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Abdallah Turayqi: The Warmth of the Sun”

Robert Vitalis"™

The greatest revelation I had in the ten years of researching and
writing a book on oil and state formation in Saudi Arabia was the
absolute brilliance of the ZulfiUborn oil specialist, ‘Abdallah Turai-
ki. The period I was writing about coincided with Shaykh ‘Abdal-
lah’s return to Saudi Arabia following his studies in Texas and his
meteoric rise in the kingdom and in the wider region as he sought
to turn his vision of harnessing the region’s oil wealth for future
generations into reality, which ended with the tragedy of his ex-
ile"™™. That period in the economic development of the kingdom,
1949 to 1963, is in many ways the story of Turaiki, and, doubtless,
he is the most important citizen ever to hold public office there.

The legacy he left behind in those few short years as official of the

(*) Doctor Robert Vitalis wrote this article responding to a request of our friend
Doctor Bernard Haykel a professor of history and Islamic studies at new
York university, the article was translated to Arabic by Wafa AlUMuhanna
from "Al eqtisadiah" Saudi Newspaper.

(**) A Professor of political science at Pennsylvania University ,USA.

(***) Never was Al Turiki exiled nor forced to life out of Saudi Arabia, it was he
who decided to life outside his country by his own will.
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finance ministry, Saudi Arabia’s first minister of petroleum, and
ARAMCO’s first Saudi director is extraordinary. He took on the
oil giant for cheating on its contracts, for routinely mistreating its
workers, and for its racism toward his people. In an era when the
Americans still argued that universities for Saudis were a waste of
resources, Turaiki sent his fellow countrymen to study the oil busi-
ness. He built the bestUrunning government organization in the
kingdom. He laid the groundwork for PETROMIN. He was the
dominant force behind the organization of the first Arab Petroleum
Conferences. And he built together with his Venezuelan colleague,
Juan Perez Alfonso, one of the most important international orga-
nizations of the late twentieth century, OPEC.

No one is surprised by the fact that, in pursuing a project that
amounted to a fullUfledged assault on the institutions of hierarchy
in the international oil economy, Turayqi made enemies, from Le-
banon’s Emile Bustani to ARAMCO, the CIA, and the Eisenhower
White HouseU Turaiki’s exile came at great cost, above all, to Sau-
di Arabia. Even those Western enemies, grudgingly, and in private,
admitted Shaykh ‘Abdallah’s brilliance and his utter incorruptibil-
ity. His devotion to his homeland, where he finally returned to live
out the last years of his life, was also never in doubt. Turaiki has
never received the tribute he is owed, in partial payment for what
his fierce friend and admirer, ‘Abd al-Rahman Munif, recalls about
him, that he 6tried to give the region and the era what they were
worth, what they deservede.

Perhaps the tide is turning. Walid Khadduri did world scholarship
a service in compiling Turayqi’s collected writings. Now there is the
biography by Muhammad Al-Saif, the first biography ever of this
giant and, needless to say, one that is long overdue. Turaiki’s life
ought to be required reading for anyone interested in where the
Arab world has been and where it is going. He deserves to be the
subject of a dozen dissertations and documentaries. In a better
world, we would find statues of him in public parks, if not in Dhah-
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ran, then in Algiers, Beirut, Cairo, and Kuwait City. Schools and
streets throughout the Arab world would be named for him. He
would be better known in Saudi Arabia than he is now in Caracas.
The wealthy, whose oil wealth in no small part is due to him,
would pay some small part of it back in the form scholarships and
fellowships in ‘Abdallah Turaiki’s name for the sons and daughters
of the Peninsula.
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- Stephen Duguid, International Journal of Middle East Studies.
Britain, 1970.

- Richard Pennington, Coming To Texas: International Students At
The University Of Texas, 1993.

- PHARAONS, Egypt, January 2000.

- New York Times, OBITUARIES, Sheik Abdullah Al-turiki, 80,
First Saudi Arab An Oil Minister, Septemperl16, 1997.
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