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Who thought that a black liquid could be so precious that people throughout thousands of years have been fighting to have control over it? This Liquid is often referred to black gold or basically oil. Oil starts as remainders of animals and plants that have been buried for thousands of years and put under tremendous heat and pressure, which transformed it to a black flammable and slippery substance that’s made up of hydrogen and carbon. As early as four thousand years ago; according to Herodotus, asphalt was used in the construction of the walls and towers of Babylon. It wasn’t until 1847, when James Young discovered a process to distill kerosene from oil. This was a breakthrough in the oil and energy business because now people are using kerosene for light and heat. Later in the same century, with the introduction of automobiles by Karl Benz as source of transportation instead of using horses; and with the industrial revolution kicking in at the same time, all of these factors increased the demand for oil. As Adam Smith mentioned in his book “Wealth of Nations “ the demand has preceded the supply, and this demand led the self-interest of people like John Rockefeller to establish Standard Oil. Note that the American market is established upon Adam Smith’s ideas, in which the government doesn’t influence the market, this point is extremely important because over the last 200 years, the United States have been dependable on oil companies such as ExxonMobil and Chevron to supply the country with the demand of oil. In Steve Coll’s “Private empire: ExxonMobil and the American Power”, he shows how dependable the United States have become on oil companies like ExxonMobil, and in return how companies like ExxonMobil have influenced the US government into making a lot of decisions that benefited ExxonMobil; and lastly, he talks about the how political risk has led to taking decisions that are cruel and inhumane. 


Before Coll’s started talking about some incidents that happened with ExxonMobil, there are 5 main points that must be understood before reading the incidents. These points are Lee Raymond, US politics, the environment, world politics and resource nationalism.

Firstly, who is Lee Raymond? Lee Raymond is the CEO of Exxon from 1993 to 1999, when Exxon merged with Mobil to establish ExxonMobil, then he because the CEO of ExxonMobil from 1999 till his retirement in 2005.  Lee Raymond started his life as an engineer and got his PhD in chemical engineering. Being an engineer says a lot about his personality, engineers only believe in numbers and believed in one right answer, so did Lee Raymond. He had no place for emotions as said “We don’t run this company on emotions, we run it on science and principles”; he was strict and fierce, to the point where he was nicknamed “Iron Ass”. He had a painting of a fierce tiger hung behind his desk. Raymond rules ExxonMobil to a point where one might think he is a dictator, he wrote a set of rules that everyone had to follow. After the Exxon Valdez incident, he made a lot of changed to the company, including new safety program; a point that he emphasized to the where 13% of the jobs at Exxon where named as “designed safety positions”. Also, the Exxon Valdez episode suggested the need for perhaps a rebalancing of risk-reward in many of Exxon’s operations. This is a very important point that later influenced all of ExxonMobil’s operation, Risk that later was divided to many parts mainly and most importantly political risk and environmental risk.
 
Under Raymond, Exxon was very successful. And for a number of years, it was the most profitable company per dollar invested in all of America, so one might say that his strategies have worked. It is very important to understand who is Lee Raymond and how he thinks. Simply because he had the last word in the company and he had complete control over it, as a director once said “the board is supposed to control the CEO, but it Exxon it was the opposite way around”. So Exxon behaves the same way Raymond does, and it was very important to understand these points about him, which will later explain why the company has taken some paths that other didn’t.

Secondly; in the book, the events take place in the last 25 years, but mainly through the presidency of President Bill Clinton (1993-2001) and President George Bush (2001-2009). This point is very important because US politics influence the way oil companies run. During the presidency of President Bill Clinton; who is from the Democratic Party, he tends to be a bit more conservative, antiwar and tried to avoid big confrontations. On the other side; when President George Bush came to power, things were about to change. First, Bush comes from an oil background where his family made their fortune from oil in Texas. So oil companies where expecting support in their plans from the Bush Administration. Second, Dick Cheney, the Vice President, was best friend with Lee Raymond. In a way Lee Raymond was using Dick Cheney to influence how the president thinks and reacts to oil related issues. Lastly, Bush comes from the Republican Party, a party that is the opposite of what the Clinton Administration thought. The Bush administration didn’t mind using its military power across the globe to assure that ExxonMobil runs smoothly, an example of that would be Aceh in Indonesia, which will be covered in details later in the essay. This point is important because understanding US politics throughout certain periods of time will explain why the government reacted in a specific way during a period of time.

Thirdly, ExxonMobil being an oil company didn’t have a very good image as an environmentally friendly company. Especially after the Exxon Valdez incident, Exxon was fined 1 billion dollars and was looked at as an enemy of the environment. Also, When President Bush came to power; Greenpeace wanted to attack him, the easiest way they though they can do that is by launching attacks against the biggest oil company which was Exxon. The Irving head-quarters incident was an example of such a plan. During the same time, environmentalists launched attacks against oil companies including Exxon blaming them for global warming, and then came the Kyoto initiative to cut down green-house emissions. Simon Billenness said “Lee Raymond doesn’t care”. Raymond being Raymond only believed that what he said is true, and others are wrong. So he hired a group of scientist who made researches and published papers saying that oil companies aren’t the reason for global warming. Weather these papers are scientifically correct or not is a different story, but this shows how Exxon reacts to attacks, it isn’t by admitting to be wrong and trying to fix it, it is by counter attacking. This is shown again when Mandy Lindeberg and her team went to Alaska to study the long term effects of the Exxon Valdez on the environment, when they published their papers, Exxon’s scientist published papers to counter what Lindeberg’ papers. Even when companies like British Petroleum started campaigns to fix their environmental image, Raymond refused to do the same thing and he simply said “we are oil companies”. Lee Raymond didn’t put a lot of emphasis on the environment part, especially because he knows that his friend Dick Cheney has his back in Washington, also, after the Exxon Valdez, he realized that the political risk of operating in Alaska is the same as operating in West Africa or Asia. 

Fourthly, two events occurred at the end of the 20th century that affected the oil business. First, the dissolution of the Soviet Union in 1991. Second, the fall of the Wall of Berlin in 1990. The two events meant an end to the communist rule and the introduction of new markets and new resources in the east. Later on in this essay, the Russian- American negotiations will be looked at in details.

Lastly, Resource nationalism. (Which is for sure the most important point out of the five) Resource Nationalism is the tendency of people and governments to assert control over natural resources located on their territory. When Standard oil was established by Rockefeller, it owned large oil wells in all over the Middle East in countries such as Saudi Arabia, UAE, Iraq, Egypt and Libya. Also, they owned oil and gas wells in Iran. Therefore; Standard oil hasn’t faced the challenge of how to keep the corporation`s oil reserve from shrinking. Starting in the 1960s, a move of resource nationalism was started by great President Gamal Abdel-Al Nasser, to try freeing the Arab world from western influence and control over them. Saddam Hussein of Iraq and Muammar Gaddafi of Libya soon followed his steps (Egypt under empire). In 1979, The Islamic Revolution of Iran occurred which led to Exxon losing all of their oil and gas reserve in Iran. By the mid-1990s, ExxonMobil and most western oil companies have lost all of their oil reserve in the Middle East. The Middle East contains about 56% of the world reserve of oil! As of 1990, Exxon`s only oil supplies were only in USA, Canada, and England. Exxon and Raymond were faced by this new challenge of trying to replenish their oil reserve. A challenge which led Exxon and Raymond look all over the world; a challenge which showed how far can Exxon go just to find and `secure` a new oil supply. In ` Private Empire: ExxonMobil and American Power` Steve Coll mentions ExxonMobil operations in many countries, in this essay, operations in Indonesia, Chad, Equatorial Guinea, Russia, Qatar, Saudi Arabia and Iraq will be looked at in details.

In 1973, a war erupted between the Arabs and Israel. The details of the war aren’t that important, but an event happened that would send a warning to the US. On October 20th 1973, King Faisal Bin Abdul-Aziz of Saudi Arabia announced that he will pull Saudi Arabia out of the oil market and he will no longer sell any fuel to the US because of their support to Israel in the War. At that time, and still till now, Saudi Arabia is the largest producer of oil. During the 1970s, their daily production of oil is about 10 million barrels. By decreasing the supply by that much, prices sky rocketed, and it forced the US to stop the War. This event showed how dependent is the United States on Saudi Arabia in the oil supply. US was afraid that in the future, Saudi Arabia might use this move again; thus, threating US power and superiority. A plan had to be mad to try to decrease their reliance on KSA as much as possible. As mentioned before, United States doesn’t own any oil companies, so they went to the big oil heads such as ExxonMobil and Chevron and told them to search EVERYWHERE for oil supply. Of course, the United States will completely support them both military and politically. In return, Lee Raymond and Exxon Mobil would be making so much money from these new investments.
When Exxon merged with Mobil, it acquired its gas fields in Indonesia. In the province of Aceh, is located a large gas field containing about 17 trillion cubic feet of gas (the equivalent of 3 billion barrels of oil). ExxonMobil’s operations attracted 2 groups of people Raymond hated, guerillas and human rights researchers. And then came Hasan di Tiro, an Acehnese nationalist leader who wanted to nationalize Indonesia’s oil and gas resources. (Back to the point of resource nationalism) Di Tiro founded the “Free Aceh Movement” or better known as G.A.M. On October 30th 1976, he issued declaration of independence. In it, he wrote “Shut down foreign oil companies… to prevent them from further stealing our oil and gas “. G.A.M launched multiple “terrorist” acts against ExxonMobil. Later that year, Raymond decided to shut down operations in Indonesia. He evaluated that the political risk is higher than the revenue from the fields. So in a way, the G.A.M succeeded in their cause. But they forgot that ExxonMobil had an ace up their sleeve, the United States. United States stated by formally rejecting G.A.M drive, then it aligned itself with the ExxonMobil and the Indonesian government to put pressure on G.A.M. Sections from the Indonesian military were hired to protect ExxonMobil’s fields. This meant that the Indonesian government supplied ExxonMobil with soldiers from T.N.I, Indonesian National Army. These soldiers were under contract to Exxon and they reported to them, these soldiers were by all accounts- including that of the Bush administration- engaged in appalling human rights violations. As Ambassador Gelbard reported, G.A.M were guilty of atrocities; however, the Exxon security soldier’s actions “resulted in significantly growing human rights abuses. Many civilians’ corpses bear marks of torture and their hands tied behind their backs. Neighbors of those later found dead, ExxonMobil’s operations were fixed in the middle of that dark violence”. Later it became worse, anyone who is even suspected of being part of the G.A.M were “taken to ExxonMobil facilities for interrogations” according to Ifdhal Kasim. Also reported by the same person” they were tortured in the same complex”. B.N Marbun reported that at least two thousand Acehnese torture victims lay buried in secret graves. After all of that, the United States intervenes again and told the G.A.M that the US hasn’t named them a terrorist organization yet (a terrorist designation would mean travel and banking restrictions for the G.A.M). Later Gelbard told the G.A.M “Do you really want us –United States- as an enemy?” So the US had to personality threat the G.A.M to stop their attacks against ExxonMobil. The point to take from here is; why would the US go through all of this jus to protect an oil company? Would it have done the same thing if Exxon was a clothing company? I don’t think so. This shows how far the US would go just to secure a gas or oil field. Some might say that their actions are “Legal, but immoral”. Yes they are legal, but who allowed them to be legal? Both US and Indonesian governments! Both governments didn’t mind sacrificing a large number of people just for some cash and resources, is that legal? Yes, but is it immoral? Oh yes.
Equatorial Guinea was another “victim” of ExxonMobil which was added to Exxon’s reserve after its merger with Mobil. A poor country in West Africa, ruled by dictator Teodoro Nguema. When Nguema overtook the throne, the country was basically destroyed, no streets, no electricity, no running water, and no schools. The only way he thought he could improve the economy is by inviting foreign oil companies to establish operations in Guinea. After a number of tries with the US, he managed to convince Mobil to acquire rights of the Zafiro field, which contains about 1 billion barrels of oil”. Political risk was very high which enabled Mobil to get deals that were very favorable for them. Later on, Bush approved of the establishment of an American embassy in Malabo. Guinean American relations were improving (keep in mind that Nguema was a dictator, he violated so many human rights. A lot of people were tortured; also, worth mentioning are the abysmal conditions at the Black Beach prison). The question is why did the US ignore all of his inhumane actions? Not only that, they helped him protect against Al-Qaeda. If you go back to American human rights, both Nguema and Al Qaeda violated them. One is considered a friend and the other is a terrorist enemy, why? Did the US sell its principles for oil? It clearly says in the Declaration of Independence that people are equal and that the state should and must obey rules. Well why aren’t they following their human rights principles?
Examples keep going on and on of immoral actions of both ExxonMobil and the US government. Nigeria and Chad are two more “victims”. All of these African countries have 2 things in common; they are poor and they are ruled by a dictator. These are perfect conditions to establish an oil company. ExxonMobil would give money to the dictator for the rights of the oil. In return, he will provide them with protection, and anything else that happens is irrelevant. If people are killed, so what? The shocking thing is that it seems like the United States doesn’t disapprove of what these dictators do. It seems like as long as a dictator is on the same page with the US policy, he is fine!
Qatar and Saudi Arabia are quite different that the other examples, because they are the only 2 countries were violence and violation of human rights didn’t occur. Qatar was a poor country until the discovery of the northern field, which is the largest gas field in the world. There were problems with gas, such as difficulty of transportation and there were no near markets for it. A technique were gas is liquefied made it is easy to transport, and with the rise of demand of gas and oil in East Asia (mainly China); there was a demand for it. The point out of the Qatar story is political risk; ExxonMobil has acquired a very favorable deal because they said that there are high risks of a war happening between the Arabs and Israel which will interfere with their operations. Till today ExxonMobil owns a big amount of shares in QatarGas. (The largest liquefied gas company in the world) When Saudi Arabia nationalized its oil resources and established Saudi Aramco, it seemed like it is impossible for a foreign company to go back and operate in Saudi Arabia. Until Prince Abdullah bin Abdul-Aziz (now King Abdullah) came up with an idea of improving gas resources in Saudi Arabia, and use the gas to provide electricity and heat for houses instead of burning oil. Long story short, Prince Abdullah offered Exxon 5 fields to operate on. Exxon wanted more, and Prince Abdullah cancelled the deal. This was the first time ever that a country tells Exxon “NO” we don’t accept your deal. It was always a deal very favorable for Exxon, no one told them NO before the Saudi’s. (The funny thing, which is also the same thing that made Raymond furious, is that he found out that the Saudi’s are now operating on the same gas wells his company discovered) 
Iraq is the last example in this essay. This topic is the most interesting out of all of ones mentioned before. Saddam Hussein nationalised oil resources in Iraq in the 1970s, and no foreign country after that was allowed again in Iraq. (Some deals were made with the USSR and Chine, but none of them came active) In 2002, Iraq produced about 12 million barrels of oil every day. (About 4% of the world production) Lee Raymond said that there are four countries that could change the oil market, Saudi Arabia, Iran, Iraq and Russia. Saudi Arabia and Iran are basically impossible to operate in. Russia was a good option, which later came to reality after the talks with Putin and then the establishment of Sakhalin-1 project. Owning oil reserves in Iraq will solve a number of problems both for ExxonMobil and the US government. For ExxonMobil, it will replenish its oil reserve, and for the US, it would have a US based company in Iraq which will provide steady source of oil for the United States. Saddam Hussein fought 2 wars that exhausted his army and resources. The first gulf war against Iran which lasted 10 years and the second one against Kuwait, what’s fascinating about both of these wars is that they had American influence in both of them. During the war against Iran, the US spied on both sides and gave both sides plans to destroy the other side. In the second gulf war, Hussein was convinced that he should nationalize Kuwait, because Kuwait used to be an Iraqi territory. In that war, the United States sent an army to defend Kuwait. The question that rises is that why would the US do what it did in both wars? The only to logical answer would be to drain Hussein’s resources and to weaken him, but why? Iraq had a strong army which was a threat to an American Ally, Israel. Also, Iraq contained large amounts of oil; which if the US owned, will definitely decrease its reliance on Saudi Arabia. In 2003, the United States accused Iraq of having weapons of mass destruction. On March 19th 2003, the United States and its Allies invaded Iraq. The US was sure that Iraq did have weapons of mass destruction, but what happened is that they didn’t find anything! The point here is that the United States has the best spying agency in the world, the CIA. Also, they operate over 300 satellites. What does all of this mean? It means that the US would know if Iraq had WMD. But then, why would they invade Iraq? Bush clearly said that all of Iraq’s oil belongs to its people, and the profit from selling it will go back to them. But how do you explain that the Iraqi oil minister was contacted ONLY after 2 days of the invasion from western oil companies with contracts to operate in Iraq? Only 2 days!! It is true that the oil will remain for the people, and they will get profits from it. But now the US has a number of American oil companies operating in Iraq including ExxonMobil. The US said that they didn’t want the oil and all they wanted was to free Iraq from Hussein and his WMD. In the process, they killed about 750,000 and basically destroyed the country. Iraq was a place of high education and now 40% of the population doesn’t know how to read and write. Is this the definition of freedom? The Iraq invasion shows how far a government would go to secure some resources. To make things worse, after the invasion, Raymond said that there is high political risk. So he asked the US government to keep soldiers in Iraq; of course, the US agreed. Even with all the financial problems that the US government is facing; they still agreed to keep soldiers in Iraq for the next 10 years and spend heavily on them every year. (9)
In conclusion, all of these examples show how cruel and corrupt both the US and ExxonMobil. They both have no regard for a human soul and they are ready to sacrifice anything to secure oil supply. ExxonMobil’s operations can be described in 3 words “legal but immoral”. If all we wanted is to make money, disregarding the way to get it; well, we are no longer humans! That’s the message from the book. It shows that some people are ready to sacrifice human’s souls, and even entire countries just to make money and secure some resources. If the US really wanted to improve quality life in countries that ExxonMobil operated in, they should establish local companies, and with the help of US scientist, produce oil and then sell it. Not go destroy the country, corrupt it and use violence to protect. But then if the first method is used, they won’t have control over these resources. The keyword is “control”!!
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