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Speaker:  

• Philippe Pétriat is a historian, lecturer in contemporary Middle Eastern history at the 

University of Paris 1 Panthéon-Sorbonne and researcher at the Institute of Modern and 

Contemporary History (CNRS) and CEFREPA. He is a specialist in the contemporary 

history of the Arabian Peninsula and the Gulf, and is the author of Au pays de l'Or Noir. 

Une histoire arabe du pétrole (2021). 

Summary of the lecture, presented by Philippe Pétriat: 

 The history and development of Saudi Arabia is inherent to the history of oil. Often 

studied and analyzed from a Western point of view, it is quite different if one relies on an Arab, 

and therefore local, vision. Although a source of economic and social development and 

spectacular globalization, oil is also the subject of debate, controversy and ambiguity. 

Constantly tormented for its economic future, Saudi Arabia is trying to get rid of this 

dependence, by gradually entering a post-oil economy (but without removing oil from its 

economy). Today, these reforms, which are being promoted by Crown Prince Mohammed Ben 

Salman under his "Vision 2030", are intended to combat the country's "addiction to oil" and are 

the result of a long historical process. For Saudi Arabia, oil is an essential element in the 

construction and (re)modeling of its identity as well as its influence in the Middle East.  

 This ambiguity regarding oil emerged as early as the 1950s, after the Second World 

War. Sheikh Ahmed Zaki Yamani, Minister of Oil and Mineral Resources from the oil boom 

 says "The stone age did not end for lack of stone, and the oil age (أزمة) to the oil crisis (طفرة )

will end long before the world runs out of oil." Oil is one of the most globalized products in the 

world and links the Arab oil producing countries to the whole globe. The history of oil crises, 

therefore, has been experienced differently depending on the vision of the producing countries. 

Indeed, although synonymous with falling prices and production, this period was part of a 

national strategy to regain control of oil production. Profits were gradually transferred from 

foreign companies, especially British and American, to Arab governments, which can now 

control their production and prices. Arab officials therefore reject this idea of "crisis" and speak 

of a process of empowerment, of taking responsibility for oil production.  

 This long process of decolonization and nationalization can only be understood through 

a broader historical approach, with key figures. In the early 1950s, Ahmed Zaki Yamani (1930-

2021), a Harvard and New York University law graduate, returned to the Saudi Kingdom and 

joined the Ministry of Finance. Abdullah al-Tariki (1919-1997), who graduated from Texas 

University with a master degree in geology, became director of oil and mineral affairs at the 

Ministry of Finance in 1954. His experience at ARAMCO allowed him to understand the logic 

of foreign companies exploiting Saudi resources. Quickly spotted by Saudi officials, al-Tariki 

became one of the first two representatives of the Saudi government for the ARAMCO 

company, a revolution in this exclusively Western-run company. In 1957, he initiated an 

arrangement with a Japanese oil company to exploit the oil resources located in the neutral 

zone between Kuwait and Saudi Arabia. The two countries recovered more than 80% of the 

net profits from the production and managed to integrate a minimum of 30% of Saudi workers 

in the company. However, the discrepancies in treatment between Saudi and Western 

employees led the workers to demand better working conditions and housing. Aware of these 
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strikes, Arab governments see it as a way to gain responsibility for oil production, which 

becomes an instrument of unification between Arab oil producing countries.  

 From this awareness, various important changes emerged. Between 1950 and 1970, 

Arab countries gained in responsibility (less than 4% of world oil production in 1946 compared 

to more than 22% in 1970) and gradually regained control over foreign companies ("Arab oil 

for Arabs"). In parallel with this rise in power, a certain institutionalization of oil production 

developed, with the establishment of debates, conferences, summits and organizations, led by 

Arab technocrats and experts (mainly Saudi, Kuwaiti, Libyan, Iraqi and Algerian). In 1960, 

under the impetus of al-Tariki and Juan Pablo Perez Alfonso (Venezuela), OPEC (Organization 

of the Petroleum Exporting Countries) was created, as part of a broader process of 

nationalization of oil production. This is how a certain "Arab oil community" emerged, 

composed of countries facing the same challenges: the urgency of economic development and 

the need to regain control over the Western multinationals, which derive most of the profits. To 

achieve this, the Arab oil-producing countries launched a nationalization of oil companies (Iraq, 

Algeria and Libya) between 1960 and 1973, supported by the Gulf States. This "liberation" 

strategy was part of a broader strategy of decolonization of the region.  

 However, while this process leads to increasing independence of governments from 

foreign companies, it also leads, according to al-Tariki, to an increasing dependence on oil. 

The blessing of oil, which allowed for the rapid development of the countries concerned, and 

their deliverance from foreign powers, is finally turning into a punishment. This disillusionment, 

which constitutes the ambiguity of these countries vis-à-vis oil, is notably expressed in Abdel 

Rahman Mounif's novel Cities of Salt. In it, he recounts the successive phases of Saudi 

Arabia's relationship with oil, as well as the ever-growing disillusionment. The fall in profits 

between 1980 and 1987, which deeply affected the Kingdom, led to a first national deficit and 

confronted the country with its new responsibilities as owner of the national oil production. 

Numerous austerity policies were put in place, resulting in the slowing down of infrastructure 

development projects. This crisis is also delaying the development of the private sector, in 

areas other than oil, which is now the economic future of the country, in order to enter the post-

oil era.   
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