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Writing a history of oil holds out a number of temptations. The first
results from the fact that over the course of the twentieth century, oil
became the most important energy resource for modern industrial-
ized economies, as well as the main feedstock of the chemical indus-
tries. Its all-pervasiveness in economic life, at least from the middle
of the century, makes it tempting to explain everything with refer-
ence to oil. Yet the fact that everything was somehow connected to oil
does not mean that oil is always a good starting point for historio-
graphical explanations. Second, until the 1970s the oil industry was
dominated by several major oil companies, the so-called ‘seven sis-
ters’ and, since the First World War, access to oil was crucial for the
conduct of warfare. Thus it is tempting to narrate the history of oil as
the struggle of great men—entrepreneurs and statesmen alike—for
wealth and power, as Daniel Yergin did in his masterly Pulitzer Prize
winning history of oil in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.1
Third, the global interconnectedness of the oil economy, and oil’s
importance for virtually every aspect of modern life, means that the
history of oil is frustratingly complex. Those occupied with the eco-
nomics or the politics of oil produced countless assessments of future
supply and demand as well as strategies to encourage or lower one or
the other. These documents were essential reading for economic and
political decision-makers, but they had to be renewed time and again
and it is as easy to get lost in them as it is difficult to integrate them
into a compelling narrative.
In his well-researched and carefully crafted study of British and

German oil policies from the beginning of the First World War to the
end of the Second, which emerged from a dissertation written under
the guidance of David Painter at Georgetown University, Anand
Toprani partly resists these temptations while also (intentionally)
succumbing to other aspects of them. The result is a valuable study
that makes an important contribution to the history of energy and
Great Power conflicts in the inter-war period, but one that is not
always easy to read. After setting the stage in his introduction, which
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is mainly devoted to the connection between ‘oil and strategy’, Top -
rani, who is now Assistant Professor of Strategy and Policy at the US
Naval War College in Newport, Rhode Island, dedicates four chrono-
logical chapters each to Britain and Germany. 
The overall strategic predicament that Toprani identifies is as fol-

lows. The First World War made obvious to everybody something
that some political analysts had already observed previously. In the
twentieth century it would be impossible to claim Great Power status
for any country that did not have secure access to sufficient oil
reserves. The rise of the British Empire had been fuelled by coal, of
which Britain had ample supplies. But before the discovery of North
Sea oil, the country lacked oil reserves of its own. Similarly, Germany
had a large coal-mining industry but no meaningful domestic oil
reserves. By contrast, the USA, which emerged as the supreme eco-
nomic and military power over the course of the First World War, as
Adam Tooze has succinctly shown again recently,2 could rely on large
domestic oil production. The US oil industry could not only fulfil the
country’s own needs, but also support its allies in case of emergency
until the 1970s. The Soviet Union, as the second Great Power domi-
nating the twentieth century, especially its second half, was equally
oil- and energy-independent because of the Caucasian oil fields.
Against this backdrop, Toprani analyses the refusal of Germany and
Britain to be reduced to second- or third-rate powers, resulting in
their attempts to secure an independent oil supply. 
Toprani starts his narrative with the seminal decision to shift the

Royal Navy’s fuel supply from coal to oil on the eve of the First
World War. While oil’s advantages are obvious in retrospect—its liq-
uidity, higher caloric value, the gains in technology performance,
and the opportunity to refuel ships at sea—Toprani shows that the
decision was contested at the time. In consequence, the coal stations
the British Empire had installed around the world were rendered
useless, whereas the Californian oil industry became crucial to ship-
ping traffic in the Pacific. Under wartime conditions, 80 per cent of
British oil came from the USA. Toprani argues that this dependence
worried British policy-makers, who developed a strategy to regain
energy independence. Its major instruments were two of the seven
sisters: the Anglo-Persian Oil Company (later Anglo-Iranian Oil

77

OIL AND THE GREAT POWERS

2 J. Adam Tooze, The Deluge: The Great War, America and the Remaking of Global
Order, 1916–1931 (London, 2015).



Company, later British Petroleum), of which the government had
already acquired a majority before the war, and Royal Dutch Shell,
which had resulted from a merger of the Royal Dutch Petroleum
Com pany and the Shell Transport and Trading Company in 1907,
that had also been influenced by the government. After the war, the
British government’s crucial goal was to secure access to the oil re -
serves in the Middle East. This led to intense conflicts with the USA,
which Toprani analyses in detail. As he argues, Britain was not bank-
rupt at the end of the war, but it depended economically on oil im -
ports that were traded in sterling and not in dollars. 
While the British government succeeded in securing its exclusive

rights in Persia and also gained access to oil in Iraq, it achieved ener-
gy security only in peace time. The need to transport Middle Eastern
oil through the Suez Canal and the Mediterranean, or else around the
Cape of Good Hope, made it difficult to maintain a steady flow of oil
during the Second World War, when the Anglo-Iranian Oil Company
lost many of its tankers. Thus Britain was once again dependent on oil
imports from the USA, and Toprani concludes: ‘Seldom has a strat egy
promised so much and yielded so little as Britain’s efforts in the
Middle East following World War I’ (p. 129). In his conclusion, he
argues that Britain suffered from ‘imperial overstretch’, and that its
relative decline over the twentieth century was not only correlated
with the rise of oil, but that the two phenomena were causally linked
(p. 260).
In contrast to Britain, Germany lost access to the Middle East as a

result of the Versailles Treaty after the First World War. No German
company participated in the Red Line Agreement that established a
British, French, and American oil exploration cartel for the Arabian
Peninsula. In the First World War, Germany could only rely on oil
reserves from Galicia and, after the occupation, from Romania. In
1918 the military experienced a severe lack of oil. The German reac-
tion to the country’s dependence on foreign oil—in 1928 foreign com-
panies were responsible for half of the German petroleum trade—has
often been analysed, though it has rarely entered major narratives of
German inter-war history.3 Toprani emphasizes correctly that eco-
nomic and political interest in the hydrogenation of oil from coal had
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already arisen in the 1920s, but that it also became clear that these
chemical methods were too expensive to be commercially viable
under free market conditions. The situation changed fundamentally
when the National Socialists assumed power in 1933 and subordi-
nated other economic goals to achieving the capacity to wage war
against neighbouring countries. Yet, as Toprani shows in his nuanced
argument, the expansion of hydrogenation, especially under the Four
Year Plan after 1936, was only one element of Germany’s oil strategy,
which also included stockpiling, importing oil from the Soviet Union
and Romania, and the acquisition of oil fields by means of war. 
Toprani shows that at the beginning of the Second World War, the

British government grossly overestimated German oil reserves and
was later surprised by how high a risk the National Socialists had
been willing to take. Their war machinery depended on a multitude
of different oil products, not all of which could be stockpiled. Hence,
Toprani suggests, the German Blitzkrieg strategy was inevitable
because oil reserves were not big enough to sustain a longer war.
According to Toprani, the German oil supply situation even wors-
ened with its first victories because planners had not thought about
how to supply the occupied territories. In his view, three factors then
led to the decision to attack the Soviet Union: the ideology of living
space (Lebensraum); the impossibility of defeating Britain; and the
energy crisis, which could only be solved by the acquisition of the
Caucasian oil fields. However, the invasion meant that the fuel sup-
ply situation deteriorated further, and lack of gasoline hampered the
German war effort. In sum, access to oil or the lack of it, according to
Toprani, was decisive for both the invasion of the Soviet Union and
Germany’s eventual defeat, despite the German chemical industry’s
remarkable production of synthetic fuel.
In his conclusion, Toprani argues that both German and British

efforts to achieve or re-establish energy independence, while utterly
different in their means and consequences, were futile under the geo-
graphical, strategic, and technological conditions of the twentieth
century. Thus it was no accident that the Cold War and the second
half of the twentieth century were dominated by the two industrial-
ized countries that had ample domestic oil supplies at their disposal,
namely, the United States and the Soviet Union. While the correlation
between oil and power is well established, I believe that the causal
link is questionable. Did the United States and the Soviet Union
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become global superpowers because they had sufficient oil reserves,
or did oil assume its crucial role for economic life and its strategic
value because those powerful countries had a lot of it? Suggesting
that oil was a reason to start a war, one has to accept or neglect many
other assumptions and choices that make war a suitable means of
achieving certain goals. Moreover, as David Edgerton has argued in
an insightful article, there is always a multitude of raw materials that
are crucial in waging a war.4 While the case that oil is special can be
made, as Toprani does, it never stands alone. In many passages of his
book, Toprani shows that he is well aware of these complexities, but
in others he succumbs to the temptation to turn it into a story of great
men fighting over oil. Nevertheless, his comparative account engen-
ders new perspectives on the relationship between energy and inter-
national relations in the age of the world wars. 

4 David Edgerton, ‘Controlling Resources: Coal, Iron Ore and Oil in the
Second World War’, in Michael Geyer and Adam Tooze (eds.), The Cambridge
History of the Second World War, vol. iii: Total War: Economy, Society and Culture
(Cambridge, 2015), 122–48.
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