wage and price controls for the first time since World War II, in the hope of controlling inflation and increasing the demand for U.S. goods.

Why it mattered for oil exporters, and all other raw material producers, is, first, that the costs were increasing for the diverse Western manufactured goods and services critical to industry and state building, from turbines to radar, planes, and tanks, let alone the cars, air conditioners, televisions, and other luxury items that the newly enriched Saudi, Iraqi, Iranian, etcetera, ruling classes longed for. Raw material prices moved in the other direction. At the same time, the dollars that the various kings, colonels, and oil ministers earned in taxes and royalties were suddenly worth less. It is this double-squeeze that drove OPEC’s efforts, successfully, in 1971, but not in 1973, to get oil companies to raise the posted price of their crude oil.

The key thing to understand is that by the 1960s the posted price, which as a result of OPEC’s founding and near constant pressure on the concessionaires remained fixed throughout that decade, was a kind of accounting fiction used to establish the tax and royalty payments that the companies owed the sovereigns. We need to distinguish it from the much more variable “market” or “realized” prices that the companies actually obtained from contracts with their affiliates and third parties or that traders on the still relatively undeveloped spot markets of the era bought and sold at.41 It is why Timothy Mitchell takes pains to emphasize in “The Crisis That Never Happened” that what OPEC did in October and again in December 1973 was to raise the tax rate that the companies had to pay on the oil then being sold by them on world markets at already record high prices.42

For most of the 1960s, the posted price exceeded the market price, which, as long as this was true, gained for the exporting countries of the Persian Gulf crucial advantages over exporters of other raw materials, such as copper and cotton. It meant that government revenues could be calculated in advance for planning purposes regardless of market conditions. It also protected them from the decline in revenue that virtually all other raw material exporters faced that decade.43 The problem came when real oil prices started to rise toward the end of the decade, which drove the producers to demand an increase in their tax revenues. It was the only way to make sure that the companies did not pocket the whole of the windfall. The companies ultimately agreed in 1971 but stonewalled two years later, leading the Gulf producers to do so on their own, in October and again in December, this time following the Shah of Iran’s lead. Keep in mind, though, that while this new, unprecedented posted price of $11.65 increased the tax rate to $7.00 a barrel, buyers on the world oil market were paying upwards of $17.00.44

Let’s begin with the structural shift in oil supply and demand behind the price rise of the early 1970s, which, in conjunction with the spot shortages and gas lines, is what drove the talk of an energy crisis in the United States and led the Ford Foundation to launch the energy project. Most basically, demand from the advanced industrial economies had started to outpace supply, and getting additional quantities to market is a process that involves a time lag. One important source of the disequilibrium deserves highlighting. The U.S. government’s efforts to “protect” domestic refiners from Middle Eastern oil, which sold on the world market at prices lower than crude produced in Texas, California, Louisiana, and Oklahoma, had contributed to the depletion of the country’s reserves. The peak in production in both the United States and Venezuela (which was treated differently from other foreign producers) meant that supplies from the Persian Gulf would have to make up the shortfall, acknowledged not least by the decision of the Nixon administration to end the quota system and open the U.S. market, except that the price was no longer quite so cheap. Meanwhile, the 1971 wage and price controls would prevent domestic producers from selling their own oil at the price prevailing on the spot market. You don’t need an advanced economics degree to understand that under such a system it is rational for firms to withhold supply.

Now factor in the consequences of uncertainty on price as war broke out in the Middle East on October 6, 1973. OPEC countries had convened a month earlier in Vienna to prepare for a meeting with company representatives on October 8. Both received more coverage than earlier rounds because of the heightened fears of oil scarcity the “crisis” that winter and spring was believed to portend. The producers demanded a doubling of the posted price. After consultations with their home governments, the companies quit the talks—ceding their role in the posted price regime, it turned out. The Persian Gulf producers then fixed the price OPEC had agreed on at Vienna on their own four days later. The rest of OPEC went along.

As I hope is obvious at this point, the price shock or, from the vantage point of the producers, the start of the oil revolution had nothing to do with the declaration of an embargo. Its announcement followed rather than preceded OPEC’s successful effort to increase the tax rate the companies would have to pay, that is—to keep more of the revenues from the new, higher price of oil on the world market. The decision by the Arab-producing states to try to use their oil resources to force Israel and the United States to negotiate a settlement had nothing to do with OPEC’s efforts to get more out of the companies. Historians err in imagining that the price increases reflected a sudden and dramatic cutback in production. Non-Arab members happily produced more not less oil and, soon enough, so did the so-called Arab radicals—Libya and Algeria—rather than lose market share. Saddam Hussein, meanwhile, increased exports of Iraqi oil to Europe.45 All these developments occurred prior to the highly performative declaration of an end to the embargo that couldn’t possibly succeed, as Adelman insisted at the time.

Professors like me like to think in terms of “counterfactuals.” So instead of collapsing the two events into one, as was common at the time and as all those accounts cited still do, imagine that the Saudi and Kuwaiti rulers resisted the pressure or otherwise thought better than to threaten the United States over its support of Israel in the October 1973 War. OPEC would still have confronted the companies over the tax rate. Prices on the spot market and for future third party sales would still have increased. The accelerated turn to the nationalization of the oil companies’ assets over the next years was overdetermined because it was taking place everywhere the oil companies had foreign concessions, not just in the Middle East.46 And, finally, the regional shortages and gas lines in the United States were effects not of an embargo but of the price and allocation controls imposed in 1971, when these distribution problems first manifested themselves, and that were nonetheless kept in place for oil alone for the next ten years.47 The phenomenon was unknown in the Netherlands, the other embargoed country. Gas lines reappeared in 1978–1979 in the United States, as markets were roiled by the revolution in Iran and the beginning of the Iran-Iraq War. And although supply disruptions, production cutbacks, and price rises have recurred many times since, no American has waited on a gas line again after the incoming Reagan administration dismantled price controls in 1981.48

The OPEC embargo, to paraphrase Adelman’s debunking of scarcity, is a fiction, but belief in it is a fact, one that at the time added to the fears and panic buying that drove the price of oil to record highs.49 Its effects were clearly psychological, although I may be understating it. Trauma inducing is more like it. The effects still manifest themselves today, in fact, in fears, for example, of an oil weapon that a succession of antagonists, from OPEC or the “Arabs” or Iranian “hardliners” to Saddam Hussein, Osama Bin Laden, and any and all future would-be hegemons possess and are ready to deploy (again).50 These fears, in turn, animate the idea that something called “foreign oil” and the country’s “dependency” on it threaten national security, although as Sebastian Herbstreuth details, only some and not all oil produced outside the country’s borders, but refined inside them, constitutes a threat, apparently. Imports from Canada, Mexico, and Venezuela don’t (yet). “Foreign oil” is, in fact, a euphemism.

A certain degree of overreaction or threat inflation is understandable among those who lived through the price rises, gas lines, and bluster of those first months. So economist C. Fred Bergsten, the former Kissinger aide and then senior fellow at the Brookings Institution, thought the basic principles taught in Economics 101, about the ineffectiveness of cartels, no longer applied. Instead, he warned Congress and readers of Foreign Policy that producers of bananas, rubber, tin, bauxite, copper, and so forth were likely to follow OPEC in holding up the world economy.51 A half century later, and against all logic and evidence to the contrary, the conservative and self-styled global strategist Walter Russell Mead remains convinced that some Saddam Hussein–like figure could easily “blackmail the world” by cutting “the flow of oil from the Middle East to Europe, India, China, and/or Japan.”52

Racism is, of course, the other entangled strand of the old raw materialism given new life in the oil crisis, intensifying fears that the world was running out of a now more-vital-than-all-other-commodities-combined product and confirming that access would require more vigilance and armed force than ever before. Some confined their dreams of righting the “holdup” of Western Europe and the United States by “Bedouin rulers” or ending the farce of “sovereignty” enjoyed by “various sheikhdoms” to their staff meetings or in their diaries.53 William Simon, the businessman and treasury official appointed the country’s first “energy czar,” as the Shah of Iran successfully pushed through the second OPEC-posted price hike, was less circumspect. The key U.S. ally and buyer of all the weapons the Nixon administration would sell him was in the term of the art at the time a “price hawk.” Simon, though, said this of the Iranian ruler: “The Shah is a nut.”54

Others, distrustful of Nixon and Kissinger’s appeasement policies (détente, shuttle diplomacy, and so forth) and outraged by OPEC’s effrontery, pressed publicly for the U.S. takeover of the Gulf. Robert Tucker, as we recall, was just one of many. In 1975, Harper’s Magazine published “Seizing Arab Oil,” by unnamed Department of Defense analysts hiding behind the pseudonym Miles Ignotus, “Unknown Soldier.” Edward Luttwak was one of them.55 Berkeley political scientist Aaron Wildavsky, who made a career of cautioning against wild exaggerations that invariably yielded bad policy decisions, described OPEC as having set off a world-wide systemic “catastrophe” to which the United States had acquiesced, that had already led “to mass starvation in poor countries,” was likely to destroy NATO, and allow the Soviet bloc to consolidate its power. Indeed, he insisted, the Soviets had orchestrated the crisis. He and his two coauthors, though, viewed the Israelis as allies who might help reverse Western decline by taking control of Libya while the U.S. seized Abu Dhabi and Kuwait.56 Events seemed to have forced conservatives to shift the grounds of one of their venerable arguments about the economic losses that raw material–producing countries would invariably suffer at the hands of the Third World’s overly emotional and neurotic nationalists.57

The absolute line of difference that the thought leaders and real leaders drew between the OPEC members and all the other actors central to the making of OPEC was a moral one. There was the Texas Railroad Commission, say, that fixed the price of U.S. oil for decades; the companies that had operated their separate and unequal compounds across the Caribbean, the Persian Gulf, and the Indonesian archipelago; and the successive U.S. administrations that embargoed Middle East oil, ended the Bretton Woods system, and eagerly armed the Shah of Iran. The producing-countries’ actions, as a very early critic of this baseless double standard framed it, were routinely “condemned as a ‘crime,’ ‘racket,’ ‘piracy,’ and ‘price hijack.’”58 Even those who argued against seizing an oil field or two save as a last resort, such as Daniel Yergin, making his first tentative foray into the topic in the New York Times Magazine in 1975, condemned the price shock as unjust.59

The reality, however, is that the producers had seen the value of their only export and source of wealth decline with the end of Bretton Woods, the devaluation of the dollar, and the inflated costs of Western capital and consumer goods, as discussed. What the producers succeeded in doing by raising the posted price in dollars was to bring the price in terms of gold back within its decades-long historic range of ten to fifteen barrels per ounce of gold after oil had fallen by some 70 percent (or, put another way, after the oil price of gold had risen by almost 200 percent). “Rather than raising the relative price of oil, OPEC countries were only ‘staying even’” for the rest of the decade.60

Certainly, the producers would have their work cut out for them in the years ahead.61 The price shock of 1973 and the takeover of the foreign oil companies’ assets were catalysts for upheaval in the industry, in part foreseen at the time. The obvious example is the development of new, non-OPEC areas of production, such as the North Sea, which began to be discussed almost immediately and became a reality just a few years later. Other changes emerged out of the disorder of the end of the concession regime—for one, new price concepts (marker or reference price, buy-back price, and so forth) in place of the old posted price system. Concentration in the industry declined with the growth of new entrants. The decade saw Increased third party transactions and a new, unprecedented volume of trade on various spot markets. By the early 1980s, the first oil futures markets began operating in New York, Chicago, and London. Hard as it is for some to imagine, it is OPEC that deserves credit for bringing about “a proper world market for crude oil.”62

The U.S. government played a role, although mainly a negative one, in this outcome. Policies focused more on increasing supply than on reducing demand. Thus, the mix of price and allocation controls in combination with the end of import restrictions contributed to the rapid rise in oil imports (by administrations ostensibly committed to “energy independence”) and depressed investment in domestic production. Americans had started ordering gas-guzzling cars and turning up their thermostats again. The chickens came home to roost late in 1978, when the revolution in Iran temporarily shut down its oil industry. After four years of stable prices, the United States got to relive the trauma of 1973, with the reappearance of shortages and gasoline lines; runaway prices on the spot market; OPEC members’ efforts to preserve their gains; a bruising, months-long battle in Washington by various interests over a proposed windfall profits tax on big oil; and not least, the generation of countless more “scary scenarios” of constantly rising prices, dwindling worldwide supply, and the nefarious designs on the Gulf by outside powers.63

Securing the Gulf

Leave it to an economist to produce one of the briefest yet devastating critiques of the unprecedented turn in 1979 to deploying U.S. military force for guaranteeing access—continuous, reliable, cheap, or other adjectives beloved by the growing ranks of self-styled energy security experts—to the oil resources of the Persian Gulf. Louisiana State University’s Allan Pulsipher wanted to know what the intellectual sources of the dramatic pivot from Southeast to Southwest Asia were. What were the real objectives? As was obvious to him, Adelman, and other economists, even Iran’s “fanatical” Ayatollah Khomeini would have to sell his country’s oil to the Great Satan.64 Pulsipher looked in vain for any mention of the need for U.S. force projection in the Harvard Business School and Ford Foundation studies charting America’s post–price shock energy future. It just wasn’t there, despite the presumption that, in the medium term at least, more not less of U.S. energy needs would have to be sourced from the “volatile” and “unstable” region. Yet an increasingly embattled President Carter set forth, in his January 1980 State of the Union address, a doctrine—that is, a pledge—to use force to prevent outside powers from seizing the Gulf, which soon begat a Rapid Deployment Force that morphed into what we now know as the U.S. Central Command.

Carter’s successor, Ronald Reagan, and Reagan’s successor, George H. W. Bush, each doubled down on the use of force, beginning with the 1982 intervention in the Lebanese civil war, a debacle that led to the blowing up of the U.S. embassy in April and a Marine barracks in October 1983 that was the largest single-day death toll of U.S. troops since the first day of the January 1968 Tet Offensive in Vietnam.65 These were also among the first suicide bombings in the region. If Iran-backed militias carried out the attacks, which is likely, the U.S. government made no secret of its aiding Iraqi ruler Saddam Hussein in his brutal eight-year war with Iran.66 By the time Pulsipher published “Watershed, Aberration, and Hallucination: The Past Twenty Years,” the Reagan team had deployed the U.S. Navy in 1987 to protect oil tankers from Iranian missiles (the less said the better about the secret efforts by the same administration to sell arms to the Iranians with which to fund their wars in Central America).67 In 1990, President Bush rushed troops and advanced weapons to “protect” Saudi Arabia’s oil fields, wage a campaign known as “Desert Storm” to reverse Saddam Hussein’s invasion of Kuwait, and enforce crippling economic sanctions on Iraq’s population for the rest of the decade. For most of the rest of the decade, too, the Clinton administration pursued the “illogic,” to quote a longtime specialist on U.S.–Persian Gulf relations, Gregory Gause, of the “dual containment” of both Iraq and Iran. It was illogical because the United States could at best contain one of those two adversaries but only with the help of the other.68

It is surely understandable why Pulsipher thought mainly in terms of the mistaken and what I have called racist beliefs about one or another dictator cutting off the West’s oil supply (or seizing all the oil for himself and destroying the West by forcing up the price, a feat that OPEC itself had not remotely been able to accomplish in the ensuing decades). Thus, the imagined need for the United States to stop these nightmares from coming true. His resolution of the puzzle is also surely correct, as far as it goes. Since access was guaranteed by an enemy’s seemingly insatiable need for revenue, he believed that U.S. coercive power was directed at the oil rents rather than the oil. As Pulsipher put it, the military would be used “if needed to keep the vast amounts of money to be made from the sale of oil out of the pockets of those who would use it to do us harm.” As in most other realms, “it was money or something else, not oil, that was ultimately at issue.”69

After all, as noted in the opening, the sanctions imposed on Iraq in the 1990s, or on Iran in 2018 for that matter, reduce the availability of oil for sale on the world market and, all else being equal, increase the price that buyers pay. And if, through slowly starving it, a population successfully rises up against Qaddafi, say, or the Baathists or the Ayatollahs, the gamble is that the successor, an equally oil rent–dependent dictatorship (no, we hope, democracy) will line up with, rather than against, the United States and its local “partners.” Overthrowing an adversary directly may cost more in the short run, as we saw in Iraq in 2003, but the architects of that intervention swore that the ultimate payouts would be massively larger.

Pulsipher nonetheless had forgotten that the Carter Doctrine and the pivot to the Middle East was an answer not only to the downfall of America’s imagined client in Tehran in January 1979 but to the Soviet intervention in Afghanistan eleven months later, which aimed to restore to power a not terribly reliable communist dictatorship. As the archival record plainly shows, deliberations about the security threat in the Gulf began in 1977 with the concern for the increasingly tenuous position of the Shah (and soon, the Saudis as well, not for the last time), but it was the invasion of Afghanistan that was “instrumental in paving the way” for the unprecedented change in the U.S. strategic posture.70 Some would call it a “strategic rationale.” Not least, it required wizardry of the highest order to turn the Soviet Union—a major energy producer and exporter just starting to develop massive oil and gas fields in Siberia, financed by West Germany and other European countries in the biggest “economic deal in the history of East-West relations during the Cold War”—into a country allegedly running dry and, thus, with designs for “control” over the oil of the Persian Gulf.71 Political scientists, including the ones that the Washington Post called “rightist theoreticians,” took to the op-ed pages; they wrote position papers advocating intervention in the Gulf for the presidential hopeful Ronald Reagan, policy briefs for Rand, and secret studies for the “hawks” inside the Carter cabinet.72

We have already encountered the two most routinely cited advocates for military force projection, Robert Tucker and Edward Luttwak (“an expert on everything”). Others included Amos Perlmutter, an Israeli teaching at the American University; Francis Fukuyama, who reworked his Harvard PhD dissertation on the topic for the Rand Corporation; and Geoffrey Kemp, an arms control specialist who worked for Paul Wolfowitz, in the Pentagon, on a study of the Soviet threat to U.S. interests in the Gulf.73 UCLA graduate student Dennis Ross joined the team as well and would write some of the most alarmist accounts of alleged Soviet designs to gain control of or “leverage” over Gulf oil flows.74 Ross clung to the idea longer than most, in fact.75

The most important of the militant soothsayers by far was the “hard-liner” and Harvard University political scientist Samuel A. Huntington, Fukuyama’s dissertation supervisor, as head of a team writing not for the op-ed pages but for the Carter administration’s eyes only. Presidential Review Memorandum 10 (PRM 10) is still classified forty-plus years later, although the turf battles involved were the subject of leaks even prior to its completion. Carter’s national security adviser, Zbigniew Brzezinski, hired his old friend and coauthor as a consultant after Defense Secretary Harold Brown had turned him down for a Pentagon post. Huntington’s job was to oversee the National Security Council’s part of the largest review of national security strategy since the 1940s, a “comprehensive net assessment” of Soviet challenges to the United States across the globe. Brown grabbed the bigger part of the project, on military strategy and force posture, and got his own consultants to supervise the work.76 Friends who Huntington had, in turn, begun to consult told the Washington Post that the hope was “to create a document that would scare the Carter administration into greater respect for the Soviet menace.”77

What more we know about Huntington’s study and its vision of the Soviet threat to the alleged inferior U.S. position in the Persian Gulf comes from the short history written by General William Eldridge Odom—another of the hawks who considered détente a disaster and who worked under Huntington—and from the research of a Norwegian historian.78 Huntington portrayed the Soviet Union as poised to reap the gains from instability in Iran and Saudi Arabia as it had in Afghanistan. And what would follow would be (somehow) the denial of access to oil. The Soviet Union would then use its newfound control (somehow) of these resources to undermine the alliance with oil-dependent NATO and Japan. Brzezinski made strategic use of Huntington’s study in the long and bruising bureaucratic battles that ultimately led to the buildup of naval forces there and the creation of a new Central Command.

These visions of a grand strategy of Soviet expansion toward the Gulf and of the chaos that a cut off of oil would produce reached a crescendo in the early 1980s.79 First, the Democratic hawks had to compete with the assorted militarists and hard-liners advising Republican presidential candidate Ronald Reagan in advocating the use of force to protect “the lifelines of western civilization.”80 One of them, Edward Luttwak, more of an oracle really, claimed plans were afoot by the Russians to send Cuban troops to the Gulf.81 No, Amos Perlmutter, another adviser, would argue one year later, the Soviets were gambling on an invitation from the Ayatollah Khomeini for arming his government in its war with Soviet-allied Iraq, so the United States would have to hold its nose and come to Iran’s aid first.82 Once elected, Reagan himself fought “some of America’s most bruising foreign policy” battles inside the Beltway over plans to sell advanced arms and reconnaissance aircraft to Saudi Arabia as part of its defense of the Persian Gulf. As the Washington Post’s senior correspondent and columnist Jim Hoagland wrote, the coalition of “neoconservatives and Jews” that had helped bring him to power feared that Reagan was returning to President Jimmy Carter’s game of placating untrustworthy clients, when he should have been pressuring them to accept U.S. bases on their soil as the only sure way to protect the oil against hostile takeover.83

Still, with the ascent of Mikhail Gorbachev to head the Communist Party Central Committee in 1985 and the beginning of reforms known as perestroika, the collapse of oil prices in 1986, and the withdrawal of Soviet forces from Afghanistan in 1988–1989, advocates for continued U.S. dominance of the Gulf would mostly turn to divining new threats in a world market awash in oil.84 The consensus among a new generation of Soviet specialists was that Gorbachev sought to end the Cold War with the United States.85 Brzezinski, though, remained implacable. In June 1987, he had called for yet “more muscle in the Gulf, less in NATO.” Why? Because “the American-Soviet conflict is an historical rivalry that will endure for as long as we live.” Moscow had not given up its design to “achieve predominance over Southwest Asia” to destroy the U.S. alliance with Western Europe and Japan.86 The Soviet Union collapsed five years later in 1991. Brzezinski died in 2017.

The Russian journalist and historian of modern Saudi Arabia, Alexei Vasiliev, is surely correct in his recent discussion of the “ideological predetermination” of the views of Brzezinski, his familiars, and the many others who imagined the Soviets driving from Afghanistan to the Gulf in fulfillment of the master plan for world conquest. It may be hard for readers now to believe that so many politicians and pundits back then believed such things about “the evil empire,” in Ronald Reagan’s phrase. Or maybe not. Vasiliev, though, is also right that those who began to think less in terms of invasion than subversion, with the Soviets somehow behind the instability in Yemen, Ethiopia, Iran, and so forth, still got it wrong. “The fragility of political structures that are mostly borrowed from the West but which have been painfully adapted to local conditions and traditions, and the growth of elites with their inevitable corruption and misrule quite naturally produced a form for internal instability.” Most important, he argues, the “main fallacy” of the time was the idea that the Soviet Union was a “rising power,” when, in fact, the country’s “accelerating decline” made it more interested in the “status quo” than the United States itself.87

Lest one think a retrospective judgment somehow unsporting, the Irish radical, Fred Halliday, a brilliant student and intrepid researcher in the Gulf during those years, said it all at the time in his Soviet Policy in the Arc of Crisis, using the phrase Brzezinski popularized in support of the military buildup that the Reagan administration was recklessly escalating.88 Halliday called the idea of a threat “illusory,” for one, because analysts get the root causes of political change wrong. “The disproportionate focus by American commentators upon the role of Soviet policy, like that by Soviet commentators upon the activities of the United States, leads to tendentious analysis” and “simplistic policy” in response.89 But Halliday also analyzed the “strategic alarmism,” “anxiety,” “psychology” of fear, and, not least, “new mood of raw material vulnerability” that contributed to the false picture of the Soviet threat.90 In other words, Halliday had inadvertently returned to the pioneering arguments of Culbertson and the Columbia School theorists of the 1920s. Inadvertent because otherwise he would have realized that there was nothing “new” in the idea that whites fear potentially being denied access to raw materials, either by the producers themselves or by rivals seen as desperately seeking escape from the same imagined scarcity syndrome. Halliday insisted,

But there are a number of problems with this scenario. First of all, even though voiced by right-wing analysts, it is a curiously economistic explanation, reminiscent in many ways of vulgar Marxist explanations of American foreign policy in terms of a quest for raw materials and markets. It is pertinent to make the same reply to the vulgar Marxists of the Right as to those of the Left: that foreign policy is rarely reducible to simple economic concerns, and that access to raw materials is not always best guaranteed by the pursuit of political domination in those areas where the minerals or markets are to be found. Despite the neat reductionism of so much writing on the subject, the Soviet policy in Afghanistan bears no serious relationship to its oil policy. Moreover, the Russians must have learned from their dealings with countries like Iraq, and from observing the fate of Western dealings with OPEC, that in the contemporary world raw materials producers, especially producers of oil, have a measure of independence unknown in previous decades.91

The Risk game view of the world let Brzezinski and all those other not-so-grand strategists act in willful ignorance of how oil actually gets to market, although as Halliday himself emphasized, even their understanding of geography, ostensibly their strong suit, was suspect.92 So they repeated the mantra that the Soviets would somehow seize control of the production decisions of one or another sheikhdom, without considering how their own governments and those governments’ imagined tools, the multinationals, had found themselves largely helpless to reverse OPEC’s gains. Perhaps they believed along with many other ordinary Americans that Nixon and Exxon, and not the mercurial mad men of the Gulf, were behind the oil revolution. The Soviets themselves had a decades-long “patron client” relationship with Baathist Iraq, with zero consequences for Iraqi oil sales to the West.93 As we have seen, Brzezinski himself feared above all that once in control of Arabs oil production, the Soviets would use the position to break up the NATO alliance because of Europe and Japan’s dependence. This last is precious because, as has been noted, West Germany eagerly supported the development of Soviet gas production and pipeline facilities, becoming the biggest Western customer of these “strategic” energy resources, and NATO survived just fine (although the deal doubtless gave Brzezinski, not to mention competing companies, nightmares).

Vasiliev suggests why an even cursory knowledge of conditions as they actually existed at the time ought to have ended fantasies of Soviet designs in the long or short term for “seizing Middle East oil.” Its leadership understood that the Gulf was a Western sphere of influence and any such action would’ve been seen as an act of war. Brezhnev said as much publicly and proposed initiatives to demilitarize the region, which the Reagan administration dismissed as propaganda. The Soviet Union simply could never substitute as an economic partner of the oil producers. It could neither absorb the amount of oil the region produced nor supply the goods and technology that oil rents paid for. Instead, the evil empire itself was growing more entangled in the world economy as an exporter of oil and gas, obviously, but also as an importer “of advanced technology, food and to some extent consumer goods.” Its growing exports of arms and industrial machinery to the Middle East region meanwhile depended on the continued flow of oil rents to the producing countries. The “USSR was not interested in undermining the Western economy or in upsetting the region’s economic ties with the West.”94 A historian, though, looks in vain through the thousands of pages of declassified documents from the time for evidence that principals like Brzezinski or their agents sought to reconcile their Risk game worldviews with the reality of the world economy.95

Ragaei El Mallakh, the Egyptian-born University of Colorado economist who pioneered the study of the effects of the oil wealth on the economic development of the Middle East, said that the United States in the late 1970s was suffering the “trauma of withdrawal” from cheap energy.96 Agreed. Even as a traumatized 1973 generation came to see oil as “exceptional,” it is uncanny how in other respects all the historic tropes of scarcity, insecurity, and existential threat from the 1920s and 1950s were evoked during the 1973 and 1979 “crises.” A key one was the belief about the failure of stewardship on the part of the sheikhs, kings, and colonels over the resources that belonged not to those who lived there but to those who needed them. Racism undergirds all those calls for intervention by Tucker, Luttwak, and other militant raw materialists.

We have our work cut out for us, given all the myths that the blogs, textbooks, and even some professional histories keep alive in their accounts of 1973 as a “watershed” and “transformative” moment that somehow presaged and led inexorably to the wars of the late twentieth and early twenty-first century. Back in 2005, I raised a pointed question about the fabled fact-checking power of the New Yorker when it came to portraying the history of U.S. relations with Saudi Arabia. As we are about to see, the myths concerning the alleged “partnership” and “special relationship” continue to multiply.97 Their staff writer, Lawrence Wright, award-winning author of the Looming Tower, about September 11, knows the subject, obviously. Consider this excerpt from the piece, though, that Wright published in January 2018, on the eve of his most recent big book, God Save Texas, with its seemingly authoritative account of how, for the true believers at least, the country has turned into Saudi America:98

Michael Fowler, an oilman and a philanthropist in Houston, showed me a graph that depicted the U.S. production of crude oil over time. In 1970, American oil production reached nearly ten million barrels a day; that summit was followed by a slow slide, touching bottom, in 2008, at a little more than five million barrels a day. That decline was abetted by oil embargoes, price shocks, gas lines, shifting geopolitical alliances, and wars in the Middle East.99

It is hard to know where to begin. Wright, or, perhaps, Fowler abetted by Wright, imagines multiple embargoes after 1970, when there was only one, and pointedly one that didn’t impact supply. As we noted in the opening, macroeconomic variables are what explain the largest part of the volatility in commodity prices over time. Wright and Fowler leave out the factor that mattered most in the decline—namely, the decades of “protecting” the domestic industry from cheap OPEC oil. And, finally, consider one implication of his idiosyncratic enumeration of events that he imagines led to the depletion of U.S. oil fields. Absent the OPEC oil price revolution that made investment in more marginal fields profitable, U.S. production of conventional oil would have fallen that much more rapidly, the “slow slide” replaced by precipitous decline.100
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NO DEAL

THE SAUDI ARABIA of Americans’ imaginations demonstrates like nothing else I know the hold that oilcraft has over us—its undiminished power to disarrange and misdirect thought. Fifteen years ago I began stripping away some old myths that served to obscure the underlying, not very complicated explanation of why and for whom in the United States the oil resources of Saudi Arabia first came to matter.1 Two (later expanded to four) U.S. oil companies paid a significant sum for exclusive rights to explore for and produce petroleum there, eventually making a fortune for the principal owners, shareholders, executives, and favored engineering and construction firms of the Arabian American Oil Company (Aramco). The Al Saud, the family that had conquered the peninsula with the help of an army of religious zealots, did all right, too.

Back then, U.S. joint chiefs of staff, top economic policy makers, and even presidents had their doubts about subsidizing and protecting Aramco’s operations on strategic or national security grounds. It is understandable. The firms certainly could afford the entire cost of developing the concession on their own. Populist sentiments against the old Rockefeller-owned Standard Oil (now Exxon Mobil) and the other partners ran extremely high. Even the minimal, mostly arms-length dealings with the Al Saud from the Roosevelt through the Kennedy and Johnson years generated enormous backlash among Democrats, Jewish groups, labor, civil rights leaders, Western oil-bearing landowners, and those petroleum companies selling primarily on the domestic market (the “Independents”).

These basic, indeed, mundane facts, though, were repeatedly forgotten in the ensuing blizzard of strategic rationales, many of which we are now intimately familiar with. The country was running out of the oil that would be needed to fight and win the next war. Great Britain was only the first of the rivals with improbable designs and, more incredibly, still intact capabilities to wrest the stupendous source of strategic power from—one would think—the concession owners. But no, from the United States itself, the rationale went.

Selling Americans on the Al Saud wasn’t easy. The first king, Abd al-Aziz Al Saud, better known as Ibn Saud in the West, ruled a place that, as the cliché had it, was straight out of the Middle Ages.2 Slavery was alive and well there. Democracy, not so much, although the oil company’s PR portrayed him as a kind of “desert Democrat” and the George Washington of the Arabian Peninsula. They also tried to hide the fact that he and dozens of his sons were spending oil royalties even faster than they were “earning” them—on cars, palaces, payouts to the tribes, and so forth—with the firm and their bankers compelled to advance them more and more gold and dollars (not least why Aramco futilely sought postwar U.S. economic aid). The story went that all those advances were really for “development,” led by the king’s chosen successor, his son Saud, who was more of a “modernizer” even than Ibn Saud and dedicated to bringing the kingdom into the twentieth century. At the same time, they worried incessantly about the viability of this rickety family-based order going forward, as did the king, who, in failing to secure the weapons he wanted from the United States, blamed the Jews.

It’s not surprising, therefore, that the firms’ principals, their public relations divisions, their bankers, lawyers turned statesmen, and other company-subsidized institutions, from the Council on Foreign Relations to Harvard and Princeton, embraced all these strategic and not-so-strategic rationales and two other more dangerous truths as they saw them. One was that Democratic administrations’ support for Israel was itself a ticking time bomb. In private, company executives stole a page out of the Southern segregationists’ playbook to argue that the early pro-Israel groups, like the civil rights movement, were fellow travelers in all but name, doing the bidding of the USSR.3 The biggest threats of all, however, were the various “radical” nationalist, Pan-Arab, and, redundantly, anti-imperialist currents gaining ground among the workers, intellectuals, and, worst of all, military, all imagined as poised to overthrow the Al Saud and seize the oil fields. Doing so would cripple production (Arabs being unwilling or unable to meet market demand) and so deprive the west of a scarce resource that came to be viewed as the key to prosperity and to victory in war. Only, as we saw, nationalization did take place in the kingdom and elsewhere, and the oil continued to flow, with the old owners all adapting to the new order.

If those days are long gone, today’s vastly expanded ranks of energy security experts, grand strategists, Saudi specialists, assorted crackpot realists, and an ever-widening circle of those on the Saudi payroll in one way or another have continued their hand-wringing about the threats to the Al Saud, which represent an existential danger to an ever-more oil-hungry world and to the idea—the reality being quite different—of a United States–Saudi Arabia “special relationship.” As we are about to see, in the minds of many, the relationship is understood as a pact or agreement or alliance or, in the belittling words of the New York Times columnist Tom Friedman, a deal: “oil for security.”4 Here is President Donald boasting about upholding his end at an October 2018 Make America Great Again rally in Southaven, Mississippi: “We protect Saudi Arabia. Would you say they’re rich? And I love the king, King Salman. But I said ‘King—we’re protecting you—you might not be there for two weeks without us—you have to pay for your military.’”5 What about the oil, you might ask? Well, with prices down and incessant talk about U.S. energy independence at hand, there are, for the moment, more effective scary scenarios with which to energize the base.

Those long in the kingdom’s corner have reached instinctively and repeatedly for the old clichés and myths at moments when Washington’s ties to the Al Saud come under criticism, as in October 2018. Then, the new and power-aggrandizing crown prince, Mohammed bin Salman, lauded as a visionary and modernizer in the New York Times, as the paper has done for each of the kings and crown princes before him, ordered the murder of Jamal Khashoggi. His thugs strangled and dismembered the exiled Saudi journalist inside the Saudi consulate in Istanbul. David Ottaway, Khashoggi’s friend and colleague at the Washington Post, who has been reporting on Saudi Arabia for decades, said that, as a result, relations with Congress and the public had plummeted to “their lowest point since 9/11.”6 To be clear, relations had sunk much, much lower in 2001, leading the kingdom’s friends and not least its own public relations juggernaut to wield the story of President Franklin Roosevelt’s one and only meeting with Salman’s grandfather Ibn Saud in 1945 as a kind of charm against those who believed the Al Saud’s agents had engineered September 11 or saw an opportunity to encourage the kingdom’s downfall.7 And so a new myth quickly came into being. What would be funny if it weren’t so tragic is how a basically Saudi-inspired fiction is believed in and promoted by activists on the Left as exhibit one in an indictment of U.S. oil imperialism in the Gulf, a kind of original sin. These critics might selectively draw on declassified documents and read reference texts badly. Or they might not. Given the stakes, in their minds, they appear as willing as the spin doctors that the kingdom retains or relies on to just make shit up.

We begin with the myth of the deal since it affords a unique opportunity to see how oilcraft works in real time, before turning to a second, no less bizarre idea popularized in the United States by New York Times columnist Tom Friedman, about Mohammed bin Salman “returning” Saudi Arabia to the liberalizing path the kingdom was on in the 1960s and 1970s and to the “tolerant” version of Islam that was the norm under the Al Saud until the 1979 Iranian revolution forced bin Salman’s uncle, the late King Fahd, to go rogue. All of them fantasies, needless to say.

Reading Roosevelt’s Mind

The idea that the United States has a special relationship with Saudi Arabia based on the exchange of oil for security is only about twenty years old. Yet the deal itself is imagined to have been struck decades earlier, in February 1945, on board the destroyer U.S.S. Quincy, where President Roosevelt hosted warrior King Ibn Saud. William (Bill) Eddy, the intrepid Beirut-born, Arabic-speaking U.S. diplomat, oil company consultant, and spy, translated for the two ailing heads of state. Photos of the historic meeting are now ubiquitous in books, articles, and websites describing the deal.

The only problem is that no account of U.S.-Saudi relations for the next fifty years said any such thing. It is not in the first major postwar study of Saudi Arabia by Richard H. Sanger, the career diplomat, Eddy’s relative, and head of Arabian Peninsula affairs.8 The 1977 report commissioned by Henry (Scoop) Jackson, when he headed the Senate Committee on Energy and Natural Resources, Access to Oil—the United State Relationship with Saudi Arabia and Iran, doesn’t discuss it.9 You won’t find it in Saudi Arabia in the 1980s: Foreign Policy, Security, and Oil (1981), by William Quandt, who was Zbigniew Brzezinski’s Middle East specialist on the National Security Council before joining the Brookings Institution. There is no mention—either of the so-called deal or of Roosevelt’s meeting, where it allegedly was sealed—in the five hundred–plus page, CIA-funded study by Harvard’s Nadav Safran, Saudi Arabia: The Ceaseless Quest for Security (1985). Historian Douglas Little’s 2002 sweeping account of the United States in the Middle East says nothing about an oil-for-security arrangement, either.10 There’s good reason. We have only recently come to believe it, although no documentary evidence for it exists. It is a myth.

The idea of a relationship with the Al Saud based on trading oil for security itself appears in print for the first time in February 2002, when the Washington Post published a remarkable three-part, front-page series by staff writers Robert Kaiser and David Ottaway. They sought to explain the basis for the long entanglement with “an Islamic monarchy ruled secretly by one family, the huge Saud clan, in collaboration with Islamic fundamentalists.”11 Why? Five months earlier, fifteen Saudis and four other followers of one more Saudi-in-exile, Osama bin Laden, had killed thousands in New York and Washington, D.C. The place they came from had not been under such a bright spotlight since the 1973 oil crisis.

The series began by documenting the “shaky ties,” in 2001, between the new president George W. Bush and Crown Prince Abdullah, the power behind the throne of King Fahd, who blustered about breaking relations with the administration. The cause was familiar. The U.S. supported Israel in its violent confrontation with Palestinians during the “second intifada,” or uprising. Kaiser and Ottaway revealed the “extraordinary lengths” President Bush’s team went to repair the breach. Knowing that the Saudis themselves made a big deal about Ibn Saud’s meeting with FDR, an event that for Americans was “lost in the mists of time,” the White House advisers sought to have the two leaders meet at the Franklin Roosevelt Library in Hyde Park New York.12 Ten years earlier, King Fahd himself had talked about the summit on board the Quincy with Secretary of Defense Dick Cheney, as the two hashed out the agreement that led to the stationing of U.S. troops in the kingdom.13 Abdullah remained unmoved.

Instead, the crown prince allegedly threatened to hit the United States where it mattered. Access to oil? Nah. Intelligence cooperation and the future of the close “Saudi-U.S. military relationship.” The kingdom’s ambassador, Prince Bandar bin Sultan, crowed that what the kingdom got out of the White House was a “groundbreaking” promise to support “the idea of a viable Palestinian state on the West Bank and Gaza Strip.” Saudi and U.S. officials had allegedly even begun discussing next steps, before the flood of outrage over the destruction of the Twin Towers and the Pentagon, and over the monies that flowed from rich Saudis to support bin Laden and the jihad against Americans in Afghanistan.14 The anger is understandable. After all, the Federal Bureau of Investigation assisted in the extraordinary evacuation of bin Laden’s family and any stray Saudi royals in the United States when the planes struck. Once safely back in the kingdom, “some of them openly celebrated the attacks.”15

The Post titled the second installment “Oil for Security Fueled Close Ties,” though, as Kaiser and Ottaway detailed, the alliance had inherent tensions from the start.16 Note carefully, however. They date the start of these close ties to the 1970s, not 1945, in the wake of the “Arab oil embargo” and the massive fortune amassed by the Al Saud following the price shock. “On the foundation of that wealth and the oil that produced it, the modern Saudi-American relationship was constructed.” The article goes on to describe the growing entanglements, beginning with the story that journalists seem to rediscover every decade of the mission to the kingdom in 1974 by Nixon’s energy czar turned Treasury Secretary William Simon to sell the Saudis on investing in treasury bonds.17 More “recycled” Saudi petrodollars flowed to the treasury and on to U.S. corporations under the auspices of a U.S.-Saudi Joint Commission on Economic Cooperation, founded that same year, with an initial deposit of a billion dollars. Those sums paled beside the “over $100 billion [spent] on American weapons, construction, spare parts and support.”18

It’s tempting to conclude, as one conservative critic of U.S. policy did, that an actual agreement was brokered in 1974, whereby the Saudis are imagined to have promised uninterrupted oil supply, constant prices, and all the petrodollars the financial market could absorb in return for guaranteeing “the dominance of the Al Saud dynasty.”19 Nothing like it happened, according to William Quandt, who served on the staff of the National Security Council at the time. Nor did the government later cut a deal with King Fahd in 1977 to raise production levels (which in any case did not happen) and turn millions of barrels over for the use of the U.S. government.20

Arms sales are, thus, the main measure of the “security” that Washington is imagined to have provided the Al Saud for fifteen years, until they reluctantly accepted the stationing of U.S. troops inside the kingdom as part of the massive Desert Storm campaign in occupied Kuwait, when “the oil-for-security bargain at the center of the Saudi-American relationship was fulfilled.”21 Only Kaiser and Ottaway have a hard time explicating the oil side of the equation—how, say, U.S. refiners obtained oil more cheaply or in greater quantities than all other sundry buyers in Europe and Asia or, as in the example just presented, how Saudi production decisions were different from what we would expect absent this so-called relationship. Really, the best the two reporters can do is leave the impression that the Saudis fulfilled their part of the bargain simply by selling their oil and forgoing further embargoes.

“Traditionally the United States’ relationship with Saudi Arabia has been characterized as a basic bargain of ‘oil for security,’” says Rachel Bronson, in her 2006 Council on Foreign Relations–subsidized book, Thicker than Oil, which argues, as her royal Saudi informants and their public relations firms did overtime after September 11, that the Saudis have delivered much more to Americans than just “the free flow of oil at reasonable prices.” By my reckoning, the “tradition” or, more accurately, creation of the meme was then all of three years old. Bronson says that Roosevelt’s meeting with Ibn Saud in 1945 had morphed into some “nostalgic, larger than life mythology” virtually “as soon as it ended,” although her sole example dates from 2005.22 As noted, one is hard-pressed to find the meeting referenced in the scholarship over the ensuing decades, let alone in accounts by those who were there, and no one in the United States besides Daniel Yergin followed King Fahd’s lead in seeing the hosting of American forces inside his country in 1991 as somehow linked to his father’s meeting with Roosevelt forty-five years earlier.23 The Saudis, the PR firms, and their many friends in Washington, New York, Houston, and Los Angeles would milk the meeting with FDR for all it was worth after 2001. Descendants of the two tribes—the Roosevelts and Al Saud—met together on stage in 2005.24 The wheeling and dealing Prince Bandar gave a framed copy of the iconic photo to CIA director Michael Hayden, which, Hayden says, “commemorated the unspoken contract . . . between the two countries: oil for security, security for oil. Bandar was messaging.”25 Now watch what happened.

Cable News Network’s website, under the heading “Saudi Arabia Fast Facts,” notes that since the end of World War II, “Saudi Arabia and the United States have maintained a relationship based on an exchange of oil for security.”26 Retired CIA agent and Brookings Institution expert Bruce Riedel writes that FDR had arrived in the Suez Canal to conclude a “bargain that would trade American security guarantees for access to oil.”27 The Public Broadcasting System’s documentary arm, Frontline, insists that at the meeting, “the two leaders cemented a secret oil-for-security pact.”28 The self-styled muckraking site Counterpunch reports how FDR brokered “an oil-for-security agreement” and “vowed to defend the monarchy against all foes, internal or external.”29 Michael Klare calls FDR’s decision in 1945 to “arm” the Saudis fateful.30 Gawdat Bahgat, an Egyptian-born political scientist who teaches at the National Defense University says the two leaders forged an “unofficial alliance” that day on the Quincy “based on oil for security.”31 Marxist geographer Matt Huber says the deal was “about securing Saudi oil not for American consumers but rather for U.S. oil capital.”32 High school students can even access a downloadable essay on the topic, in case they need one. “The relationship between the United States and Saudi Arabia can usually be summarized by the term ‘oil for security.’ The theory behind it is that the United States needs oil and can get it from Saudi Arabia who, in return, ask[s] for security.”33

The most egregious misrepresentations by far, though, are at the hands of self-identified “anti-Saudi activists.” Phyllis Bennis, a DC-based critic and fellow of the Institute of Policy Studies, instructed a roomful of progressives in March 2016 that the two chiefs (misidentifying one of them “King Saud”) “met on a warship . . . , where the great pledge is made, that amounts—it is technical how you word it—but the essence of it is a quid pro quo,” access to oil, “although it wasn’t only about access; it was more about control,” in return for protection.34 Medea Benjamin, a founder of Code Pink, the organization that sponsored the 2016 activist summit on Saudi Arabia, went on to write and tour behind her own book, Kingdom of the Unjust: Behind the U.S.-Saudi Connection. At one of those stops, at the Islamic Culture Center of Fresno, she described “the famous meeting” in 1945, in which, “basically, FDR said—not in these exact words—you, the king, can go about doing what you want inside your own country. We’re not going to get involved and tell you how to rule internally, but we’re going to make sure you don’t get overthrown; as long as you . . . keep allowing Western oil companies to come in here and make a lot of money, and to export cheap Saudi oil, we’re going to guarantee your security.”35

Even with their disclaimers that “it is technical how you word it” and that it was “not in these exact words,” how do they know what was said? It is tricky, since extant records of the meeting—the translator Bill Eddy’s little book, FDR Meets Ibn Saud, published in 1954, and the later declassified State Department records—say nothing about oil, security, or alliances—tacit, explicit, secret, or otherwise.36 Rather, until September 11, the 1945 meeting had served to anchor arguments about the evolution of U.S. policy toward Palestine, which was Roosevelt’s main concern in visiting the king. The records are crystal clear on this. FDR famously asked Ibn Saud for help in “solving the problem of Zionism,” and the king answered, “Give them and the descendants the choicest lands and homes of the Germans.” They didn’t see eye to eye, needless to say, and Eddy says the king began to lose patience when FDR complained that “the King had not helped him at all with the problem.” Again, according to Eddy, using “very simple language, such as he must often have used in cementing alliances with tribal chiefs, Iban Saud then asked F.D.R. for friendship.”37 Eddy said the meeting ended with Roosevelt’s famous promise. It was repeated in a letter to the king a week before his death and appeared in the New York Times a few months later—that he would do nothing “which might prove hostile to the Arabs,” and “the U.S. government would make no change in its basic policy in Palestine without full and prior consultation with both Jews and Arabs.”38

That’s it. Far from promising to protect the kingdom, Roosevelt and his successor refused Ibn Saud’s repeated requests for a treaty of alliance. No arms were supplied by FDR (he did, however, give the king a wheelchair). Ibn Saud sought in vain over the next few years to purchase arms and planes. He, ultimately, consented to the building of a U.S. base in Dhahran that the U.S. Air Force didn’t need, the War Department refused to pay for, and that benefited, above oil, the private U.S. oil companies then busy expanding their fiefdom.39 The successor Truman administration famously ignored the promises regarding Palestine made by FDR, at zero cost, because, as Nadav Safran underscored, the king’s relationship with the United States was basically that of a “client.”40 The client would be rewarded for his acquiescence to U.S. recognition of Israel in 1948 with some token aid and military training, beginning in 1949, similar to what the king of Egypt and the shah of Iran received. Fateful? Probably more important in the end, American doctors helped to keep the king alive.

As for the “oil” in the factitious oil-for-security deal, nothing had to be arranged, negotiated, or secured. The king had awarded a sixty-year concession in the 1930s that gave the U.S. firms control of production and marketing of Saudi crude oil in return for tax and royalty payments. The oil was already flowing when FDR met Ibn Saud, and the firm was busy expanding its production capacity (paid for in part with the hard-earned dollars of U.S. taxpayers). Ibn Saud was desperate for revenue. That arrangement remained intact until 1972, when Aramco agreed that the Saudi government could have a partial-ownership stake in the firm.

Keep in mind, in light of the fantasies that have been concocted about oil for security pacts and the like, little of that oil reached U.S. refineries for a quarter century. Again, as we saw, Saudi officials tried but failed to get quotas lifted to up their earnings. Saudi imports grew, of course, in the 1970s and beyond, but the idea that as a result of a meeting in 1945 the kingdom “became the nation’s most trusted supplier” is just another bizarre idea circulating after September 11.41

Old Ways Die Hard

What the American public knows about Saudi Arabia consists mainly of clichés. Many of them appear in the August 7, 1974, report filed from Taif by the then well-known Los Angeles Times syndicated columnist Nick Thimmesch. A “backward” kingdom ruled “by a fatherly king Faisal, benevolent and wise.” Women cloaked “head to toe” in black. “Saudis like to wander, dream, and pray. There is much time to think. The Bedouin is the heroic ideal. Old ways die hard. A thief can get his hand cut off by law and murderers face execution by the sword. No nonsense about law and order.” The trick was allegedly how to engineer the beginning of the modernization of the kingdom—educate the young, build roads, hospitals, and universities, and industrialize the kingdom while managing the “cultural dilemma.”42 It was also Thimmesch’s first visit there. Those who returned to the kingdom after a period away, whether in the 1960s, 1970s, or after, instead would marvel at the dizzying pace of change “from camels to Cadillacs.”43

The most overused cliché by far is the idea that every ruler, from Ibn Saud on, was a visionary dedicated to propelling Saudi Arabia out of the twelfth century into the present. Aramco executives never tired of making this claim about their “partner in progress,” the king, where others spoke of him squandering the kingdom’s new wealth and resisting necessary change. It is what U.S. officials routinely tell reporters (and perhaps themselves) in an attempt to rationalize support for the Al Saud’s rule. When King Faisal ascended to the throne in 1964, a Washington Post editorial praised him for bringing the kingdom into the eighteenth century, which is what many first wrote about his brother, who Faisal dethroned. When Faisal died in 1975, the New York Times obituary added two centuries to the miraculous accomplishment, saying that he “led Saudis into [the] 20th century.”44 Lucky for us, the historian Abdullah Al-Arian has compiled seventy years’ worth of such testimonials from the New York Times.45 What Al-Arian missed, however, is how across those same seventy years, when the king or the crown prince, who rules in all but name, does something that troubles U.S. officials, the same politicians, reporters, pundits, and editorial boards are apt to discover a “dark side” or overzealous accumulation of power, blundered foreign policies, and squandered resources that threaten the stability of a key Western ally.46

The original and fact-challenged parable of a corrupt and profligate king versus a reforming crown prince that we will see commentators rely on in telling the royals’ story dates to the decline and death of Ibn Saud in 1953. The United States heaped praise on crown prince Saud, who succeeded his father, as a farsighted modernizer who spent millions on weapons, infrastructure construction, the kingdom’s first university, and the like, yes, along with palaces and Cadillacs, like all the royals before and after him, for which U.S. manufacturers and service firms were paid handsomely. New York banks loaned Saudi Arabia all the dollars it wanted as long as the U.S. oil company Aramco agreed.

These same stylized facts were then turned on their head when oil revenues decreased unexpectedly—the 1956 Arab-Israeli War cut off the main shipping route for Saudi exports—and, more crucially, when Saud acted independently of the Eisenhower administration’s preferences and his government began to press Aramco on the issue of Saudization. Saud’s brother and rival, Crown Prince Faisal, is celebrated until now, in fact, as the more savvy (yes) and fiscally prudent (no) modernizer who put the kingdom’s finances in order (no) and implemented other far-reaching reforms at the urging of President John F. Kennedy (no again). These are imagined, incredulously, to have saved the kingdom from disaster. Disaster in this case comprised continuing elections begun by King Saud, the attempt to draft a constitution, growing labor militancy, the widest-ranging journalism that the kingdom has ever seen, and the worst of all possible developments, the threatened takeover of Aramco.47

After Faisal was shot dead by a nephew in April 1975, the editors of the Washington Post refrained from the kind of glowing tribute that they said too many others offered out of deference to his “immense oil reserves and bank balances.” In their view, he “probably did more damage to the West than any single man since Adolph Hitler.”48 They were right about the first, although not about the second, and the easier answer to the puzzle is that, as we saw, the effects of the embargo and price shock have been exaggerated out of all proportion. Faisal’s singular achievement was the centralization of power in his and his brothers’ hands. That and the partnership with the United States Faisal committed to in the year or two before his death, as Ottaway and Kaiser reported in the Washington Post, the one that is obscured by the nonsense about a deal between his father Ibn Saud and FDR thirty years earlier.

The Benefits of Recycling

The west had high hopes, too, for Fahd following the short reign of his ailing brother Khaled, who died in 1982. The new king was lauded as “pro-American,” a “progressive,” and a “reformer,” with a “strong sense of responsibility both toward the world” and Saudi Arabia, where, reporters told us, he would soon unveil a constitution. Who better to move “the country gently into the twentieth century?” He had even given up drinking.49 Remarkable, given that seven years earlier Khaled was portrayed as the “moderate” and Fahd, appointed crown prince, a gambler and womanizer.50 What really mattered more was that Khaled and Fahd would continue to spend billions on the purchase of U.S. goods and services for the modernization of the kingdom.51

The problem was that oil prices had tanked in the early 1980s, bursting the “Arabian bubble.”52 Though correlation does not prove causation, nonetheless what we witness in the kingdom after 1982, in addition to numerous bankruptcies, accounts in arrears, and dramatic slowdowns in new orders, is a rise in reporting of the religious police cracking down once more on Westerners—for example, Christians worshipping “too visibly or in too large numbers” and Fahd’s “pursuit of policies likely to find favor with the conservative Wahhabi religious experts.”53 It is a turn that culminates with his adoption of the new title “Custodian of the Two Holy Mosques” in 1986. In place of the celebratory stories of new highways, airports, and weapons systems, we find an uptick in accounts of his unchecked personal spending, his luxurious foreign palaces in the Costa Del Sol and Geneva, and the building of a new one in Riyadh that “is a throwback to the time of King Saud.”54

We know a lot more today about the emergence of radical Islamist currents (the “awakening,” or sahwa) among Saudi university students in those years that some western reporters began to take note of, together with growing criticism inside the kingdom of the Al Saud’s deepening relationship with the United States.55 Recession, corruption, murmurs of dissent. Cue the hand-wringing about Fahd’s grip on power and potential schisms among the princes. “It would be truly frightening if Saudi Arabia were to be taken over by someone like Libya’s Moammar Kadafi [sic].”56

We need to consider one additional factor—the critical one, in fact—before we can adequately account for the print media and their go-to experts turning from one versus the other clichéd account of the Al Saud, and that is a king or crown prince who is not doing exactly what the White House wants him to. “Special Relationship Becoming Frayed” is how the Washington Post’s David Ottaway put it in his April 1986 analysis, deploying for the first time what has since become the third cliché in writing about the kingdom. “The cool Saudi treatment of [Vice President] Bush reflects a deeper malaise . . . between the kingdom and the United States, which is under attack from increasingly vocal anti-American elements in the kingdom and from pro-Israeli elements in Congress.”57

Vice President George H. W. Bush had landed in Riyadh in April on a failed mission—a fantasy, really—to get the Saudis to save what was left of the Texas and Oklahoma tax base, retirement accounts, and real estate markets reeling from the collapse in oil prices then hovering at around ten dollars a barrel. Bush blamed the “free fall” on the Saudis and wanted them to stop selling so much of the stuff. But he was pretty incoherent about these matters, charging that the “Saudis wanted the highest price possible,” which flew in the face of the fact that they were discounting their crude in order to preserve market share against other OPEC producers.58 Squaring this mission with the Reagan administration’s vaunted commitment to “the free market” would also prove tricky, but nowhere near as difficult as assuaging the Saudis about a visit that was supposed to signal the administration’s continued support.

The Saudis had wanted new advanced weapons—air-to-air and ground-to-air missiles and dozens more F-15 fighter aircraft—but Democrats, who had just regained control of the Senate, opposed the sales, and the Reagan administration backed down rather than fight them and the Israelis, unlike in 1981. The Saudis bought British jets instead, in a deal rife with alleged kickbacks to Saudi Prince Bandar bin Sultan, and one that would come under investigation until the U.K. government closed the inquiry down on the grounds of national security. Bandar would go on to outrage his American friends even more by secretly negotiating a deal for Chinese missiles in 1986, which U.S. officials only discovered two years later.59

Before then, however, the Saudis had to cope with the fallout from the Reagan administration’s Iran-Contra scandal, involving the U.S. secretly selling arms to Iran, with the hope of gaining the release of American hostages and using the profits to illegally aid counterrevolutionary forces in Nicaragua.60 A series of investigative reports, culminating in the book, Veil: The Secret Wars of the CIA, by Bob Woodward, detailed Saudi funding for U.S. covert operations in return for the 1981 sale to the kingdom of the Airborne Warning and Control System (AWACS) mobile radar. These “favors” included the attempted assassination of the leader of Lebanon’s Hezbollah, the arming of the mujahideen in Afghanistan, arms for the rebels in Nicaragua and Angola, and cash for the right-wing Christian Democrats in Italy.61 These were sins to many liberal Democrats. The Saudis denied it all at the time, but after September 11, the intelligence chief in those years, Turki al-Faisal, and other members of the Al Saud would point to the various missions to show that the kingdom delivered especially good value to the United States.

For a brief moment, Fahd became the kind of king we could get behind once more. “Decisive in a crisis” is how the Washington Post put it in December 1990, four months after the king agreed to U.S. military protection following Saddam Hussein’s invasion of Kuwait. Colin Powell promised “one hundred thousand troops for starters.”62 The Bush administration also agreed to sell the Saudis the F-15 fighters they were denied for the past half-dozen years—the very same model the Saudi air force would use to destroy Yemen between 2016 and 2019.63 Of course, dependency on the United States for defense of the realm raised pointed questions about the “security” value of the many billions spent since the 1970s on weapons and training for the Saudi military.64

The Invasion of Arabia

Frayed relationship? No: a long, warm, and increasingly close one, built on “mutual trust and respect,” or so Deputy Secretary of Defense Paul Wolfowitz said in a postmortem following Kuwait’s liberation.65 Of course, there were costs—that is, beyond the fifty-five billion dollars ultimately paid by Fahd for the war—including paying off the other Middle East coalition members. The tiny set of Saudi liberals of that era dreamed that the “crisis” would usher in a political opening. It wouldn’t. King Fahd once again promised to establish a majlis al-shura, or consultative council, “soon.”66 More presciently, Yahya Sadowski, the smartest Middle East expert that the Brookings Institution ever employed, noted: “Already every Islamic movement in the Middle East is now depicting the Saudi Arabians as American puppets, rich sheiks sitting on barrels of oil while the poor suffer.”67 The real problem was that, as bills for the war came due, all that oil was still trading at far less than twenty dollars a barrel and would continue to do so for the next few years.

If, as one Saudi businessman complained, “King Fahd seems prone to bouts of amnesia when it comes to promises of political reform,” the same would be true of the U.S. foreign policy establishment, or what we now call “The Blob.”68 By 1993, the experts were back to warning about the dangerous draw down of the kingdom’s dollar reserves. Dangerous because religious dissidents, or what the embattled liberals in Riyadh called “Saddamist fundamentalists,” were coalescing into an unprecedented aboveground protest movement that, according to Stéphane Lacroix, sought to lay the foundation for an “Islamic Democracy.”69 Saudi watchers in Washington viewed the problem in the now tried and not-so-true terms of a failure to reform—forty-seven women had driven in public for the first time in November 1990 to protest the curtailment of their rights—and a reduction in the social spending that they imagined had bought tranquility. “They have tilted the wrong way,” according to another Brookings fellow William Quandt. “All the billions they’ve spent on arms haven’t been very useful to them.”70

Beyond the Beltway, there was a radically different explanation for the kingdom’s political troubles: The massive U.S. troop deployment that the Pentagon quickly expanded—quite openly—into a long-term project of power projection in the Gulf and beyond. It was a key piece of the strategy for “primacy” in a one superpower world.71 Bin Laden denounced it as an “invasion” and “occupation” abetted by the Al Saud, and he would soon call for a jihad against the Americans.72 Even the Wall Street Journal recognized that, as the editorial board put it, “Saudi Arabia has been more or less a U.S. protectorate since the 1979 Iranian revolution,” while urging the Al Saud to stay the course.73 These otherwise rival explanations for the growing ferment converged on one point only: the corruption and all-too-conspicuous consumption of the royal family during years of dwindling reserves, reduced budgets, rising unemployment, and other signs of economic distress.74

These woes were not serious enough, apparently, to stop the incoming U.S. president, Bill Clinton—President Bush had lost the election for a second term, largely because of the economic recession at home—from squeezing the Al Saud some more. After Clinton appealed to him directly, Fahd agreed to buy additional tanks and fighters to help keep “American arms makers afloat while the American military shrinks.”75 The king also agreed to buy new commercial jets from Boeing and McDonald Douglas and pay AT&T to overhaul its phone system, although their European competitors had underbid them.76 Perhaps Clinton had been inspired by the Twenty-million-dollar check that Prince Bandar delivered to the University of Arkansas for the creation of a new King Fahd Center of Middle East studies just one month after his inauguration.77

The Saudis went on the offensive after the New York Times ran back-to-back stories detailing their kingdom’s financial woes, borrowing the good offices of the Council on Foreign Relations to help set the record straight.78 The embassy sent smooth-talking Adel al-Jubeir, who would become a council visiting fellow the next year. He was joined by the vice chairman of the board of Morgan Guaranty, the bank that loaned the kingdom the dollars to pay for Desert Storm, and Richard Murphy, a onetime assistant secretary of state who directed the council’s Middle East program. All three pooh-poohed the report, and Jubeir gamely tried to defend the new weapons buying spree on national security grounds, but the price was a half hour or so of Saudi bashing. The king was as out of touch, much as the Shah of Iran was before his overthrow. The government was mismanaging the oil industry. The royal family was wasting the wealth of the country on themselves. Corruption continued unchecked. They better reform before it was too late.

King Fahd thought differently. While the Western press continued to focus on the country’s deepening fiscal crisis, the increased opposition to the U.S. military presence, and the “chilly” state of relations with Washington, his security services began to crack down on the young Islamists, while the militant Osama bin Laden, who had fled to Sudan, was stripped of his citizenship.79 Thomas Hegghammer dates a “final showdown” with the protest movement to mid-September 1994 following public demonstrations in Riyadh and the northern city of Burayda, which led to mass arrests, detention, and torture of clerics and their followers, and spurred the turn to violence on the part of jihadists.80 Believe it or not, U.S. Secretary of Defense William J. Perry showed up in Riyadh on the heels of President Clinton’s own first visit to request that the kingdom cover the cost of the new troop buildup under way on Saudi soil for containing Iraq and allow the Pentagon to preposition a brigade’s worth of tanks and planes for future use. This time the king turned the Americans down.81

Jihad

On November 13, 1995, a car bomb ripped through the Saudi National Guard headquarters in the middle of Riyadh, where the Vinnell Corporation, a Virginia-based military contractor, trained Saudi personnel in the maintenance of U.S. weapons. Four Saudis carried out the attack, which killed five Americans, two East Indians, and injured dozens. Three of the militants had fought the Soviets together in Afghanistan. Their confessions would be broadcast live prior to their execution in May 1996.82 The militants’ objective was to end the U.S. military presence in Saudi Arabia. “If the Americans don’t leave the kingdom as soon as possible, we will continue our actions.”83 American officials had trouble, at least in public, acknowledging this simple fact. It was impossible to say “whether the United States or Saudi Arabia was the principal target of the explosion.”84 Subsequent reporting settled on the Saudis, returning with a vengeance to the themes of corruption and mismanagement and the question first asked in 1953 and countless times since, would the Al Saud survive?85

So guess what the reporting looked like after King Fahd suffered a stroke (he died in 2005) a few weeks after the bombing and his half-brother Abdullah took over the day-to-day running of the kingdom for the next nineteen years, the last ten of them as king. Fahd was a “corpulent chain smoker,” “one of the world’s last absolute monarchs,” a “playboy” who “frequented Mediterranean watering holes,” who “looted the country” through the invention, allegedly, of “veiled ways of royal fortune making” that benefited his sons and cronies.86 The crown prince, by contrast, was “an austere traditionalist with a reputation for piety,” and who, thank God, “brings a markedly different style to the running of the world’s largest oil exporter.”87 The reins of power were, again, in reliable hands. The relationship with the United States would be protected. Abdullah’s reforms—belt-tightening, job creation, political change—would bring the kingdom into a fast-fading twentieth century.

Things didn’t quite work out that way. In November 1996, nineteen American soldiers died and hundreds of Saudis and foreigners were wounded in a second truck bombing, this time in Dhahran, at the U.S. Air Force barracks (Khobar Towers). Abdullah’s government hindered more than helped U.S. agencies in their investigation.88 As noted earlier, the reporters began to insist that relations with Saudi Arabia were at their worse since 1973, and that was before the September 11 attack (that Abdullah’s half-brother Nayef, the “arch-reactionary” minister of the interior, insisted the Mossad, and not his onetime client, bin Laden, had masterminded).89 As relations with the second Bush administration deteriorated even more, journalists could be counted on to report on how a crown prince was stumbling more than leading, a royal family was riven by power struggles, and a kingdom just might lack “the political resolve to undertake pressing domestic reforms judged critical to Saudi Arabia’s future stability.”90 Is it bad form here to point out that the Al Saud has ruled since 1932 without ever undertaking any of those vaunted reforms that two or, maybe, three generations of Saudi hands have insisted are vital to securing its future?

For their part, Abdullah and his brothers were reportedly stunned by the new Bush administration’s decision to go to war in Afghanistan and Iraq—using the kingdom to do so—and yet were unwilling or unable to prevent it.91 Throughout the region, the “global war on terror” appeared as a war on Islam, a theme hammered on in countless sermons, publications, and recordings in and outside Saudi Arabia. As Thomas Hegghammer details, the beginning of the Afghanistan war in October 2001 “brought anti-Americanism in the kingdom to new heights.” Worse, there were some one thousand Saudis taking part in the jihad who would be driven from Afghanistan and heading either home or to Iraq to fight the crusaders who launched the war to overthrow Saddam Hussein in March 2003.92 While the Saudis sought to clamp down on the most vociferous opponents of the coming war, those who escaped the dragnet issued fatwa after fatwa, declaring cooperation with the Americans as apostasy and calling for attacks on Western targets in and outside the kingdom.93

A nascent homegrown al-Qaeda franchise began operations in May 2003, with simultaneous car bombings of the Vinnell company complex and two other foreign residential compounds killing more than 30 foreigners and Saudis, and wounding 160. There were more attacks in the months that followed.94 Hegghammer’s painstaking research into the backgrounds and motivations of Saudi al-Qaeda recruits found that a majority fought first in Afghanistan, where they were radicalized, and returned “with a more global, anti-American, and intransigent ideological vision than Islamists who had never left the kingdom.”95 Saudi security services lent a hand, inadvertently, through the rough justice and torture meted out to suspects in the 1990s and early 2000s. “Virtually all” al-Qaeda “fighters were very anti-American,” and were driven, above all, by the goal of ending “the perceived U.S. military occupation of Saudi Arabia” or the doctrinal variant of expelling “the polytheists from the Arabian Peninsula,” rather than by “revolutionary” transformation or “hostility” toward the Saudi regime.96 The Pentagon itself had recognized the potential destabilizing effect of its military presence a year or more earlier and came to a decision, together with the Saudis in April 2003, to withdraw its forces from the Kingdom to Al Udeid Air Base in Qatar.97

Crown Prince Abdullah swore he would be following the U.S. withdrawal with a series of far-reaching reforms. The Brookings Institution cheerleader for war with Iraq, Kenneth Pollack, an ex-CIA analyst, called it “Saudi Arabia’s Big Leap” and advised the Bush administration to “hold the Saudis feet to the fire,” since democratization was the only way to deal with the rise of terrorism inside the kingdom and the prospect of an Islamic revolution along the lines of Iran.98 The New York Times chief correspondent Patrick Tyler referred to Crown Prince Abdullah as “the leader who will drag the kingdom into political modernity” (with just a little push from young Saudis “pressing relentlessly for change”).99 Thereafter, many column inches were dedicated to the progress, or not, of the imagined Saudi journey.

The Christian Science Monitor Beirut correspondent Nicholas Blanford reported on the “setback” to the kingdom’s “reformist impulse” in June 2003. Jamal Khashoggi, then the editor of Al Watan, a leading Saudi newspaper, was fired after charging the Saudi religious establishment with abetting extremism.100 The Monitor later complained that “Nation-Building in Saudi Arabia” wasn’t happening fast enough, and by October 2004 had all but ground to a halt.101 What about when the “reformer” Abdullah was crowned king in August 2005? True believers in Washington were growing less hopeful, although others said that Abdullah was being stymied by “hard-liners,” and the Bush administration itself started fretting about the unintended consequences of pushing autocrats to democratize. Democracy promotion in Iraq resulted in an outsized influence for Iran, and elections in the Palestinian Authority resulted in Hamas, a victory for the Islamic resistance movement.102 The editors of the New York Times were still counting on Abdullah in 2009 to “fulfill his promise to lead his country to greater tolerance and modernity.” Two years later, popular uprisings in Egypt and Tunisia, known as the Arab Spring that brought down two Middle East “presidents for life,” would scare all the other region’s autocrats.103 Abdullah sent the Saudi military to occupy Bahrain and crush an opposition movement there.104 It is the last we heard of Abdullah-as-reformer among the Beltway’s Saudi experts.

Perhaps they should have listened to Toby Craig Jones, the young analyst with the Brussels-based International Crisis Group, back in 2005, when Abdullah succeeded Fahd. He dismissed the idea of Abdullah as a liberal being hemmed in by “hard-liners.” “Once people are in power, they have two missions: To manage the existing political system and to stay in power. So that’s what they are going to focus on.”105 Jones said the best bet was that they would keep the autocracy intact. He was right. But what about the threat from the jihadists to which reform was the solution? The theory needed some tweaking. Crown prince and then King Abdullah devoted vast resources to overhaul the kingdom’s security forces to defeat the jihadists, who, by 2005, saw new recruits slow to a trickle. Saudi propaganda, or, if you prefer, soft power, also helped turn the population, including other Islamists, against them. It was one thing to wage jihad against the U.S. occupation of Afghanistan and Iraq, where Hegghammer says a thousand or more Saudis joined the fight, and another thing entirely to terrorize the population of Riyadh and Medina.106

Now recall the world of difference that the experts stressed between the profligacy of Fahd and the austerity of Abdullah, who, nonetheless, entertained visitors at home in a hall “the size of six basketball courts, next to . . . an Olympic-size indoor swimming pool,” and with a floor-to-ceiling aquarium that stretched the length of the room.107 The Washington Post’s longtime Saudi watcher used Fortune magazine’s list of the world’s richest to bolster the case against Fahd’s ill-gotten wealth. He was ranked sixth in 1993 with assets estimated at ten billion dollars.108 Forbes ranked Abdullah third in 2011 with eighteen billion dollars. It is an ambiguous measure to be sure, and Abdullah and the rest of Al Saud benefited handsomely from the skyrocketing price of oil between 2000 and 20008, and again in 2011, following the end of the global recession. The rising prices in that decade were what drove all those predictions of the world running out of oil and warring over what was left.

In November 2017, as part of the newest “reformist” efforts by Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman to, yes, “bring Saudi Arabia into the modern world,” he had two hundred leading Saudis arrested.109 The New Yorker’s Dexter Filkins called these Saudis the kingdom’s “leading plutocrats.” True, they were confined not to prison but to the Ritz Carlton Hotel, but they were, nonetheless, brutally interrogated. The cost of release was a coerced transfer of unspecified billions. MBS, as the crown prince is known—we now refer to royals the way the CIA have done internally for decades—likes to crow that he recovered “over a hundred billion for the state” this way. Princeton’s Bernard Haykel, who markets his friendship with the crown prince to Western businessmen, lauded the move: “He was sending a message that the old era was over, that corruption would no longer be tolerated.”110 None of Fahd’s sons were arrested on corruption charges. The story was different for Abdullah’s sons, suggesting that maybe the journalists treated him a little too easy on this score. Miteb bin Abdullah, the ousted head of the National Guard (Abdullah’s longtime power base) turned over a billion dollars or so to settle accusations of malfeasance.111 Mishaal and Faisal were released, but no Saudi official would say how much it cost them.112 Turki, the ex-fighter pilot and governor of Riyadh was still under detention a year later, in prison rather than a five-star hotel, where his chief of staff was killed while in custody.113

Tom Friedman’s 115th Dream

No one in the United States championed Mohammed bin Salman in traditional fashion more than Tom Friedman, the Pulitzer prize–winning author and foreign affairs columnist for the New York Times. One reason may be that MBS and his entourage played him, most obviously by feeding his own fantasies about the kingdom back to him. While he has long experience in the Middle East, beginning in Beirut as a United Press International correspondent in 1979, his first byline from Saudi Arabia appeared only in September 1990, when he was chief diplomatic correspondent for the Times, accompanying Secretary of State James Baker to the kingdom.114 Six years later, following the Khobar Towers bombing, Friedman called the Al Saud “a loyal and important ally” that should not be abandoned—which would simply play into the hands of the “fringe groups” that wanted “to drive the U.S. out”—but the United States needed to do more on the energy conservation front to “make ourselves less vulnerable to changes in that desert kingdom, which is far, far away, and about which we understand very, very little.”115

The idea that those “fringe groups” were politically motivated was buried in the rubble of downtown Manhattan. Just days after September 11, Friedman denounced the perpetrators as nihilists, driven by hatred, who targeted the United States for its “way of life”—what it stands for rather than its policies.116 He held Saudi Arabia and its “Wahhabi brand of Islam” responsible because it defines “infidels as enemies” and inculcates these values throughout society via the schools, “sermons, TV shows and the Internet.”117 Saudi Arabia had permitted the hijacking of Islam by “anti-modernists,” or what he called “bin Ladenism,” as a kind of survival strategy.118 Meanwhile, America’s need for oil prevented the president from telling the Saudis the truth. (“Addicts never tell the truth to their pushers.”) Their “antimodern and antipluralist brand of Islam—known as Wahhabism—combined with their oil wealth has become a destabilizing force in the world.”119

We might give him the benefit of the doubt. We all needed to know more than we did about Islamist movements and political activism in Saudi Arabia, although in the years since we have learned a great deal from the scholars who gained unprecedented access to the kingdom in the wake of September 11. There is nothing to be explained by a nonexistent, monolithic, or essential Wahhabism. The religious field in Saudi Arabia is a dynamic one. It has been shaped by waves of Muslim Brothers from Egypt who were welcomed by the “reformer” Faisal. He built an elaborate religious educational system staffed by Brothers and their protégés that were Faisal’s weapon of choice to combat communism and Arab nationalism at home and abroad in the 1960s. The religious field is also a fractured one, as we saw, with the rise of the religious dissidents in the 1980s and 1990s, when al-Qaeda failed to gain much traction among the country’s “extremists.” A close look also reveals the continuous existence of non-Wahhabi and non-Salafist traditions within the kingdom, including Sufism, Shiism, and various orthodox Sunni legal schools.120

The problem is that Friedman appears unaware of these realities, while continuing to trumpet the views of whatever “friend” he talked to with the deadline for his next column looming. In 2005, Raymond Stock, an itinerant Arabic instructor who has never been to Saudi Arabia, told him that one needed to go back to the seventh and ninth centuries to understand the “jihadist fanatics.”121 Five years later, Friedman’s essentialist views of Wahhabism took an abrupt turn because another friend told him that the Saudis only began promoting fundamentalism in 1979—a kind of big bang theory. They allegedly cut a deal with the clerics at home (“let us stay in power and we will give you a free hand in setting social norms”), while turning to “export” their brand of fundamentalism abroad, allegedly to counter the Islamic revolution in Iran. “Islam lost its brakes in 1979, said Mamoun Fandy.”122 Only, these stylized facts won’t stand up to scrutiny.123

Friedman judged Abdullah “a decent man,” personally, who was being prevented from carrying out essential reforms. “The problem with Saudi Arabia in 2003 is not that it has too little democracy. It’s that it has too much. The ruling family is so insecure, it feels it has to consult every faction, tribe and senior cleric before it makes a decision.” He urged Abdullah instead “to break heads at home” and “force some sustained reforms on his religious establishment.”124 As we have seen, Crown Prince Abdullah did the former and ignored the latter. In Friedman’s early September 2015 column, “Our Radical Islamic BFF,” he said the generals and admirals were getting it wrong (the United States was then in the midst of arguing over the Iran nuclear agreement). It was the rulers in Riyadh, not Tehran, who were the “greatest purveyors of radical Islam throughout the region and throughout the world.” The kingdom was actively promoting terrorism through exporting its “Wahhabist ideology, which basically destroyed the pluralism that emerged in Islam since the 14th century.”125

There is no way, though, one could have anticipated the about-face and autocritique Friedman executed just three short months later, in November 2015. “Saudi Arabia is a country that’s easier to write about from afar, where you can just tee off on the place as a source of the most austere, antipluralistic version of Islam.” But after traveling to Riyadh to look “for clues about ISIS,” he discovered that it “is not your grandfather’s Saudi Arabia” or, quoting his friend Adel al-Jubeir, who we have encountered before, “Actually, it’s not even my father’s Saudi Arabia anymore—it is not even my generation’s Saudi Arabia anymore.”126

The Saudi “Arab Spring at Last”?

On Sunday December 3, 2017, Friedman was hosted by Bruce Riedel at the Brookings Institution to discuss the future of Saudi Arabia. He had come under fire two weeks earlier for his long love letter to Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman in the Times, “Saudi Arabia’s Arab Spring, at Last.” According to Friedman, Salman was leading a “top down” reform program that might well “change the character of Saudi Arabia” as well as “the tone and tenor of Islam across the globe.” He repeated what Fandy told him about the sudden 1979 puritanical turn and praised the crown prince’s plan to “bring Saudi Islam back to its more open and modern orientation.” He also bought—hook, line, and sinker—a fantasy that MBS and his loyal Twitter followers believe about the 1970s as a moment of liberalization in the kingdom that got shut down. It’s true. Friedman was even shown a YouTube video proving that Saudi Arabia had movie theaters before they were outlawed after 1979.127 He didn’t take criticism of this fact-challenged, clichéd reporting well.128 “I just want[ed] to stick my head up and say, god, I hope you succeed. And when you do that the holy hell comes down on you. Okay, well, fuck that is my view okay.”129 His audience laughed and applauded.

Here is the problem. The two big books written about the kingdom in that era, one by a longtime resident and the other by one of the best investigative reporters ever to cover the region, say nothing about a liberalizing moment short-circuited by events in 1979.130 The idea should raise the eyebrows of anyone who knows anything about the era. As we have seen, the rise in riches led to massive spending on U.S. goods and services, with Westerners arriving in the kingdom in numbers never seen before or since. A place that had drawn very little attention previously was also now under the microscope. So, what did the New York Times, the Washington Post, the paper that last employed Jamal Khashoggi, and other major papers uncover about the years before 1979?

Neil Ulman, the career Wall Street Journal reporter and editor writing from Abqaiq, site of one of the original Aramco oil camps, as they were once referred to, in the midst of expansion in February 1975. There were more than ten thousand U.S. citizens employed in senior positions in banking; the national airlines; education; oil production, of course; running airports; training the military; overseeing construction of roads, buildings, hospitals; and “installing sophisticated weapons systems.” The expatriates had spread out beyond the confines of the oil compound, and Ulman described how Westerners either “endured or circumvented” Saudi religious prohibitions against alcohol, motion pictures, and the like. It is a story that could have been written in the 1930s. Aramco showed films then and thereafter in the confines of the company’s compounds, and other Western firms began to do so “semi-clandestinely for their employees with Saudi officials often invited.”131 By “employees,” Ulman meant expatriates.

Author Phyllis Kepler ventured into the kingdom with her family for a short time in 1975, as well, and later marketed the experience in guide books for U.S. families working and living abroad. She described their efforts to accommodate the strictures on dress enforced by the Saudi religious police and the hardships Westerners faced outside work hours. “There are no movie theaters, cocktail lounges, night clubs or legitimate theaters.”132 The next year, Jonathan Randal, on a break from covering war zones for the Washington Post, reported on the “Sly Sin in Stern Kingdom.” Randal contrasted the streets in which the religious police enforced the rules “of Islam’s strictest sect, the puritanical Wahhabites, who rule according to the Shariah,” and “what goes on between the four walls of one’s home.” The goings-on in Western and rich Saudi homes alike might’ve included the manufacture and consumption of the “local moonshine called Sidiki,”—the drink of choice before and every decade since—the use of videocassette machines, and, for the very affluent Saudis, “a hundred specialized shops” that “rent home movie equipment.” Why? The “ban on public commingling of the sexes, which has meant no movie theaters.”133

Judith Miller plowed some of the same ground in 1977, when she worked for Wisconsin’s great Progressive magazine. The Washington Post published her feature on the rising tensions in Saudi Arabia stemming from the influx of two distinct classes of foreigners: the million-plus “miserably poor” Yemenis, Pakistanis, and others who “do the work Saudis refuse to,” and the “highly paid American and West European technocrats who do the jobs the Saudis cannot yet perform.” They lived, separated by “high walls” (the Westerners) and “barbed wire” (Muslims from the “Third World”), from Saudi society. But she noted that the rich Saudis she met also lived in homes surrounded by walls, in which “the black veils women wear are discarded . . . and families watch the latest American and European TV programs and movies on their television sets.” The point was to underscore the stark difference “with the evident austerity of Saudi public life.”134

The Los Angeles Times reported the same year how “Saudi Arabia’s renewed Islamic evangelical fervor” at home resulted in pressure being put on Ras al-Khaimah, one of the seven United Arab Emirates, to close down the casinos (where “local citizens are not allowed”) and bars. Elsewhere in the Gulf, the same “conservative wave” was leading to extending the reach of religious (Sharia) courts and dissolving “fledgling parliaments.”135 Note that we are quickly running out of years for that liberalizing moment to reveal itself.

Thomas Ferris, who lived in the kingdom and edited the English-language Saudi Gazette, did a big story for the New York Times in March 1979, two months after the fall of the Shah, on the underside of the Saudi boom. Ferris focused on Jiddah, the old sea port where all foreign embassies had been located—far away from the Al Saud’s heartland and Riyadh—until the mid-1970s. “To the foreigner’s eye, the oil boom had been cruel to Jidda. . . . Three years of flat-out, haphazard building have made the city a vast construction site.” It was also “a jarring contradiction to the Saudis’ stated goal of preserving Islam and maintaining their ancient society.” There “the tidal wave” of foreign workers “seeking their fortunes” had led to rising crime rates, slums, prostitution rings, and drug markets, together with a few illicit cinemas “in a string of roofless abandoned buildings.” Saudis seeking cheap thrills more typically bought “X-rated television cassette films in what has become an international center for pirate recordings.”136

This is the only contemporary account I’ve found of motion pictures ever being screened outside the company compounds, embassy buildings, and princes’ palaces. If pursuit of illicit pleasures by young Saudi males is what constitutes the “liberalizing track” Friedman believes Saudis once were on before “fun was outlawed,” then it never really ended. One need only pick up Pascal Menoret’s eye-opening ethnography of young hard-drinking, drug-taking Saudi “joyriders” or “drifters,” who steal, race, and smash cars along the miles of highway that crisscross Riyadh. That city’s massive expansion is what proved that every crown prince from Saud on was a farsighted reformer. The fortunes that royal family members and their protégés realized from sales of every about-to-be-developed tract of land across the kingdom over the past fifty years are what proved that corruption had stymied meaningful reform—until now. And those roads the drifters ply are the ones leading from “the Middle Ages to the 21st century.”137

The Not-So-Special Relationship

President Nixon and his successors cheered Faisal and each so-called reformer as they set off on a never-ending journey and, crucially, as they financed the federal government’s budget deficit; spent billions on U.S.-designed development projects; bankrolled U.S.-allied counterrevolutionaries; paid for the CIA’s covert wars; kept General Dynamics’ assembly lines humming; contributed cash to foundations, centers, charities, universities, K Street, and the paid-to-think tanks; and aided the Pentagon’s bottom line. Although I’m sure I’ve left something out, oil isn’t one of them. The gamble for the Al Saud was that, in turn, the United States would keep it in power, although Faisal and his brothers could never be sure. Why? First, as Gregory Gause, the leading scholar of U.S.-Saudi relations, holds, no such explicit commitment has ever been made.138 “Territorial integrity” is one thing. Who rules in Riyadh is another. There is no deal, however many times the idea gets repeated on the op-ed pages and at Code Pink confabs. More crucially, as the Al Saud surely knows, many other equally “special relationships,” with the likes of the Duvaliers in Haiti, Manuel Noriega in Panama, Anastasio Somoza Debayle in Nicaragua, the Shah of Iran, Fernando Marcos in the Philippines, and Hosni Mubarak in Egypt, crashed and burned. Immense oil reserves and bank balances may only go so far.

Many Americans, of course, opposed the backing of these right-wing dictatorships as well as the counterrevolutionary forces (“freedom fighters”) that sought restoration of the old order in those cases in which the dictators had been overthrown. So, it was the successful effort by the U.S. Congress in 1982 to cut off aid to right-wing rebel groups in Nicaragua that led to the Saudis’ involvement there. It was true about Saudi Arabia, from the days when the oil company Aramco mattered much more than the U.S. government did to the Al Saud’s rule.139 Recall that through the 1970s it was conventionally believed that the big oil companies rather than the OPEC countries were the real engineers of the energy crisis. When Aramco organized tours and meetings with the president for King Saud and Crown Prince Faisal these were opposed by, among many others, New York’s leaders. Mayor Rudolph Giuliani returned the ten million dollars donated by Prince Al-Waleed bin Talal, following September 11, after he opined that it was the failure of the United States to support peace with the Palestinians that led to the attack.140 Aramco executives gave a reductive account of the source of this opposition: “The Left-Wing and Zionist-American Press.” The Saudis did Aramco one better. As Faisal told Kissinger (and countless others), Khalid told Reagan, and Fahd told Clinton, the problem was “the Jews.”141

Criticism of the U.S. embrace of the Al Saud grew more powerful in the ensuing decades, through the bruising battles to sell the Saudis arms, the attacks on U.S. installations in the 1990s, and the destruction wrought by bin Laden and al-Qaeda in 2001. Afterward, we saw the first calls in twenty years to seize the Saudi oil fields, or possibly topple the royal family (“there is an “Arabia,” but it need not be “Saudi.”), threats that the Al Saud took seriously.142 The 1990 war to defend the kingdom and Kuwait was an anomaly in which, for a brief moment, a majority of Americans held a favorable view of the kingdom. Gallup polls taken regularly since the attacks on New York and Washington show a strong and consistent lack of support for the kingdom among the public through 2018.143 Gause argues that it is both remarkable and a testament to the efforts by U.S. and Saudi officials that relations survived more or less unscathed in the aftermath of the September 11 attacks.144 It is a relationship that he seeks to preserve against the ill-advised calls—given the destructive effects of American elsewhere in the region—in 2018, to replace MBS, whose foreign policy decisions were some of the kingdom’s most erratic since the mid-1950s, when King Saud first sought an alliance with Egypt’s Gamal Abdel Nasser and then tried to have him killed.145

Some deeply held beliefs about oil-as-power are at work here, obviously, among many otherwise outraged men and women who fear that access to Saudi oil would be threatened by pressing princes too far or sanctioning Saudis who supported al-Qaeda or even providing the public with a full and unredacted version of the 9/11 Commission Report. The refrain goes, “We’re stuck with Saudi Arabia.146 Maybe not, according to others. For the first time since 1973, the United States is producing more oil than Saudi Arabia and all other producing countries. There are those who believe that the so-called “fracking revolution” can free the country from its putative devil’s bargain. Two University of Pennsylvania colleagues told an audience in 2014 that fracking would end our dependence on the kingdom and gain us new leverage over the Saudis, for instance, in countering their support for jihadists in Syria and Iraq.147

But is it even necessary? Aren’t other interests to blame for whatever tensions exist that threaten access? That’s what the undercover air force intelligence officer who was a member of my study tour to Saudi Arabia told me back in 1996. It was just after the Khobar Tower bombings, and she knew some of the victims. The problem, she said, was that U.S. policy had been hijacked by the Israel lobby. Saudi Arabia’s oil mattered more to the national interest than Israel, she said, and it is mainly our backing of the latter that drove the jihadists. A prince told me more or less the same thing on that same trip. And I told him the argument is an old one, made by every king and crown prince, in fact, to every U.S. president since the 1940s. MBS has turned it on its head. His evolving rapprochement with Israel has gotten conservative American Jewish organizations on Saudi Arabia’s side for the first time since 1948.

No, the problem is of our own making. Ramping up production of fossil fuels domestically won’t solve the problem on its own. “America is addicted to oil,” insisted Tom Friedman, just one of many who stole the line from President George W. Bush’s 2006 State of the Union address and ran with it.148 Addiction became his meme of choice for bringing together two strands of his musing in his New York Times foreign affairs column: about U.S. energy policy, going back to 1996, although, as a reporter in the 1970s, one of his beats had been OPEC affairs, which he still thinks is a cartel, and about “religious fanaticism” in Saudi Arabia, which he first took up after September 11. He wrote a dozen columns on these, he believed, entangled issues, culminating in the documentary Addicted to Oil in June 2006, a New York Times–Discovery Channel joint venture that Friedman coproduced.

Friedman calls for “living green” as a “geostrategic, tough-minded, and patriotic” solution to dependency on foreign oil.149 By living green, he means relying on “renewable resources, domestic production and energy efficiency.”150 Doing so would mean the United States would no longer be “funding both sides of the war on Terrorism”—that is, “the U.S. military with our tax dollars and supporters of Islamic militants through our gasoline purchases.”151 His vision, though, suffers all the blind spots and unresolvable tensions discussed in the introduction. It presumes Centcom is necessary to guarantee access and, I guess, that access will be a problem for some other power—China, India, Russia, Japan, or Germany—to solve in the future. He has no answer to the fact that in a world market—and Friedman was globalization’s indefatigable cheerleader in the 1990s—there is no way to insulate the United States from the effects of “price spikes,” save by erecting a massive new regulatory regime. And if the rest of the world is buying Middle East oil, how precisely does that end funding for “Islamic militants”? He doesn’t say. Oilcraft’s illusions can’t help him out of this jam; nor can they help those of us who are serious about challenging the militarization of U.S. foreign policy and Washington’s decades-long infatuation with the House of Saud.
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BREAKING THE SPELL

IN 2012, KAREN AND BARBARA fields published Racecraft: The Soul of Inequality in American Life. The puzzle the two authors and sisters raise is why a scientifically discredited idea of “race” persists. The belief that humans are naturally divided into distinct groups identifiable by certain physical and other traits is a kind of magical thinking or imagining that people find impossible to let go of. The belief itself exists and can be analyzed, both on its own merits but, more important, in terms of the work it does, that is—on the basis of its effects. The main and insidious one is the continuing legitimation of inequality.1

“Racecraft” is their term for the rational “processes of reasoning” that makes “race” appear “to the mind and imagination as a vivid truth,” in the same way that witchcraft once appeared real to very smart people. Readers of the books we write and students in the classes we teach don’t believe in people riding broomsticks. “Americans acquire in childhood all it takes to doubt stories of witchcraft.” Yet, as the Fields analogize, “Little in our childhood leads us to doubt racecraft.” Rather, “daily life produces an immense accumulation of supporting evidence for the belief.” They then drive home the analogy to devastating effect. Believers in witchcraft had “authoritative sources in the science and law of the day.” For the ancestors but, no less for us, “it often is (or seems) impossible for so much evidence to accumulate around a conception which has no basis in fact.”2

The Fields helped me resolve a problem that I had been wrestling with for a while. Popular and scholarly beliefs about oil-as-power also have no basis in fact. Evidence for the belief, such as it is, continues to accumulate in the form of U.S. officials, past and present, proclaiming the need once to control and now secure access, stabilize prices, or prevent hostile powers from holding the world economy hostage. As we have seen, plenty of mandarins, public intellectuals, and energy security experts urge them on, in their briefs, memorandums, hearings, and op-eds. Only, nothing the policy makers armed with these incantations have done can be shown to have made the price of petroleum more stable than other commodities traded on the world market or to have secured for refiners greater quantities at lower prices than had the same policy makers refrained from, say, subsidizing Aramco’s expansion in the 1940s, feting kings in the 1950s, selling advanced weapons to the Iranians and Saudis in the 1960s and 1970s, intervening in the Persian Gulf in the 1980s, deploying tens of thousands troops to Kuwait and Saudi Arabia in the 1990s, and launching wars without end in 2001.

Militarizing the Gulf has not insulated and cannot protect the world economy from regular if unpredictable supply disruptions due to accidents, natural disasters, and political upheaval. Far from it. U.S. sanctions policies are themselves a continuing source of supply instability, a fact that has led some thinkers on the Left to argue that the objective of the United States must be securing the profitability of oil and arms firms (“the weapondollar-petrodollar coalition”) and managing the petroleum sector’s structural problem of oversupply.3 Keep in mind, too, that instability in the supply of oil has not yet set the U.S. or world economy into a tailspin.

For all those who, nonetheless, believe in an objective national security interest in protecting the global oil supply from strategic threats, the best they can argue is that absent the military buildup in the Persian Gulf, more and worse disruptions would have resulted, an argument that is impossible to falsify. To give it more oomph, they conjure not the run-of-the-mill refinery fire or civil unrest but extraordinary “severe and profound” supply failures at the hands of “hostile powers” that “would be economically devastating and potentially catastrophic” for the United States.4 As we have seen, defenders of the mystical U.S.-Saudi special relationship do something similar each time they underscore how the kingdom has fulfilled its part of the imagined oil-for-security bargain by doing what all oil exporters do and refraining from use of the oil weapon. Only, as we have also seen, in 1973, the weapon—that is, the boycott—didn’t matter, as the economist M. A. Adelman predicted and as subsequent reports confirm. The Saudis themselves quietly continued to supply oil to the largest consumer, the U.S. military. Rather than lose market share to its competitors, the Arab producers called the boycott off without having achieved any of their demands.5 In any event, consuming countries have long since worked out an effective response to all the real, rather than hypothetical, supply disruptions by hedging, diversifying, and stockpiling, similar to firms and regions dependent on other globally traded natural resources.

The costs of this chimerical exercise in securing the free flow of oil are notoriously difficult to assess—somewhere between seventy and one hundred billon dollars per year, according to one recent report, although these estimates exclude the costs of the Afghanistan and Iraq wars.6 And to be clear, as the economist Allan Pulsipher guessed at the time of the 1990 Gulf War and as subsequent government reporting suggests, exposing the strategic rationale as false would not lead to a reduction in defense spending.7 It might not even lead to a different defense posture—retrenchment or “restraint,” in Barry Posen’s words—in the Gulf.8 Why? Centcom pursues multiple missions at one and the same time—shows of force, enforcement of no-fly zones, and humanitarian operations.9 In addition, as we have seen, a forbidding “mental terrain” of “pervasive belief, action, and imagining” has to be confronted and overcome before we can even hope to tackle the formidable bureaucratic and institutional impediments to demilitarization.10

I started by examining the 1920s, when critics began to question the emergent belief that growing demand for scarce natural resources threatened violence, war, and, worst of all, imperial ruin. Markets or, as they said then, commerce could not be counted on to supply an importing country’s needs for the raw materials necessary for modern life. The Columbia School thinkers were at their best when exposing the many problematical assumptions and factitious beliefs of the “new mercantilism.” We have gone around and around now for about one hundred years over the sufficiency or not of the alternative “social” or “interest” driven explanations they and other progressive era thinkers provided for the new burst of imperialism in the Caribbean, the Middle East, and Asia after World War I. What I have gained a new appreciation for is their emphasis on the psychology of fear and suspicion that gripped citizens and leaders alike in the need, as it was imagined, to control the tropics and their resources.

They had their blind spots, too, of course. The progressives believed as wholeheartedly as the new imperialists in the superiority of their “race” and the inability or unwillingness of the “backward,” “overly-emotional,” and “irrational” darker peoples, nationalists, caudillos, chiefs, and kings to make sufficient quantities of cotton, copper, gold, rubber, diamonds, and dozens of other vital materials available to those who depended on them. As we saw, many held that whites (the West, civilized peoples, and so on) actually possessed more moral and legal right to those resources than the people incapable of exploiting them on their own, whose ownership claims were due to an accident of geography.11 According to the progressives, the problem was that the mining syndicates, rubber producers, and oil companies put profits ahead of the protection and promotion of the welfare of the natives, thereby playing into the hands of the resource nationalists. The progressives advocated for international institutions to play a greater role in mediating among stakeholders to avoid supply disruptions and other threats to access.

One would be even more hard-pressed to find progressives in the 1920s questioning the meaningfulness of the idea of absolute limits to the stock of the world’s mineral resources. It was simple. The remaining quantities were calculable. Growing demand meant declining reserves. Prices were bound to climb. Powerful states might risk war (or unintentionally bring war about) in an effort to guarantee the security of supply. As we saw, the progressives focused on the rival business interests whose competition for market dominance sometimes conjured or exaggerated scarcity or threats to access. But the laws of geology were seemingly no more circumventable than those laws of biology that determined racial hierarchy and the degenerative offspring resulting from miscegenation. Defenders of the Anglo-Saxon world order held up both entangled truths, as we saw, for instance, when scarcity fears in the 1950s drove the militant raw materialists’ call to reverse decolonization lest the Third World leaders with a visceral hatred of whites starve the West of what was legitimately the common heritage of mankind.

The point is to take heart from this long-forgotten moment. None of the dire predictions came true. The fears of the raw materialists proved unfounded. It is also true, by the way, of the racists’ fears in the inevitability of “race war” in all those raw material–producing countries if the national movements there were ever to gain power.12 C. Fred Bergsten’s forecast that other primary commodity producers would piggyback on OPEC, notwithstanding, most professors, politicians, and the public seemed to forget about all those other far more important raw materials that the market could not be counted on to deliver uninterruptedly in sufficient quantities and at prices that would keep machinery and weapons-manufacturing lines humming.13 In the article and footnote wars between different tribes of diplomatic historians, raw materialism came to be associated exclusively with the 1960s New Left thinkers, as we saw. In any event, no one explains the U.S. wars in Southeast Asia any longer by the putative needs of the “aerospace industry” for bauxite, tungsten, tin, rubber, and so forth from Indochina, Indonesia, and Thailand.14

Only, there never was any real sustained professional or technical debate about these matters. There is no record of international relations scholars, say, carefully correcting for their discipline’s errors and concluding that the neomercantilists, converts to the seeming truths of geopolitics, scarcity ideology, and racism of the first half of the twentieth century, mostly got it wrong. Had there been, we might have more easily prevented or inoculated ourselves against the mutation in which oil went from one among many and more vital resources to the commodity over which rival powers are imagined to had been locked in combat since the end of World War I. Diplomatic historians might have identified the “presentism” in post-1970s studies of oil-as-power among other effects of the national trauma induced by the price shock and of what Ronnie Lipschutz called “hysteria about events in the Persian Gulf and potential Soviet threats to Western supplies of oil.”15 Why believe the case of oil in light of all the other failed cases of copper, bauxite, gold, iron, aluminum, or rubber? Those who do believe it have their work cut out for them, and, thus, it may, indeed, be rational in terms of protecting the value of their brand for our specialists in the geopolitics of energy to continue writing specious accounts of the OPEC embargo and of the need for the United States to maintain the flow of oil by military means. After all, many actual historians of that moment haven’t done much better.16

The high prices of the early 2000s that drove all those predictions that the world was running out of oil, that we needed the Gulf’s production more than ever, and that we’d soon confront challengers eager to take “what was left” for their own seems a world away in 2019. Today, some imagine the United States a stone’s throw from energy independence. The rise and fall of scarcity fears confirms the insight of Ronnie Lipschutz, the University of California, Santa Cruz, professor of environmental politics. “This cycle of increasing and decreasing visibility suggests that strategic material dependence is not a ‘problem’ in the usual sense of the word; rather, it is an issue that is used for other purposes.”17

Recall MIT’s Barry Posen’s invocation of a “Factor X,” or “global prestige and influence,” necessary to resolve the puzzle of the buildup of U.S. armed forces in the Persian Gulf since 1979 against threats to access that are either “not compelling” or “that cannot be dealt with efficiently by military power.”18 Lipschutz reached the same conclusion fifteen years earlier—that is, before the U.S. wars in Kuwait and Iraq. He called the Carter Doctrine an “empty threat,” one that “disregards” what military strategists had long understood as “the difficulties of maintaining the flow of oil” from the Gulf in the event of internal stability, let alone in a war against a major adversary.” The dilemma is in successive U.S. administrations, “declaring vital an interest that might be gotten along without and is almost impossible to protect.”19 John Holdren, the future science adviser to President Barack Obama and director of the White House Office of Science and Technology Policy, distilled the essence of Lipschutz’s text for those not ready to wrestle with the overdense manuscript: “We are in the Middle East more to protect our status as a superpower than to protect access to oil for oil’s sake.”20

So why is the strategic rationale of access to oil so pervasive? In part because some “policymakers and military leaders” believe it and in part because of its “ready acceptance by the public.”21 The Left is a component of that public, of course, and what distinguishes many of their analyses is their unshaken faith that big oil is the driver and that a better world awaits the overthrow of the fossil-capital-led order. Consider the analysis of the 2003 Iraq War by Jim Paul who, in the 1970s, helped transform the Middle East Research and Information Project (MERIP) publication, MERIP Reports, from an irregularly issued newsletter to a critical resource for scholars and the public, and, in the 1990s, founded the Global Policy Forum to monitor UN policy making. “The war was primarily a ‘war for oil,’ in which large multinational oil companies and their host government acted in secret concert to gain control of Iraq’s fabulous oil reserves and to gain leverage over other national producers.”22

Nothing reveals the continuing power of oilcraft today “to hijack the minds of the scientifically literate” than the widespread belief that in February 1945 Franklin D. Roosevelt and Ibn Saud secretly agreed to cut a deal, conclude a bargain, forge an alliance, sign a secret pact or fast-track a special relationship for oil in exchange for security.23 The Cold War historian turned energy consultant Daniel Yergin first tried selling the idea beloved by the Al Saud and the old timers among the Americans then still in Saudi Aramco’s employ to the commentariat and the public-at-large in 1990. It was his modest contribution to the massive deployment of U.S. troops and the war that President George W. Bush and his secretary of defense, Dick Cheney, launched to protect the Saudis, “the prize,” and “the balance of power.”24 Many ordinary folks didn’t see it that way, of course, and started to raise the old objections to U.S. arms sales and other entanglements with Fahd and family once more. “Why are U.S. troops in the Middle East? Surely there are plenty of robust, patriotic Saudi Arabians eager to defend their country’s oil.”25

It should be obvious, now, that following the 2001 terrorist attacks on the Twin Towers and the Pentagon, the it-all-begain-in-1945 story was a talisman to protect “the special relationship” from harm and the banner under which the believers rallied in a holy war. These were the days when the outrage of U.S. citizens fueled sales of such books as Sleeping with the Devil, Hatred’s Kingdom, and House of Bush, House of Saud, and earned millions for the provocateur Michael Moore, who made Fahrenheit 9/11, the highest-grossing documentary of all time.

In response, the London-based Saudi anthropologist and critic Madawi al-Rasheed writes:

From the high towers of academia to research centers and think tanks, money was invested in projects, annual lectures, conferences, seminars and publications whose main objective is to promote Saudi interests, absolve the country from any wrongdoing and polish its image among increasingly sceptical American and European audiences.26

It worked. That is, it came to be believed, repeated, enhanced—to become whatever the writer, content provider, or mobilizer chose to make of it. David Ottaway, who cowrote the 2002 Washington Post series about the post-1973 origins of the U.S.-Saudi alliance, now begins the story with the two leaders aboard the U.S.S. Quincy.27 As we saw, so do the activists who would reverse the fateful course they believe was set in motion by a wholly factitious bargain of oil for security.

The story told here, although brief, provides ample grounds for opposing the continued embrace of Salman and the reckless despot in line in 2019 to succeed him, or any future autocrat-in-waiting. Why should activists oppose him? The latest Freedom House review backs them up on the nature of Saudi rule.

Saudi Arabia’s absolute monarchy restricts almost all political rights and civil liberties. No officials at the national level are elected. The regime relies on extensive surveillance, the criminalization of dissent, appeals to sectarianism and ethnicity, and public spending supported by oil revenues to maintain power. Women and religious minorities face extensive discrimination in law and in practice. Working conditions for the large expatriate labor force are often exploitative.28

The noise about reform and taking Saudi Arabia back to a mythical era of religious moderation and pluralism, the easy mixing of men and women, movie theaters, and so forth—what shortly before his death Jamal Khashoggi called “peddling revisionist history” by paid propagandists and those like Friedman pleased to hear his own crazy ideas echoed—distracts from Mohammed bin Salman’s efforts to crush his opponents and ease the job of those in the United States who back his war in Yemen and side with the kingdom against Iran.29 There is nothing new here.

The ritual incantations of the kingdom’s powerful oil weapon, a bin Laden–like figure seizing power who might hold the world supply hostage, the Saudis’ role as a “reliable supplier,” “swing producer,” the leading OPEC “moderate,” and the like may be an even more important source of distraction because, as we have seen, the transactional nature of relations with the kingdom predates the Donald J. Trump administration by decades.30 Buying treasury bonds outside normal channels and in secret, selling Saudis arms, buying U.S. commercial airliners, selling them more arms, paying Washington lobbyists and consultants, doing “dirty work” in the Cold War, reducing the impact of Pentagon budget cuts, calming financial markets, obliging the rest of the world to pay in dollars for their oil, channeling funds to presidential libraries, Nancy Reagan’s “Just Say No” campaign, the University of Arkansas, Harvard, Princeton, Georgetown, the Middle East Institute, the Council on Foreign Relations, and other blue chip organizations—all of it produces a lot of good will, testimonies to the vital nature of the special relationship, and working overtime “to make our Gulf friends happy.”31

Saudi rents return political dividends everywhere, it seems, but the United States, to judge from insider accounts of the U.S.-Saudi relationship.32 Investigative journalists tell a different story, at least in those moments in the early 1980s over the AWACS battles, after September 11, and in the fallout over the 2018 murder of Jamal Khashoggi. That is, when the “curious and close liaison” comes under heightened scrutiny and the elites on both sides do what they can to shore up the relationship against its critics.33 The first line of defense is always American difference. The government’s relationship to firms and whole industries in no way resembles what goes on elsewhere around the world where investors pay to play.34 It would be extraordinary if some U.S. administration were to make a “strategic gesture” for “commercial reasons.”35 The paid-to-think-tanks, congress, and parties raise cash confident that they perform their functions disinterestedly. Noam Chomsky once explained to a BBC interviewer how ideological conformity works: “I’m sure you believe everything you’re saying. But what I am saying is that if you believe something different, you wouldn’t be sitting where you are sitting.”36 So it goes without question, save at the Cato Institute, that access to Saudi Arabia’s oil is a problem of transcendent economic and strategic proportions.

Since that is the case, the critics and their motives are what represent the real problem. “The Jews” as Faisal used to say, or the Israel lobby, the many unwitting dupes of the Soviets back in the day and of the Muslim Brothers now, along with the professors like me, driven, we are told, by the conviction that the United States and its leading corporations are “evil.”37 The professors who, instead, believe that oil is power and that the grand strategy of successive U.S. administrations correctly prioritizes protecting the prize and securing the uninterrupted supply of oil for the West at reasonable prices will—indeed, are hardwired to—dismiss the idea out of hand that Saudi money matters to the elites, Boeing, MIT, Wall Street, and K Street.38 They’ll, instead, tar it with the label “conspiracy theory.” It is no such thing.

Start with economist Allan Pulsipher’s point about the 1990 Iraq war, that it was the rents that counted, not the oil, which would flow regardless of who governed in Baghdad. Now imagine Riyadh ruled not by the Al Saud but by radicals in a renamed Islamic Emirate of Arabia choosing to use their oil wealth to end the country’s and region’s subservience to the United States. While totaling up the costs, both Democrats and Republicans together with the commentariat will commence to blaming the rival party for the newest Middle East foreign policy debacle. Even those in the universities who believe that the national interest is truly calculable and carried out without regard for profits or campaign contributions will identify the setback to Israel’s security, counterterror efforts, and other key interests as one more oil-producing country transits from the category ally to adversary, similar to Iraq in 1958, Iran in 1979, and Venezuela in 2002. The consolation, meager as it is, is that the U.S. administration might finally begin to oppose, in the words of former Human Rights Watch staffer Sarah Leah Whitson, Riyadh’s “thuggish and lawless leadership, hellbent on exacting sadistic vengeance against any citizen who dares to think freely.”39

Is it really a mystery why Washington and its expert auxiliaries, ex-CIA analysts, retired diplomats, and the like, prefer the status quo? Why they work assiduously to protect the relationship from political fallout and trip all over themselves in the rush to prove the monarchy is dedicated to reform? And why, when a crown prince is overzealous in imprisoning rivals or murdering a journalist (no, a secret Muslim Brother), the chief worry is that inept interference in the kingdom’s domestic affairs might result in destabilizing the country? Intervention to force political changes on the kingdom is itself highly unlikely if the past is any guide—and I am not advocating it. What should worry us is any effort in the future to preserve the Al Saud in power. Why fear an “Arabia without Sultans”?40

What economists have long realized and defense intellectuals such as Posen have come to recognize is that a post–Saudi Arabia can be counted on to sell its oil on the world market. Iraq’s Saddam Hussein did after the nationalization of foreign concessions. Iran did so after the 1979 Islamic revolution. Venezuela, too, remained a reliable supplier of oil to U.S. refineries, some of which were owned by the Venezuelan oil company through its Houston-based subsidiary, Citgo, even as official U.S. enemies Hugo Chávez and Nicolás Maduro ruled there. The Trump administration imposed economic sanctions on Maduro’s government in 2019. In a post–Saudi Arabia, the main obstacle to continued access in the long term will be a choice by a future administration to impose crippling sanctions in the case of a not-so-special relationship with those who rule Riyadh and Dammam.

The opponents of U.S. imperialism or primacy or hegemony on the Left lag far behind the critics, for lack of a better term, on the Right in recovering from the national trauma of the factitious OPEC boycott and belief in the supernatural power of big oil. Like the foreign policy and national security experts, the activists and their oracles remain entranced by oilcraft’s illusory, yet seemingly vivid, truths about our world. Their journal articles, books, think pieces, blog posts, protest signs, and appearances on the C-SPAN network, Democracy Now! public TV news hour, RT (Russian TV), Al Jazeera English news channel, and the like conjure a world in which the interests of Western oil companies explain the endless wars in the Middle East, and in which successive U.S. administrations through their agent the Al Saud control world oil prices and supply in fulfillment of a wholly imaginary bargain struck in 1945. Those who activists and intellectuals hope to enlist in efforts to rethink and reverse the militarization of U.S. foreign policy deserve better.41
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