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Scholars and policy-
makers in the United States commonly worry that a lack of “energy security”
is hurting U.S. national security, yet little of their analysis actually links energy
requirements with the probability of military conºict. Energy security is usu-
ally deªned as “the reliable and affordable supply of energy,”1 and most analy-
ses focus on the physical security of oil supplies, the increasing price of oil, and
the economic costs of oil disruptions.2 Their key recommendations call for the
United States to reduce oil imports, decrease its vulnerability to oil supply
disruptions, and prepare strategies for managing available supplies when dis-
ruptions occur.3 Not linking these energy issues directly to possibilities for in-
ternational conºict leaves an important gap in our analysis. International
conºict lies at the heart of standard conceptions of U.S. national security.4

Issues that are judged to engage U.S. national security are typically granted
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top priority on the national agenda, are given entitlement to U.S. resources,
and are frequently thought to warrant the use of military force. Thus, without
exploring the links between energy requirements and military conºict, we risk
conºating U.S. national security with U.S. prosperity, and misjudging the na-
ture of the challenges facing the United States.

This article has two key purposes. The ªrst is to ªll this gap by providing an
analytic catalogue of the ways in which states’ oil requirements could in-
ºuence U.S. national security. I apply a traditional national security lens, ask-
ing how states’ oil consumption, imports, and vulnerability inºuence the
probability of interstate competition and war involving the United States. I fo-
cus on oil because it is the only type of energy that the United States imports in
large quantities,5 and, more importantly, because U.S. oil requirements have
substantially inºuenced American grand strategy and security policy for de-
cades.6 Drawing on international relations theory to ground the analysis in
well-established arguments, I describe the mechanism/logic chain for each
type of potential national security danger through which oil could increase the
probability of crises and wars that involve the United States.

A distinctive feature of this analysis is that I also address the ways in which
other states’ oil requirements inºuence U.S. security. Other states’ efforts to
protect their access to oil and U.S. commitments to protect allies in oil-related
disputes could draw the United States into conºict. Appreciating these addi-
tional mechanisms provides a fuller picture of how oil can inºuence states’ na-
tional security and helps to identify some of the largest oil-related dangers
facing the United States today.

This article’s second key purpose is to assess the magnitude of oil-driven na-
tional security dangers currently facing the United States. My ªndings diverge
from the standard assessments. First, whereas U.S. oil concerns have focused
on the Persian Gulf, I ªnd that the increasing threats to U.S. security are occur-
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ring primarily in Northeast Asia. In fact, with one important exception, the se-
curity dangers associated with Persian Gulf oil have arguably decreased.7 In
contrast, not only are new oil-driven dangers emerging in Northeast Asia, but
these dangers are especially worrisome because they increase the probability
of conºict between the United States and China. Second, and related, unlike
standard assessments that focus on the energy security dangers that result
from U.S. consumption, my analysis identiªes growing dangers to the United
States that ºow from China’s consumption. In particular, I focus attention on
an oil-driven security dilemma—stemming from China’s growing oil imports
and its growing power, and the U.S. ability to interrupt these imports—that
lacks easy military or political solutions. The crises or wars that are made more
likely by this security dilemma need not be over oil; rather, growing strains in
political relations also increase the probability of conºict over existing territo-
rial and maritime disputes.

The recent boom in U.S. oil production and the reductions in oil imports that
this boom has made possible have surprisingly little impact on the structure of
my analysis and its central conclusions. Because oil trades in a global market,
U.S. production does not sever the United States’ connection to international
oil markets and, in turn, events that disrupt them. Moreover, I argue that be-
cause many potential threats to U.S. national security have their roots in other
states’ consumption, oil production in the United States has virtually no im-
pact on these mechanisms.

The article proceeds as follows. The ªrst section identiªes variables—
consumption, dependence, and supply vulnerability—that are often used
interchangeably, yet can confuse our analysis because they have different secu-
rity implications. The second section lays out six ways in which states’ oil re-
quirements—both U.S. requirements and those of other states—could generate
interstate conºict that reduces U.S. national security. The third section uses
these mechanisms to assess the key national security dangers generated by
U.S. oil consumption and dependence. Because these issues are at least some-
what familiar, my discussion of them is relatively brief, for the most part syn-
thesizing the current state of debate. The fourth section explores in greater
depth how other states’ oil consumption and dependence could reduce U.S.
security. The ªnal section identiªes key policy challenges facing the United
States today.
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Key Variables

Consideration of a few key variables helps to clarify ways in which oil can
inºuence U.S. security. The variable most commonly tied to U.S. energy secu-
rity is dependence. Loosely, the argument is that greater reliance on imported
oil decreases U.S. security—this dependence leaves the United States vulnera-
ble to ºuctuations in oil supplies, which drive up the price of oil, which hurts
the U.S. economy. A key link in this logic, however, is ºawed. As I just men-
tioned above, oil trades in a global market and, consequently, reductions in
supply inºuence oil’s global price. Therefore, the impact of supply disruptions
on the price of oil in the United States is essentially the same whether the
United States imports large or small quantities of oil.8 Instead, what matters
most is the variable of U.S. consumption: the more the United States con-
sumes, the larger the negative impact of global price increases on its economy.
Put another way, even if the United States achieves oil independence, its econ-
omy would remain sensitive to disruptions in the global supply of oil and, in
turn, to global prices.

A third variable is a country’s vulnerability to intentional and unintentional
reductions of its oil imports via interruption of its supply lines, blockade of its
ports, destruction of oil-exporters’ infrastructure, or some combination of
these.9 The analytic issue here is the distinction between dependence—that is,
importing oil—and the vulnerability of these imports to disruption. An oppos-
ing country could use an intentional disruption to coerce the vulnerable coun-
try, to damage its economy, and to undermine its ability to ªght a long war. A
country could, however, also suffer from the reduction in global oil exports
and accompanying higher prices caused by an unintential disruption such as a
regional civil war.

A fourth variable that inºuences the impact of supply reductions on a coun-
try’s economy is its ability to offset them. The most direct way for a state to ac-
quire this capability is to create a petroleum reserve from which it can draw oil
during a crisis.10 A state’s own reserves may play a central role in offsetting the
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supply shortfalls it faces.11 Because oil trades in a global market, however, ef-
fectively restraining price increases would depend not only on a state’s ability
to replace its own lost imports, but also on other importers being able to re-
place theirs. This interdependence logic helps to explain why the United States
and many other large oil-consuming states have agreed to maintain oil stocks
equal to ninety days of imports and have developed plans to coordinate with-
drawals from their reserves through the International Energy Agency.12

A ªfth variable that inºuences the effect of oil disruptions is a country’s en-
ergy intensity and, more narrowly, its oil energy intensity. Energy intensity is
the amount of energy required to produce a unit of output; at the national
level, energy intensity is measured as the ratio of total energy consumption to
gross domestic product (GDP). A country with lower oil energy intensity will
be less sensitive to increases in the price of oil; that is, a certain percentage in-
crease in the price of oil will have a smaller negative impact on the GDP of a
country that enjoys a lower energy intensity. U.S. energy intensity has declined
by approximately 50 percent since the late 1970s; the U.S. Energy Information
Administration projects it will drop by almost another 50 percent by 2040.13

Oil as a Source of International Conºict: Mechanisms/Logics

This section identiªes and brieºy discusses six basic ways in which oil con-
sumption, dependence, and vulnerability could reduce a state’s security by
fueling international conºict, with special attention paid to mechanisms that
could inºuence U.S. security: (1) military capability is threatened by vulnera-
ble access to oil; (2) economic prosperity is threatened by vulnerable access to
oil; (3) protecting access to oil threatens other states—an access-driven security
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Economic Implications of Disruptions to Maritime Chokepoints (Arlington, Va.: Center for Naval Anal-
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dilemma; (4) oil increases the value of territory, thereby fueling conºict; (5) oil-
producing states launch wars that threaten oil access; and (6) oil dependence
reduces states’ willingness to cooperate on shared security concerns. To help
construct a still more general catalogue, in footnotes I identify oil-based
conºict mechanisms that do not currently threaten U.S. security or that gener-
ate non-state-based threats to U.S. security.14 Many of the mechanisms operate
in two directions—one that inºuences the United States directly and another
that inºuences the United States indirectly through another state’s response to
its own oil consumption and dependence.

It is helpful at the outset to consider broadly how these mechanisms relate to
state security. A state is more secure when it is less likely to be attacked; will
suffer less damage if attacked; is less likely to be successfully coerced because
it is less vulnerable to attack; and is less likely to face threats to other vital in-
terests, especially its prosperity, that could require the large-scale use of force.
Each of the following oil-based mechanisms can be mapped directly onto this
general framing of security. For example, if a state’s ability to ªght can be un-
dermined by disrupting its access to oil, then it is more likely to be coerced and
attacked; and, if a state’s efforts to protect its access to oil reduce other states’
security, then it is more likely to face insecure and hostile states, and conse-
quently is more likely to be attacked.

m1: state’s military capability threatened by vulnerable access

Oil dependence could reduce a state’s security if its access to oil is vulnerable
to intentional disruption and if this oil is necessary for effectively operating
the state’s military forces. Vulnerable energy supplies would then leave the
state open to coercion—recognizing that it is more likely to lose a war, the state
has a weaker bargaining position and is more likely to make concessions.15

Closely related, if war occurs, the state’s oil vulnerability increases the prob-
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14. Given my focus on interstate war, I do not address the nonstate danger that is most commonly
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tics, Vol. 56, No. 2 (January 2004), pp. 303–325; and Steve A. Yetiv, The Petroleum Triangle: Oil, Glob-
alization, and Terror (Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University Press, 2011), especially chap. 3. A different ter-
rorism argument holds that U.S. oil imports enable exporting countries to fund terrorist groups.
This argument turns out to be weak. See Crane et al., Imported Oil and U.S. National Security,
pp. 55–57.
15. For a full analysis of oil dependence and coercion, see Rosemary A. Kelanic, “Black Gold and
Blackmail: The Politics of International Oil Coercion,” Ph.D. dissertation, University of Chicago,
2012.



ability that the state will lose. On the ºip side, a state that can interrupt an ad-
versary’s access to militarily necessary oil might enjoy a security beneªt,
because this capability increases its ability to coerce and to ªght. Conºict that
is inºuenced by this mechanism is not fundamentally over oil;16 rather, when
states already have incentives for conºict, oil vulnerability inºuences their as-
sessment of military capabilities and, in turn, the path to war.

To understand this mechanism, we should envision access broadly, to in-
clude at least three different features of secure oil supply, each of which
identiªes different military requirements and potential dangers for the defend-
ing state. The ªrst is uninterrupted transport, which is probably the most com-
mon understanding of access. Concern about secure transport can take a
variety of forms—a state may need to protect its sea lines of communication
(SLOCs), to defend choke points that make oil trafªc relatively easy to disrupt,
or to control territory across which oil is piped. During the Cold War, this set
of concerns motivated U.S. planners to protect the United States’ SLOCs with
the Persian Gulf to ensure the steady ºow of oil. This uninterrupted access
would have been necessary to enable the United States to ªght a long war
against the Soviet Union in Europe.

The United States does not currently face this type of danger, because there
is no major power capable of severely interrupting its access to key supplies of
oil. In contrast, China might face this type of danger, because its oil imports are
vulnerable to disruption by the U.S. Navy; the question is whether there are re-
alistic scenarios in which China’s oil reserves would be depleted before a war
would otherwise be terminated.

The second feature of secure access is the security of supplier states’ oil facil-
ities from invasion and crippling attack by a potentially hostile state that could
use the interruption to enhance its ability to prosecute a major war. Following
the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan in 1979, the United States feared that the
Soviet Union posed an invasion threat to Persian Gulf oil, which, among other
dangers, would have weakened the U.S. ability to ªght in Europe. In reaction,
the United States revised its doctrine and force posture to improve its ability to
ªght in the Persian Gulf.

The third feature of secure access is the willingness of suppliers to sell oil at
market prices, thereby ensuring a state’s ability to acquire oil necessary for
ªghting a major war. The most acute danger would involve a potential adver-
sary that was also a major oil supplier. During World War II, Japan’s vulnera-
bility to a U.S. oil embargo—which combined a U.S. decision not to sell oil
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with the United States’ ability to prevent other imports from reaching Japan—
played an important role in destroying Japan’s ability to ªght.17 A less severe
danger exists when a major supplier is allied with a hostile power and might
cooperate to undermine the opposing state’s military capability. The United
States does not currently appear to face either of these types of access dangers.

m2: state’s economic prosperity threatened by vulnerable access

When a state’s economy depends heavily on consuming oil, severe supply dis-
ruptions might do enough economic damage that the state would use military
force to protect its prosperity. Serious economic damage could occur before
any risk to a state’s military capability, especially if a state’s economy con-
sumes vast quantities of oil and its GDP is oil intensive. A state that suffers this
vulnerability not only risks the economic damage that could be inºicted by a
supply disruption, which might be the by-product of domestic turmoil in pro-
ducer countries or of regional conºicts, but also risks being coerced by an ad-
versary that intentionally cuts off the ºow of oil. Consequently, states want
conªdence that the global ºow of oil will be uninterrupted and that major
powers will pursue policies to ensure secure access, including using force to
restore domestic supplier stability and to open supply routes.

Whether a state’s use of military force to protect its prosperity converts an
economic interest into a national security interest is debatable. In contrast to
M1, which also hinges on secure access, the national security danger generated
by this vulnerability arises indirectly, by increasing the state’s need to use
force, not directly, by reducing its ability to ªght. The danger is not that inter-
ruption of oil supplies would so severely damage the U.S. economy that the
United States would be unable to purchase the military forces required to de-
fend itself from attack and, in turn, from coercion;18 nor is the danger a long-
term negative shift in the global balance of power, which might require
retrenchment in ways that jeopardize some U.S. commitments. One could ar-
gue, therefore, that these conºicts are not about U.S. security. If the United
States decided not to use force to protect these energy interests, the risks
would be limited to decreased U.S. prosperity.

Nevertheless, for this analysis I classify these conºicts as energy-driven na-
tional security conºicts: they could involve the large-scale use of U.S. military
force to protect a vital interest, albeit economic interest; and, possibly more im-
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portant, in some of the speciªc cases the United States might confront, its use
of force could escalate to a larger, more costly war that would clearly put U.S.
security interests at risk.

In many ways, this is more an issue of categorization than substance; either
way, the scenarios the United States faces are identical. At the same time, how-
ever, the economic foundation of this type of security danger raises the funda-
mental question of whether the United States should rely on military means
for protecting this set of interests. The answer depends on the economic costs
of a disruption, the alternative means for protecting U.S. prosperity, and the
military forces required to protect U.S. interests. I return to this question at
the end of the article. My point here is simply to make clear the nature
of the danger.

The different features of access identiªed above also help to characterize
these prosperity-driven scenarios. Threats to transportation could pose eco-
nomic risks, as well as more direct military risks.19 The United States currently
worries about Iran’s ability to damage its economy by interrupting the ºow of
oil through the Strait of Hormuz and has plans to use force to reopen transport
if necessary. China worries about the economic impact of the U.S. ability to dis-
rupt its SLOCs from the Persian Gulf to Northeast Asia; this disruption poses a
clearer threat to China’s economy than to its military capability.

The security of major oil suppliers could pose an especially large economic
danger if an attacker gained a dominant role in the global oil market. This con-
cern has guided U.S. policy in the Persian Gulf. The U.S. decision to eject Iraqi
forces from Kuwait in the 1991 Gulf War was intended largely to ensure that
Iraq did not extend its offensive into Saudi Arabia. The fear was that Iraqi con-
trol of Saudi oil would provide Iraq with such a large fraction of Persian Gulf oil
that it could manipulate oil markets, severely damaging the U.S. economy.20

The Arab oil embargo in the 1970s raised the salience of threats by exporting
states that refused to sell oil at market prices. In reaction, a few prominent U.S.
commentators advocated using military force to seize Gulf oil ªelds if the
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19. A submechanism that I do not explore is worth noting—a state could form an alliance to gain
access to oil, then ªnd itself protecting this ally in a scenario that does not involve oil. U.S. policy
has come close to creating this type of danger: NATO’s deliberations on whether to include Geor-
gia have been inºuenced by energy considerations. On the oil dimension, see Ronald D. Asmus,
“Europe’s Eastern Promise: Rethinking NATO and EU Enlargement,” Foreign Affairs, Vol. 87, No. 1
(January/February 2008), pp. 95–106. For background on U.S. energy interests in the Caspian re-
gions, see Dufªeld, Over a Barrel, pp. 134–143; and Klare, Resource Wars, chap. 4.
20. Lawrence Freedman and Efraim Karsh, The Gulf Conºict, 1990–1991: Diplomacy and War in the
New World Order (London: Faber and Faber, 1993), pp. 74, 76, 180, 214–215.



Organization of Petroleum Exporting Countries imposed an embargo that was
severely damaging to the U.S. economy.21 The possibility was carefully ana-
lyzed in a Congressional Research Service study that addressed the rationales,
legitimacy, and feasibility of seizing foreign oil ªelds and that included a case
study on Saudi Arabia.22 The possibility of conservative religious leaders gain-
ing control of Saudi Arabia and then refusing to sell oil was identiªed as a po-
tential danger that could warrant U.S. intervention.23

For this mechanism, a fourth feature of secure access could also be
important—unintentional oil disruptions could pose a danger to the state’s
economy. A large regional war in the Middle East could damage exporting
states’ oil infrastructure or make shipping oil too risky. A civil war in a major
oil exporter, most worryingly Saudi Arabia, could prevent the export of oil. Al-
though such a war might not be intended to hurt oil importers, the United
States could nevertheless ªnd using military force necessary if doing so would
restore the ºow of oil, thereby protecting its economy.

m3: access-driven security dilemma

The vulnerability of a state’s access to oil supplies could reduce its security via
a third, more complicated mechanism: if the state’s efforts to protect its access
to oil threaten another state’s security, then this reduced security could in turn
reduce the state’s own security. The danger would follow standard security-
dilemma logic, but with the defense of oil supply lines replacing the standard
focus on defense of territory. The state’s initial efforts could be in response
to access vulnerabilities that put either its military capability or its prosperity
at risk.

In the most extreme case, a state could try to solve its import vulnerability
through territorial expansion. In less extreme cases, the state could deal with
its vulnerability by building up military forces required to protect its access to
oil. The problem arises when this has the unintended consequence of decreas-
ing its adversary’s military capability and signaling that the state’s motives are
malign. The adversary would then face new incentives to build up its own mil-
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21. Robert W. Tucker, “Oil: The Issue of American Intervention,” Commentary, Vo. 59, No. 1 (Janu-
ary 1975), pp. 21–31. U.S. government ofªcials stated, however, that the United States would not
use force to reduce the price of oil. See Congressional Research Service, Oil Fields as Military Objec-
tives: A Feasibility Study (Washington, D.C.: Congressional Research Service, 1975), annex A.
22. Congressional Research Service, Oil Fields as Military Objectives.
23. Thomas L. McNaugher, Arms and Oil: U.S. Military Strategy and the Persian Gulf (Washington,
D.C.: Brookings Institution, 1985), p. 185.



itary forces, pursue more aggressive foreign policies, or both. The net result
would be a classic security dilemma resulting from competing efforts to ensure
oil access.24

Just as protecting a distant ally can require a state to adopt an offensive ca-
pability, protecting access to oil can require offensive power-projection capabil-
ities. Thus, a state’s need to protect its access to oil could create a security
dilemma that would not otherwise exist. In fact, the military requirements for
protecting access are, in general, more likely to generate a security dilemma
than are the requirements for protecting a territorial border: to protect a territo-
rial border, each state needs to protect only its side of the border from attack; in
contrast, to protect contested lines of communication, both states need to con-
trol the same area, whether land or sea. Thus, offense and defense are essen-
tially indistinguishable for protecting lines of communication; in contrast,
offense and defense are potentially distinguishable when protecting borders,
depending on technology and geography.25 Moreover, when two countries vie
to protect the same lines of communication, it is impossible for both countries
to succeed in maintaining the necessary mission capabilities.

Speciªc conºicts fueled by this security dilemma need not be over oil or ac-
cess to oil. Instead, by damaging political relations, the security dilemma could
prevent states from resolving existing political disputes and avoiding the esca-
lation of crises. For example, states that have come to see each other as more
threatening are more likely to deal with political disputes by employing com-
petitive policies than through cooperation and concessions.

Both the United States and China currently face this type of danger, al-
though their situations are not symmetric. The current naval status quo
strongly favors the United States, enabling it to interrupt the SLOCs from the
Persian Gulf to China, which generates Chinese insecurity. China has begun
efforts to protect its access to oil, which the United States views as provocative.
The result is growing military competition and strained political relations.

m4: oil and the value of territory

Oil can increase the value that states place on territory, which can in turn fuel
competition between them, because the beneªts of success grow relative to the
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costs of competition—for example, the costs of arming. For similar reasons,
the greater value of territory increases the probability that crises over territory
will lead to war instead of negotiated compromises, as states are more willing
to run the risks of ªghting.26 This type of conºict is the classic resource war, in
which access to oil is the most commonly envisioned path leading to conºict.27

We can hypothesize that oil is especially likely to generate conºict when ter-
ritorial boundaries are contested or the political status quo is ambiguous. Be-
cause the norm of state sovereignty is now widely held, states are less likely to
launch expansionist wars to take other states’ territory. When boundaries are
unsettled, however, states are more likely to compete to acquire territory that
they value and will compete harder when they value it more.28 In addition, un-
settled boundaries increase the possibilities for boundedly rational bargaining
failures that could lead to war.29

There are two basic paths through which a state could become involved in
this type of oil conºict. First, and more obvious, a state could be a claimant in
the dispute and become directly engaged in a territorial conºict. The second
path is likely more important for the United States—an alliance commitment
could draw a state into a resource conºict that initially began between its ally
and another state. The state would not have energy interests of its own at
stake, but would intervene to protect its ally. The state might intervene even if
the energy interests did not warrant the risks of involvement, because it wor-
ried that failing to intervene would undermine its overall credibility for pro-
tecting its allies. Along this path, energy would play an important but less
direct role in damaging the state’s security, because although energy interests
would fuel the initial conºict, they would not motivate the state’s interven-
tion.30 The United States currently faces this type of danger in the East China
Sea, where oil is contributing to a dispute between China and a U.S. ally,
Japan. The United States faces a parallel danger in the South China Sea.
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m5: oil-producing states and wars that threaten oil access

Recent research ªnds that some major oil-producing states are more aggressive
than other states. Speciªcally, oil-producing states ruled by revolutionary gov-
ernments are more likely to start wars, because oil provides their leaders with
greater domestic political autonomy and with larger resources than can be de-
voted to military capabilities, and because revolutionary leaders tend to accept
larger risks.31 This type of war can, in turn, produce security dangers for other
states when the oil-producer’s attack threatens a vital interest, requiring third-
party intervention.32 Moreover, the role of oil is twofold when the initial attack is
against another oil-producing state or creates instability in an oil-producing re-
gion; it is this oil that constitutes the vital interest of the third-party intervener.

Although complex, this string of mechanisms is not merely hypothetical. For
example, the Iraqi invasion of Kuwait, which led to the 1991 Gulf War, can be
understood as a case in point. A smaller-scale example, from the U.S. perspec-
tive, is the United States’ involvement in the Tanker War, which occurred dur-
ing the 1980–88 Iran-Iraq War, and entailed U.S. protection of reºagged oil
tankers.33 Current U.S. worries about the threat that Iran poses to the Strait of
Hormuz and, possibly to Saudi Arabia, reºect beliefs that Iran is willing to run
a risky aggressive foreign policy.34

We can understand this mechanism as helping to explain an implicit ele-
ment of some of the mechanisms identiªed above. For example, vulnerable ac-
cess to oil supplies poses a true danger only if there are one or more states that
are interested in interrupting this access. The revolutionary oil-producer argu-
ment provides an explanation for why some states are more likely to adopt
these risky foreign policies. Consequently, when analyzing speciªc dangers
facing the United States, I do not explore this mechanism separately, but in-
stead as part of these other mechanisms.
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m6: oil dependence and reduced willingness to cooperate

Some oil-importing states may be less willing to support global security initia-
tives when these initiatives diverge from the preferences of inºuential oil-
exporting states. More speciªcally, U.S. security could be hurt by other states’
oil dependence if the United States requires cooperation from these states to
achieve its security objectives and they are unwilling to cooperate because do-
ing so conºicts with their energy interests. Although this type of argument can
be made so broadly that it loses its security focus,35 extending instead to many
dimensions of U.S. economic and foreign policy, there may be a small number
of instances with fairly direct security implications. In a following section, I fo-
cus on the implications of China’s oil dependence for its willingness to adopt
policies designed to slow nuclear proliferation.

Table 1 summarizes the mechanisms described in this section.36

The Security Implications of U.S. Oil Consumption and Imports

Building on the preceding discussion of mechanisms, this section assesses spe-
ciªc current ways in which U.S. oil consumption and imports could reduce the
United States’ security.37 In addition to illustrating the mechanisms sketched
above, this section identiªes what I believe are the key potential oil-related na-
tional security dangers currently resulting from U.S. consumption and imports.

In many of these scenarios, the oil mechanism is one among a number of
links in a chain that could lead to conºict; nevertheless, oil plays an essential
role in making the scenario possible. In this regard, there is nothing unusual
about my treatment of oil: most paths to war involve a variety of contributing
factors and evolve in multiple stages—including strained political relations,
crises, and military escalation—yet individual analyses often focus on the role
of a single factor, while placing it in context.
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Assessing the extent of security dangers is more difªcult than identifying
them. That is, assessing the probability that speciªc scenarios will occur and
the magnitude of the security costs if they do occur requires a variety of mili-
tary and political judgments, many of which are complex and at least some of
which are highly controversial. This article provides a ªrst cut; where analysis
depends on long-standing debates, I explain how the debates matter but do
not try to resolve them. In so doing, I lay the foundation for still more exten-
sive future analyses.

Some of the mechanisms identiªed in the previous section do not come into
play here—the United States is not vulnerable to a major power cutting access
to its oil, and it is not directly involved in disputes over oil-rich territory. This

International Security 38:2 126

Table 1. Summary of Mechanisms Linking Oil to War

Mechanism Requirements Current Examples

M1 Military capability threatened by
vulnerable access

transport
supplier facilities
supplier willingness to sell

vulnerable oil
dependence
inadequate reserves

China?

M2 Economic prosperity threatened
by vulnerable access

oil consumption
(whether or not
imported)
global market
economy sensitive to
oil prices

Strait of Hormuz-Iran
Saudi domestic
instability

M3 Protecting access to oil threatens
others → security dilemma

vulnerable oil
dependence
requirement to control
common space

China and U.S.
sea lines of
communication to
Northeast Asia

M4 Oil increases the value of territory
direct conflict
conflict via alliance commitment

greedy states
disputed status quo

East China Sea
South China Sea

M5 Oil-producing states launch wars
that threaten access

revolutionary state
oil producer

Iran

M6 Oil consumption reduces
cooperation on shared
security concerns

oil consumption
(whether or not
imported)
global market economy
sensitive to oil prices

China’s reluctance to
sanction Iran



section explores two prosperity-based possibilities—Iran’s closing of the Strait
of Hormuz and a cutoff of Saudi oil.

m2 (and m5): intervening to protect u.s. prosperity—strait of hormuz

Given the geographical distribution of oil, a disruption large enough to war-
rant U.S. military intervention, if one exists at all, is most likely to occur in the
Persian Gulf. During 2011, the daily ºow of oil through the Strait of Hormuz
was 17 million barrels, which was the vast majority of Persian Gulf oil and
almost 20 percent of global production.38

The greatest danger is now posed by Iran, which in 2011 threatened to close
the Strait of Hormuz in retaliation for U.S. and European sanctions designed to
severely reduce Iran’s oil revenue;39 the sanctions are intended to convince
Iran to forgo its nuclear weapons program. Although concerns about Iran pos-
sibly closing the strait are long-standing, estimating the probability that it
would actually do this is difªcult. Analysts have offered reasons for expecting
the probability to be low: Iran would lose the oil revenue from its own exports;
and Iran would likely be deterred by the probable costs of U.S. intervention,
which could include the destruction of key military bases and occupation of
some of its territory. There are, however, plausible scenarios in which Iran
blocks the strait, for example, as retaliation for an attack against its nuclear
weapons program or as a coercive measure if it were losing a conventional
war.40 And, of course, if sanctions are highly effective at cutting Iran’s oil reve-
nue, Iran has less to lose by disrupting the ºow of oil.

Because so much oil ºows through the strait, the United States, at least given
its current policies, would almost certainly respond to keep it open. In early
2012, the United States communicated to Iran that closing the strait is a “red
line that would provoke an American response,” and Chairman of the Joint
Chiefs of Staff Gen. Martin Dempsey publicly stated that the United States
would “take action and reopen the strait.”41
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Careful analysis suggests that the United States would succeed in reopening
the strait, but that a successful campaign could take many weeks or more, and
that oil prices would increase signiªcantly during this period.42 Iran would
likely be unable to entirely close the strait, among other reasons because export-
ers would adapt, employing tactics that would enable them to continue to tran-
sit the strait. One estimate suggests that reducing the ºow by one-third would
likely be beyond Iran’s reach.43 Nevertheless, reductions of this size would be
signiªcant, and uncertainty in the oil market, which would add to price in-
creases, would be even larger.

Although a war to regain control of the strait would require substantial U.S.
naval and air forces, the ªghting costs of this conventional war would likely
not be large (at least compared to recent U.S. ground wars), because the
U.S. military would be able to dominate the ªghting and would not need
to employ ground troops. In contrast, future Iranian acquisition of nuclear
weapons would increase the risk of this scenario in two basic ways. First, Iran
might believe that its ability to escalate to the use of nuclear weapons would
deter the United States from responding, making Iran more willing to inter-
rupt tanker trafªc44—this is the basic emboldenment logic of nuclear pro-
liferation. The United States might nevertheless intervene, questioning Iran’s
willingness to escalate to nuclear use because America’s far more capable nu-
clear forces would pose a formidable retaliatory threat. In addition, the United
States might intervene because it believed that this would help to preserve its
ability to deter other emerging nuclear powers.45 Second, U.S. conventional
operations, which would likely involve sustained attacks against land-based
Iranian forces,46 could increase the probability nuclear war. A number of paths
are possible, including accidental Iranian attacks fueled by concern about the
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survivability of Iran’s forces, U.S. attacks fueled by concern that Iran was pre-
paring to use nuclear weapons,47 and inadvertent Iran escalation fueled by
U.S. attacks against its command and control systems.48

m2: instability in saudi arabia

Saudi oil accounts for more than 15 percent of global oil exports, and a long-
term cutoff of Saudi oil could impose large costs on the U.S. economy. Even an-
alysts who believe that most supply interruptions can be absorbed and offset
by the international oil market and countries’ strategic petroleum reserves con-
clude that the loss of Saudi oil is the exception.49 Nevertheless, although a cut-
off of Saudi oil could occur in a variety of ways, none of them seem likely, and
large-scale use of U.S. military force might be useful in only one.

Saudi leaders appear highly unlikely to impose another embargo, because
their country depends heavily on oil revenues and, possibly more important,
because the stability of the Saudi regime depends on the prosperity provided
by the ºow of oil. This reluctance is reinforced by Saudi recognition that the
embargo it imposed in 1973 resulted in a variety of substantial costs.50

Another potential threat to Saudi oil could come from regional adversaries.
Especially given the weakening of Iraq, however, Saudi Arabia does not cur-
rently face the type of threat that guided earlier U.S. policy—an adversary ca-
pable of conquering Saudi Arabia and thereby controlling the majority of
Gulf oil.51 A different type of regional threat could arise from a nearby state’s
ability to severely damage the Saudi oil complex without invading. The most
commonly cited threat is now from Iran, which experts worry might attack the
Saudi oil complex, possibly in retaliation for a U.S. or Israeli attack against its
nuclear weapons program. Although the overall Saudi oil complex is large and
spread over a vast area, there is a relatively small number of choke points—
including pumping stations, stabilizing towers, and oil terminals—which
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means that an attacker might severely disrupt the ºow of Saudi oil by destroy-
ing a small fraction of the total complex. Nevertheless, thorough analysis ªnds
that Iran’s current ability to reduce Saudi exports is limited.52

The key remaining paths to a cutoff of Saudi oil involve internal conºict. The
possibilities include a civil war that disrupts production of oil for an extended
period or a radical regime that decides to greatly reduce Saudi production.53 In
light of recent political upheaval across the region, which few foresaw,54 ex-
perts acknowledge that predicting Saudi stability with any conªdence is dif-
ªcult. Even before the Arab Spring, assessments of the stability of the Saudi
regime diverged.55 Nevertheless, recent reassessments that explore the factors
that appear to sustain stability in Arab states—including the professionalism
of the military, the ethnic composition of the regime and the military, state
wealth, state control of the economy, and the quality of governance—suggest
that continued Saudi stability is likely.56 Based on an assessment of Saudi lead-
ers, society, and economics, Thomas Lippman concludes that “[f]or better or
worse, the outside world can assume that the House of Saud will stand—
provided that oil revenue continues to ºow into its coffers.”57

If Saudi Arabia were to descend into a full-scale civil war, U.S. intervention
to restore the ºow of oil would require large forces that would likely have to
remain in the country for a long time. Recent experience in Iraq and Afghani-
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stan leaves little doubt about the scale and difªculty of these types of interven-
tions.58 The need to protect critical oil infrastructure would further complicate
the challenges, and the inability to fully protect it would reduce the beneªts.59

Given its military, economic, and political costs, the United States might decide
that intervention to protect U.S. prosperity was not warranted. If it did inter-
vene, the security costs—in blood and treasure—would be large.

National Security Implications of Other States’ Oil Requirements

Although the potential dangers of energy dependence are usually envisioned
as ºowing from a state’s own dependence, U.S. national security could be
damaged (or possibly increased) by other states’ oil dependence. This is partic-
ularly true when other major powers with which the United States has poten-
tial conºicts, such as China, are large oil importers. Building on the logic
presented in the mechanisms section, this section explores four ways that
China’s increased oil consumption and imports inºuence U.S. security. The
ªrst, unlike the others, sees potential security beneªts in China’s vulnerable
access to imported oil.

m1 and m2: vulnerable access and u.s. ability to coerce and ªght

Chinese oil imports are vulnerable to disruption by the U.S. Navy. This vulner-
ability reduces Chinese security, if these imports are necessary for ªghting a
war with the United States, for keeping China’s economy running effectively
during a war, or both. While a potential danger for China, the vulnerability of
Chinese oil imports could increase U.S. security by enhancing the U.S. ability
to convince China not to instigate a major crisis or to launch a war, and to co-
erce China to terminate a war on more favorable terms.

China began importing oil in the early 1990s, and its imports have grown
signiªcantly since then. Chinese oil consumption doubled from 1995 to 2005 and
is expected to double again by 2020.60 During this period, Chinese domestic pro-
duction is expected to remain roughly ºat, at around 4.5 million barrels per day;
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Chinese oil imports will grow rapidly and are predicted to make up about
75 percent of Chinese demand by 2035.61 The vast majority of this imported
oil—more than 85 percent—will cross the Indian Ocean and pass through the
Strait of Malacca. Although China is pursuing a number of pipeline projects to
reduce dependence on its sea lines, pipelines will be unable to greatly reduce
this dependence and will likely suffer their own vulnerabilities.62

The problem that China faces is that the U.S. Navy dominates its sea lines of
communication for transporting this oil. Chinese experts are well aware of the
vulnerability of their maritime SLOCs and of the potential dangers this gener-
ates.63 The following statement by a Chinese scholar succinctly captures the
situation: “China cannot have control over development goals without corre-
sponding control over the resources to fuel the economy. The simple fact is that
China does not possess that control. . . . China is almost helpless to protect its
overseas oil import routes. This is an Achilles heel to contemporary China, as
it has forced China to entrust its fate (stable markets and access to resources) to
others. Therefore, it is imperative that China, as a nation, pay attention to its
maritime security and the means to defend its interests through sea power.”64

The key danger facing China is almost certainly not during peacetime, but in-
stead during a severe crisis or war.65 Another Chinese scholar observes, “In
the scenario of war across the Taiwan Straits, there is no guarantee that the
United States would not enlist the assistance of its principal ally in northeast
Asia (Japan) and other lesser allies (Singapore, the Philippines, and South
Korea) to participate in another oil blockade against China.”66
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Whether China actually faces a signiªcant military or economic vulnerabil-
ity (and, in turn, whether the United States possesses a coercive capability) de-
pends not only on the potential disruption of oil imports, but also on a host of
other factors, including the length and intensity of a war, China’s strategic re-
serves and reªnery capabilities, and its national energy intensity.67 There is lit-
tle available analysis of these issues.68 In addition to the types of statements
quoted above, one clear indication that China views oil disruptions as a
signiªcant threat is its large investment in a strategic petroleum reserve, which
began in 2001 and is accelerating.69 Whether China is motivated by the possi-
bility of coercive U.S. disruptions or by other disruptions to the global oil sup-
ply is less clear.

Although U.S. security might be increased by the deterrent and compel-
lent opportunities provided by China’s oil vulnerability, there is also a sig-
niªcant downside to this potential advantage. China will be more insecure as a
result and will pursue means to restore its security; the security dilemma im-
plications are explored in the following section, and raise questions about
whether the United States should compete to preserve its military advantages.

m3: china-u.s. competition over asian slocs

Oil dependence might be most dangerous for the United States if it brings the
country into conºict with another major power. An underappreciated path
along which this could occur is an oil-driven security dilemma between China
and the United States. U.S. oil supplies are not vulnerable to interruption
by China, but, as described above, China’s imports are vulnerable to the U.S.
Navy. Consequently, both China and the United States face this type of secu-
rity dilemma, with the onus for the “next move”—which has arguably already
begun—lying with China. This military competition and the associated politi-
cal signals have the potential to generate a variety of peacetime and crisis dan-
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gers.70 The United States does not face other important cases in which this
security dilemma mechanism plays a role; indeed, it does not have sufªciently
strained political relations with any other oil-importing major power that feels
the kind of import vulnerability that could fuel military competition.

China has been modernizing its navy for a couple of decades, but remains
far from having the ability to challenge U.S. control of the SLOCs from the
Persian Gulf to the Strait of Malacca, and the forces it could build in the me-
dium term (ten to ªfteen years) would still leave this mission well beyond its
reach.71 The near-term focus and top priorities for China’s naval moderniza-
tion have been improving its ability to blockade Taiwan, and to deny and deter
U.S. intervention in a Taiwan conºict. Beyond these top priorities, acquiring
the ability to protect its SLOCs to the Persian Gulf is among the key rationales
for China’s naval modernization.72 Apparently, however, China’s leaders are
still deciding whether to devote massive resources to this mission.73 Some ana-
lysts are concerned that China could start to challenge U.S. dominance in the
Indian Ocean by developing a string of land-based capabilities from which it
could both launch attacks and base naval forces; China has started to develop
the type of base structure required for these capabilities.74 In addition, China
could try to weaken U.S. naval dominance by deploying sea-based assets that
threaten, but do not match, U.S. forces—for example, a large attack submarine
force—but eventually it would likely deploy aircraft carriers. Well before
China’s navy can reach effectively into the Indian Ocean, however, its efforts to
protect Taiwan and its territorial claims in the East China and South China
Seas will pose a threat to U.S. allies, including Japan.

The early stages of this security dilemma–driven competition are already
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playing out in growing concern over what the United States terms China’s
“antiaccess/area-denial” capabilities—forces designed to prevent the United
States from operating close to China’s shores that could provide China with
the ability to protect oil traveling through the sea lines in the South China and
East China Seas. The ªrst aspect to note about this competition is that the two
states want control of the same geographical space—China wants to reduce
the U.S. ability to project power into the Western Paciªc, especially near its
coasts, and the United States wants to preserve its current capability; both can-
not succeed. The United States views its power projection capabilities as strate-
gically defensive—designed to meet its alliance and SLOC commitments—
although they are operationally offensive. To ensure its access to oil, China
needs to defeat these U.S. capabilities, and plans to achieve this objective with
a mix of offensive and defensive operational capabilities. This is how a secu-
rity dilemma over lines of communication plays out. As one recent study ob-
serves, “It will be impossible to separate China’s desire to achieve sea control
over the SLOCs from a threat to open navigation.”75

Second, a brief overview of China’s plans and possible U.S. reactions makes
clearer still the incompatibility of these opposing military strategies.76 The pur-
pose of China’s antiaccess/area-denial strategy include slowing the deploy-
ment of U.S. forces into the region, preventing the United States (and possibly
its allies) from operating effectively from regional bases, and pressuring U.S.
forces—especially aircraft carriers—to operate beyond their effective range. To
achieve these purposes, China could rely on, and in many cases is acquiring
the capability for, seizing the initiative and launching preemptive attacks; at-
tacking allied and U.S. airªelds—eventually as far away as Guam; and threat-
ening U.S. aircraft carriers with combined attacks by antiship cruise missiles,
submarines, strike aircraft, and eventually ballistic missiles.

In response to China’s development of these capabilities and their projected
improvement over the next couple of decades, the United States is developing
a strategy termed “AirSea Battle.” Although AirSea Battle is still taking shape,
the concepts that have been proposed as central components of the U.S. reac-
tion (which we need to remember is in response to China’s reaction to U.S.
capabilities) consist of a variety of threatening capabilities. These include of-
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fensive missile defense—that is, “counterforce operations before [the missiles]
are launched”; a systematic antisubmarine warfare campaign that would in-
clude early operations inside the First Island Chain; targeting of high-value
targets deep in China’s interior; and interruption of China’s trade—“during a
large-scale conventional conºict, China’s seaborne trade ºows would be cut
off, with an eye toward exerting major stress on the Chinese economy and,
eventually, internal stress.”77 It seems obvious that the capabilities the United
States is pursuing to offset China’s efforts to protect its SLOCs will appear
threatening to China. More broadly, if the United States decides, as a recent
prominent report on the South China Sea recommends, that “cooperation can
best be advanced from a position of strength,” a strategy that it terms “‘cooper-
ative primacy,’”78 then intensifying U.S.-China competition is the likely out-
come. A variety of factors suggest that the U.S. buildup will not force China to
back down. China places high value on the interests at stake—including, im-
portantly, its ability to increase conªdence in its access to imported oil. Also,
China has the advantage of competing near its own periphery, and increas-
ingly has the resources to engage in this type of competition.

U.S. reactions to China’s military buildup include not only concerns about
diminished U.S. military capabilities, but also growing worries about China’s
motives. The result could be a negative political spiral in which military ac-
tions and reactions lead both the United States and China to conclude that the
other is more likely to be a greedy, hostile state. For example, in congressional
testimony, the U.S. admiral who heads Paciªc Command noted that “China’s
interest in a peaceful and stable environment that will support the country’s
development goals is difªcult to reconcile with the evolving military capabili-
ties that appear designed to challenge U.S. freedom of action in the region or
exercise aggression or coercion of its neighbors, including U.S. treaty allies and
partners.”79 A recent report from the Center for Budgetary and Strategic
Assessments, characterizing the challenge facing the United States, explained
that “[a] roll-back of the PLA’s [People’s Liberation Army’s] military power
is not the objective here. Nor is containment of China proposed. Rather, we
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advocate simply offsetting the PLA’s unprovoked and unwarranted mili-
tary buildup.”80

These statements go beyond what an unbiased observer should impute from
China’s actions. China’s military buildup would likely be taken by a state that
was seeking only to protect its security and prosperity. Assessments that over-
look China’s incentives therefore exaggerate the negative information pro-
vided by its actions. Interactions fueled not only by the underlying security
dilemma, but also by this type of misperception, have the potential to be par-
ticularly dangerous.81

Especially in combination with other possible strains in U.S.-China relations,
a shift toward more negative assessments of each country’s motives risks
increasing the probability of crisis and war, including conºicts not directly
related to oil. Most obviously, China could see the United States posing
a larger threat to its goal of uniªcation with Taiwan, which could further
harden China’s policies, including its deployment of antiaccess capabilities for
preventing U.S. intervention in a China-Taiwan conºict. At the same time,
the United States could become more determined to protect Taiwan, among
other reasons because the importance of preserving its credibility for defend-
ing allies would grow with its assessment of China’s greed.82 Consequently,
although China’s vulnerable oil dependence helps to drive this security di-
lemma, the increased probability of conºict could be over issues not directly
related to oil.

m4: oil, alliance entrapment, and the east china/south china seas

The combination of alliance commitments and the increased value of territory
could draw the United States into a conºict between Japan and China in the
East China Sea. In this case, energy’s effect is indirect—energy is not the ratio-
nale for the U.S.-Japan alliance, but could contribute to the outbreak of war be-
tween China and Japan.83 A similar set of factors could draw the United States
into a conºict in the South China Sea, although arguably the risks are smaller.
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China and Japan have an ongoing dispute over their maritime boundary in
the East China Sea and, related, over the Senkaku/Diaoyu Islands. The East
China Sea contains potentially large oil and gas reserves; estimates of their size
vary substantially, with the low end around 100 million barrels and the high
end around 100 billion barrels.84 China’s and Japan’s divergent views on their
maritime boundary, which reºect self-serving interpretations of ambiguities in
the United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea, signiªcantly inºuence
how much of the East China Sea falls under their control and, more spe-
ciªcally, which petroleum reserves each owns. One particular oil and gas
ªeld—Chunxiao—has been the focus of much controversy, among other rea-
sons because China is drilling close to the line that Japan claims divides this
ªeld, and Japan worries that China’s operations could siphon resources from
its side of the divide.85 The maritime boundary dispute is intertwined with the
countries’ dispute over the Senkaku/Diaoyu Islands. This dispute is important
not only because there may be substantial amounts of oil near the islands, but
also because Japan’s territorial claim signiªcantly inºuences the location of the
line it believes divides the East China Sea and increases the size of its exclusive
economic zone.

Energy has played a central role in fueling controversy in the East China
Sea. Neither Japan nor China focused much attention on its claims to the
Senkaku/Diaoyu Islands until a 1968 UN survey found there could be sig-
niªcant amounts of petroleum near them.86 The related dispute over the mari-
time border is long-standing, but did not become the focus of intense political
disputes and military interactions until Japan reacted to China’s growing oil
and gas exploration in areas that Japan maintains are contested.87 In 2008
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China and Japan reached an agreement on joint development of East China
Sea petroleum resources, but since then have failed to work out speciªc issues
required for its implementation.88

Over the past couple of decades, low-level confrontations between China
and Japan have resulted over both the island and maritime border disputes,
with some increase in their frequency in recent years. Although the stakes do
not appear to justify the risk of a large war, experts have long believed that
these disputes are the most likely ºash point between Japan and China and
warn about the possibility of conºict.89 The intensity of confrontation has in-
crease since 2010, following the collision of Chinese and Japanese boats in the
vicinity of the Senkaku/Diaoyu Islands, and especially since Japan national-
ized three of the islets in the fall of 2012. Hostile interactions have escalated,
leading the Economist to write in early 2013 that “China and Japan are sliding
towards war.”90

A conºict in the East China Sea could draw in the United States. Although
the U.S. government does not take a position on these competing sovereignty
claims, the U.S.-Japan security treaty commits it to Japan’s defense if conºict
breaks out over these islands, because they are under Japanese administration
and are therefore covered by the treaty. The United States reiterated this posi-
tion in the fall of 2010, as controversy over the Senkaku/Diaoyu Islands in-
creased.91 Consequently, the credibility of the U.S. commitment to Japan is
now tightly linked to U.S. responses if ªghting begins, which increases the
probability of U.S. intervention.

The potential for conºict in the South China Sea parallels the East China Sea
in a number of respects. China and its neighbors, including Vietnam and the
Philippines, are involved in territorial and maritime disputes over the Spratly
and Paracel Islands, and the surrounding waters. These disputes have led to
military clashes.92 The importance the countries place on these claims grew
substantially as the potential value of their oil and gas reserves increased.93

The countries believe that the South China Sea contains large amounts of oil
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and gas, although estimates vary substantially; China’s estimates of potential
reserves are the largest, exceeding 100 billion barrels.94 China is widely viewed
as pursuing a more assertive policy in the South China Sea, although there is
debate among experts over the extent to which this is actually the case.95 More-
over, as in the East China Sea, disputes have ºared recently in the South China
Sea, especially between China and the Philippines.96 The United States has a
defense treaty and growing military ties with the Philippines; although there is
some ambiguity in the extent of its commitment, the United States might well
get drawn into a conºict between these countries. It could also get drawn into
a conºict between China and Vietnam, although this is judged less likely, be-
cause the U.S. commitment is more limited and China-Vietnam relations are
better than those between China and the Philippines.97

m6: china’s reluctance to sanction iran

A country’s oil dependence could reduce its willingness to adopt policies that
would increase U.S. security, if those policies would damage the country’s en-
ergy interests.98 The clearest example may be the disagreement between the
United States and China over sanctions targeted at stopping Iran’s nuclear
weapons program.99

China has invested in large energy deals with Iran and now relies heavily on
Iran for oil, which may be reducing its willingness to support sanctions. The
United States favors harsh sanctions to convince Iran to shut down pro-
grams that will enable it to build nuclear weapons. China has consistently re-
quired that UN sanctions against Iran be signiªcantly less severe than favored
by the United States and its European allies. In addition, China has criticized
unilateral U.S. sanctions that go beyond the UN sanctions. Energy interests are
not China’s only reason for opposing severe sanctions—others include the pri-
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ority it places on respecting states’ sovereignty and possibly the lower priority
that China places on nonproliferation, reºecting its lack of global power pro-
jection capabilities.100 Nevertheless, energy interests appear to be a key fac-
tor.101 A signiªcant and growing fraction of China’s imported oil comes from
Iran,102 and Chinese oil companies have demonstrated a continuing interest in
investing in its oil and natural gas industries. China worries that support for
sanctions would reduce its access to Iran’s energy resources,103 and therefore
has worked to moderate their severity.

Why then, given its concern about Iran’s reaction, does China not entirely
oppose sanctions? A number of factors push China toward supporting them,
including the increasing importance it places on stability in the Middle East,
which could be jeopardized by nuclear proliferation, and the importance
of preserving good relations with the United States, with which it shares
much larger economic stakes.104 The result of these countervailing factors has
been China’s seemingly reluctant support for even relatively modest sanctions.

The security cost to the United States of China’s limited support for sanc-
tions depends on two further debates that I merely ºag here. First, there is an
ongoing debate about the effectiveness of economic sanctions:105 if sanctions
are generally ineffective, or if they tend to be ineffective when the stakes for
the state being coerced are very high, as is the case with Iran, then the limits
that China’s has imposed on UN sanctions are less costly, because even more
severe sanctions would have been unlikely to succeed. Second, there is the de-
bate over the danger posed by nuclear proliferation:106 if proliferation in gen-
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eral is not dangerous, or if proliferation to Iran in particular is not very
dangerous, then China’s obstructionism poses smaller security costs to the
United States.

Conclusion

Although concern about energy security has increased over the past couple of
decades and most attention has focused on the Persian Gulf, the probability
of oil-related conºict involving the United State has increased more in North-
east Asia than in the Gulf. Arguably, geopolitical changes—including the end
of the Soviet Union, followed by the weakening and then elimination of
Saddam Hussein’s Iraq—have reduced the probability of a major regional war
and, most importantly, an invasion of Saudi Arabia. Moreover, the Saudi re-
gime appears stable, despite the political turmoil that has swept the region. In
addition, the U.S. need to intervene in all but the most severe oil interruptions
has been reduced by the development of its strategic petroleum reserve and by
its increased energy efªciency.107 The key countervailing factor is that a future
nuclear Iran might be more willing to use force to close the Strait of Hormuz,
and there are plausible scenarios in which the crisis triggered by the closure es-
calates to conventional, and possibly nuclear, conºict with the United States.

It is much clearer that the probability of oil-driven conºict has increased in
Northeast Asia. China’s shift over the past two decades from oil exporter to
substantial oil importer, combined with the vulnerability of its SLOCs, is creat-
ing an increasingly severe security dilemma, which is already beginning to
fuel negative political and military spirals that reduce the security of both
China and the United States. There is also the possibility that the growing
value of oil and gas, combined with increases in China’s military capabilities
and in its need for secure access to these energy resources, could make China
more willing to use force to resolve island disputes in the East China and
South China Seas. This in turn increases the probability that the United States
will get drawn into such a conºict via its alliance commitments and its concern
over its credibility for protecting allies. The magnitude of these dangers is po-
tentially large because the United States would be ªghting a major power.

Policies designed to increase U.S. energy security have focused on the impli-
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cations of the disruption of Persian Gulf oil. The standard policy prescriptions
include reducing U.S. oil consumption—most importantly, by increasing the
efªciency of the transportation sector and taxing gasoline—and cushioning
the U.S. economy from disruptions—most importantly, by maintaining and
possibly expanding its strategic petroleum reserve. These policies will further
reduce pressures for the United States to use force when faced with a severe
disruption of the ºow of global oil. For all but the most severe disruptions,
however, these measures are better understood as investments in U.S. prosper-
ity than in U.S. security. The impact on the U.S. economy of moderate cutoffs,
for moderate periods, will not be large enough to warrant military interven-
tion and therefore do not threaten U.S. security.108

Options for dealing with other energy-driven national security dangers lie
largely beyond the reach of the standard prescriptions. Here I touch on a few
of the key potential dangers explored in this article. Unless the United States
can afford not to respond to severe disruptions of Persian Gulf oil, it will need
to be prepared to protect the ºow of oil through the Strait of Hormuz. In antici-
pation of a nuclear Iran, the United States needs a deterrence strategy that
would reduce any Iranian emboldenment that nuclear weapons might gener-
ate.109 It will also need to be prepared to ªght a limited conventional conºict
with a nuclear Iran. Among other challenges, the United States will need to ex-
plore the full range of ways in which its conventional operations could gener-
ate pressure for Iran to escalate to nuclear use.

Recognizing that the United States incurs these security dangers to protect
its economy raises a still broader question, which has potentially dramatic pol-
icy implications: Is continuing to rely on and invest in military capabilities the
United States’ best option for protecting its economy from oil disruptions? An-
swering this question requires comparing the probability and cost to the U.S.
economy of a large disruption in the global supply of oil to both the cost
of maintaining the necessary military capabilities and the costs of alternate
means of protecting the U.S. economy. This is a complicated analysis that goes
beyond the scope of this article. Nevertheless, a couple of basic numbers sug-
gest that the question deserves careful study.

Although most economists believe that oil shocks have played an important
role in many, or even all, of the recessions the United States has suffered since
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the 1970s,110 estimates of the economic costs to the United States of a severe,
sustained oil disruption span a wide range. Variation in estimates of the im-
pact of a future sudden supply reduction on U.S. GDP reºect, among other
things, the complexity of some previous oil shocks, which occurred during pe-
riods when macroeconomic policies or other shocks were also affecting U.S.
inºation and GDP; the complexity of the U.S. economy, which makes tracing
the impact of increased oil prices challenging; and reductions in U.S. energy
intensity since the 1970s, which reduces the impact of future disruptions.111

Drawing on these estimates, a recent study ªnds that a 10 percent reduction
in the global supply of oil (which would amount to approximately 9 million
barrels per day and is on the scale of a huge disruption of Persian Gulf oil)
would result in a doubling of oil prices, which would, in turn, reduce U.S.
GDP by between 1 and 5 percent.112 Given the current U.S. GDP, the estimates
translate into reductions of between $150 and $750 billion. A recent study that
compares the 1970s’ oil shocks to later shocks ªnds that the impact of such
shocks has decreased, among other reasons because of reductions in U.S. en-
ergy intensity, and therefore suggests that the impact of a future major disrup-
tion would lie toward the lower end of this range.113 Future reductions in
energy intensity promise to further reduce the impact.

In addition, few plausible sustained oil disruptions would be nearly so large
or prolonged. Moreover, because the United States could use its strategic pe-
troleum reserve, in coordination with other major oil-importing countries, to
replace most or all of the lost oil, the costs should be much smaller. Existing oil
reserves should be able to offset even a massive cutoff of oil for many months,
thereby greatly moderating price increases and in turn reductions in U.S. GDP.

International Security 38:2 144

110. See James D. Hamilton, “Causes and Consequences of the Oil Shock of 2007–08,” Brookings
Papers on Economic Activity, Vol. 40, No. 1 (Spring 2009), pp. 215–283. This paper includes com-
ments and discussion offered by a variety of experts.
111. In addition to Hamilton, “Causes and Consequences of the Oil Shock of 2007–08,” see Olivier
J. Blanchard and Jordi Gali, “The Macroeconomic Effects of Oil Shocks: Why Are the 2000s So Dif-
ferent from the 1970s?” NBER Working Paper, No. 13368 (Cambridge, Mass.: National Bureau of
Economic Research, September 2007); and Lutz Kilian, “Exogenous Oil Supply Shocks: How Big
Are They and How Much Do They Matter for the U.S. Economy?” Review of Economics and Statis-
tics, Vol. 90, No. 2 (May 2008), pp. 216–240. For analysis arguing that the conventional wisdom
greatly exaggerates the economic costs of disruptions and that the costs of most disruptions would
be too small to warrant U.S. military intervention, see Gholz and Press, “Protecting ‘The Prize.’”
Gholz and Press emphasize the market’s ability to adapt to disruptions. Econometric studies in-
clude this adaptation in their estimates of the contribution of oil shocks to U.S. recessions
112. Crane et al., Imported Oil and U.S. National Security, pp. 19–21. Previous key oil shocks have in-
volved peak reductions in global supply of 6–9 percent and average reductions over the period of
the shock of 1–4 percent; the associated price increases ranged from roughly 25 percent to 70 per-
cent. See Hamilton, “Causes and Consequences of the Oil Shock of 2007–08,” pp. 220–224.
113. Blanchard and Gali, “The Macroeconomic Effects of Oil Shocks.”



Estimates of the probability of such a cutoff are highly subjective, but the sce-
narios that could generate costs in this range—which likely include only those
involving large cutoffs of Saudi oil—suggest that the annual probability is low.

Estimates of the incremental annual cost to the U.S. defense budget for pro-
tecting the supply and transit of Persian Gulf oil range from around $30 billion
per year to more than $80 billion per year.114 These costs appear to lie within
the range of the expected cost (i.e., the probability multiplied by the cost) of a
major oil disruption.

In short, while any ªrm conclusion would require a full study of these com-
plex issues, an initial eyeballing of the numbers suggests that the possibility of
radical changes in U.S. policy should be put on the table.115 A major shift
in U.S. grand strategy—which would end the U.S. military commitment to
preserving the ºow of Persian Gulf oil, possibly combined with increased in-
vestment in energy efªciency and an enlarged strategic petroleum reserve—
appears much more plausible than both the long-standing grand strategy
debate and U.S. policy suggest.

Beyond the Persian Gulf, a number of complicated oil related issues involve
China. Because SLOC protection requires both China and the United States
to be able to control the same territory/space, there is likely not a military-
technical solution to this security dilemma. Little opportunity exists for inter-
national cooperation to reduce these military pressures, which are created by
the U.S. ability to interrupt the ºow of oil. In contrast to cooperation that coun-
tries have pursued via the International Energy Association, which involves
coordinating their reactions to oil disruptions, in this case the United States
would be responsible for the disruption, making this type of cooperation irrel-
evant. Consequently, efforts to moderate the potential dangers will have to fo-
cus on other aspects of the security dilemma.

Most closely related to energy, policies that reduce China’s sensitivity to oil
disruptions would reduce pressures for the Chinese to acquire forces for pro-
tecting their SLOCs, thereby moderating the security dilemma and possibly in-
creasing U.S. security as well as China’s. I say “possibly” because even though
the United States would beneªt from China’s increased security, it would si-
multaneously suffer a reduction in its ability to coerce China. The net effect
would depend on China’s motives and goals. If China is driven primarily by
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its desire for security, and relatively little by a desire to change the status quo
in Northeast Asia, then its increased security will increase U.S. security more
than reductions in U.S. coercive potential will reduce it. Probably the most ef-
fective option available to China for reducing its sensitivity to disruptions is
continued expansion of its strategic petroleum reserve. This reserve should be
able to provide China with protection against oil cutoffs during at least short
and medium-length conºicts. Increasing efªciency in its transportation sector,
which China has made a high priority, would also reduce the impact of supply
disruptions, but would not nearly offset the increasing demand generated by
China’s economic growth.116

Beyond these energy-related possibilities, the key to moderating the secu-
rity dilemma lies in the political dimension of the U.S.-China relationship. If
the United States can pursue other military or foreign policies that reduce the
threat it poses to China, thereby communicating its benign motives, the result
can be improved political relations that in turn reduce the danger that China
sees in the vulnerability of its SLOCs. The challenge, of course, is to identify
policies that continue to adequately protect U.S. interests. Possibilities include
limiting the scope and intensity of the United States’ rebalancing strategy to-
ward the Paciªc, reducing the U.S. commitment to Taiwan, and restraining
U.S. strategic nuclear policy as China modernizes its nuclear forces. Whether
any of these policy shifts is warranted goes beyond the scope of this article.
My point here is simply that the United States needs to analyze a wide range
of options for dealing with the insecurity generated by China’s growing en-
ergy consumption and its continuing SLOC vulnerability.

In closing, this article has shown that countries’ reliance on oil has wide-
ranging economic and national security implications. In large part, this scope
reºects the critical role that oil continues to play in modern economies. In
an era in which territory has become far less important for producing both
wealth and security, territory that contains oil or controls access to it remains
something of an exception. Understanding the potential for conºict involving
the United States requires appreciating how oil interacts with already complex
regional environments, whether in the Persian Gulf, the sea lines running to
Northeast Asia, or the seas bordering China. Adding an energy lens provides a
fuller understanding of the challenges the United States must navigate in each
of these regions.
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