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functioned as a central driver of U.S. foreign policy in the
Middle East since the 1973 oil crisis. Using a tripartite
framework that integrates realism, securitization theory, and
international law, the study demonstrates that American
policymakers have repeatedly framed energy access as an
existential security imperative. This framing has legitimized
interventions ranging from military operations to economic
sanctions, often stretching or bypassing legal constraints.
Through four pivotal cases: the 1990—-1991 Gulf War, the 2003
Iraq invasion, the 2011 Libya intervention, and the long-
standing sanctions regime on Iran the analysis reveals a
consistent pattern: material energy interests establish strategic
priorities, securitization transforms them into political
mandates, and international law serves alternately as a tool of
legitimation or an obstacle to be reinterpreted. While the shale
revolution and renewable transitions have reduced U.S.
vulnerability to supply shocks, the Middle East retains
geopolitical centrality due to its impact on global oil prices and
its role in U.S.-China strategic competition. This study
highlights the enduring paradox of American power: energy
security strengthens U.S. influence but simultaneously erodes

the international legal order it claims to uphold.
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Introduction

Energy security has served as the invisible architecture of American power in the
Middle East, an enduring strategic imperative that has shaped military interventions,
economic coercion, and legal justifications since the 1973 oil crisis. At its core lies a
fundamental paradox: while the United States champions a rules-based international
order, its pursuit of energy security has frequently required bending or breaking those
very rules. This tension manifests most clearly in Washington's dual approach to the
region, simultaneously upholding the principle of state sovereignty while
systematically intervening to control the flow of hydrocarbons that underpin the

global economy.

The Middle East's geostrategic value stems not merely from its 48% share of global
oil reserves, but from its unique position as the world's energy circulatory system.
Maritime chokepoints like the Strait of Hormuz, through which 21 million barrels
pass daily, function as global economic pressure points, making their protection a
non-negotiable security interest. When Saddam Hussein's tanks rolled into Kuwait in
1990, they threatened not just a sovereign state but the West's economic lifeline,
triggering a response that would establish the template for energy-security
interventions: multilateral in form, realist in substance, and elastic in its

interpretation of international law.

This elastic relationship with legality defines America's energy statecraft. UN
General Assembly Resolution 1803 (1962) ostensibly protects resource sovereignty,
yet U.S. policy has consistently privileged stability over self-determination from
propping up Gulf monarchies to imposing crippling sanctions on producers like Iran.
The UN Charter's prohibition on offensive force (Article 2(4)) gives way to creative
reinterpretations when energy flows are at stake, whether through expansive readings
of self-defense (Iraq 2003) or humanitarian intervention (Libya 2011). Economic
sanctions, the preferred instrument of this constrained unilateralism, have evolved

into precision tools for energy coercion as demonstrated when the Trump
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administration reduced Iran's oil exports by 90% through secondary sanctions,

effectively declaring economic warfare under the guise of nonproliferation.

This article interrogates how energy security has shaped and been shaped by U.S.
foreign policy in the Middle East. It advances an original tripartite framework
integrating realism's material calculus, securitization theory's discursive power, and
international law's dual role as both constraint and enabler. Through four pivotal
cases: the Gulf War (1990-1991), Iraq invasion (2003), Libya intervention (2011),
and Iran sanctions regime, the analysis reveals a recurring pattern: energy
imperatives drive policy, securitization provides legitimacy, and international law
stretches to accommodate. Together, they demonstrate how America's global primacy
has been underwritten not just by military might or economic dominance, but by its
ability to control the energy lifeblood of the modern world and to rewrite the rules

when that control is threatened.
Theoretical and Legal Framework

The theoretical framework of this study integrates realism, securitization theory, and
international law to analyze U.S. foreign policy in the Middle East. Classical realism
provides the structural foundation for understanding American actions, emphasizing
how control over oil reserves and critical maritime chokepoints like the Strait of
Hormuz constitutes a fundamental national security interest. Scholars such as Stokes
and Colgan demonstrate how access to energy resources has consistently shaped U.S.
strategic calculations, particularly in maintaining global hegemony. However, while
realism effectively explains the material drivers of interventionist behavior, it cannot
fully account for the variation in policy responses to different energy threats, nor the

specific timing and justification of these actions.

This is where securitization theory provides crucial analytical leverage. Building on
the work of Buzan, Waver, and de Wilde, the study shows how U.S. policymakers
have systematically transformed energy security concerns into existential threats
through strategic discourse. The process of securitization serves as the critical bridge
between material interests and political action, enabling extraordinary measures that

might otherwise face domestic or international opposition. For instance, President
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George H.W. Bush's framing of Iraq's 1990 invasion of Kuwait as a threat to "our
way of life" exemplifies how energy security issues become securitized to justify

military intervention.

The interaction between these theoretical perspectives reveals important dynamics in
U.S. foreign policy formulation. Realism establishes the fundamental "red lines" of
American interests - such as preventing any hostile power from dominating Gulf oil
supplies - while securitization determines the scale and nature of the response. The
study demonstrates that successful securitization requires underlying realist
prerequisites; only energy threats with significant material consequences achieve the
status of existential crises, warranting extreme responses. For example, Iraq's direct
threat to Gulf oil supplies in 1990-91 prompted full-scale military intervention, while
Iran's nuclear program and oil exports have been met with economic sanctions - a
distinction that reflects both the differing material stakes and the effectiveness of

their respective securitization.

International law operates within this framework as both a constraint and an
instrument. When aligned with power interests, as with UNSC Resolution 678
authorizing force against Iraq in 1990, legal mechanisms provide crucial legitimacy.
However, when legal frameworks prove inconvenient, as with the 2003 Iraq
invasion, they are reinterpreted or bypassed through securitizing moves that present
alternative justifications. This reveals law not as an independent constraint, but as a

terrain contested through the interplay of material interests and security discourse.

The theoretical contribution of this approach lies in moving beyond reductionist "oil
wars" explanations. By showing how realism and securitization interact dialectically
- with material power establishing strategic imperatives and discursive framing
determining their political expression - the study provides a more nuanced
understanding of U.S. energy security policy. Furthermore, it demonstrates that the
effectiveness of securitization is ultimately bound by material realities, while also
revealing how international law functions as a dependent variable within this
dynamic rather than an autonomous regulatory framework. This integrated
perspective offers a powerful tool for analyzing not just past interventions, but

contemporary and future challenges in energy geopolitics.
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Methodology

This study uses a qualitative, multi-case design to examine how energy security
shapes U.S. foreign policy and its interaction with international law. Four cases were
selected: the 1990—-1991 Gulf War, the 2003 Iraq War, the 2011 Libya intervention,
and the U.S. sanctions regime in Iran. These events were chosen for their strategic
relevance to U.S. energy interests, their legal controversies, and the availability of

primary and secondary sources.

The analysis combines two methods: structured content analysis and discursive
examination of securitization. Presidential speeches, official statements, and policy
documents serve as primary sources to trace how U.S. leaders framed energy threats
as security imperatives. Examples include George H. W. Bush’s speeches during the
Gulf War, George W. Bush’s 2003 Iraq addresses, and Barack Obama’s Libya
statements. Discourse was analyzed following Buzan, Waver, and de Wilde’s
securitization framework to identify moments when energy concerns were elevated

to existential threats justifying extraordinary measures.

Legal assessment draws on the UN Charter, Security Council resolutions, and
scholarly interpretations of the law on the use of force and economic sanctions.
Secondary literature was reviewed selectively for its direct relevance to energy

geopolitics, U.S. foreign policy, and international law.

This combined approach links discourse, law, and strategy to explain how energy

interests drive U.S. engagement in the Middle East.
Energy Security in the U.S. Policy: Four Pivotal Cases

The intersection of energy security and U.S. foreign policy is most clearly illustrated
through concrete historical episodes where strategic interests, legal considerations,
and security narratives converged. Examining these moments reveals how American
policymakers have alternated between military force, economic coercion, and
multilateral diplomacy to secure vital energy flows and shape the geopolitical order
of the Middle East. This section analyzes four pivotal cases: the Gulf War, the 2003

Iraq invasion, the 2011 Libya intervention, and U.S. sanctions on Iran, tracing how
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energy imperatives, securitization rhetoric, and international law interacted to drive

policy decisions.
Case 1: The Gulf War and Energy-Military Strategy (1990-91)

The 1990-1991 Gulf War exemplifies the intersection of energy security and military
strategy in U.S. foreign policy, with international law providing both the framework
for action and the site of contestation. Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait on August 2, 1990,
triggered one of the most consequential posts—Cold War crises. For the United States,
the invasion not only disrupted regional stability but also threatened the Persian
Gulf’s role as a cornerstone of global energy supply, as the region accounted for
nearly half of U.S. imported oil and over 60 percent of the world’s proven reserves.
This immediate energy-security threat, combined with the strategic imperative of
defending Saudi Arabia and ensuring freedom of navigation in the Gulf, precipitated

an unprecedented U.S. military deployment.

The crisis unfolded in the shadow of international law, where treaties, the United
Nations Charter, and Security Council resolutions shaped, and at times strained, the
legitimacy of U.S. action. Under Article 2(4) of the UN Charter, member states are
prohibited from using force against the territorial integrity or political independence
of another state. Iraq’s invasion was thus a clear violation of international law,
reinforced by the 1974 UN General Assembly Definition of Aggression (Resolution
3314), which explicitly classifies invasion and military occupation as acts of
aggression. Moreover, Iraq’s annexation of Kuwait violated jus cogens norms,
including the prohibition of territorial acquisition by force, and breached its
obligations under Article 2 of the Arab League Charter, which commits member

states to mutual respect for sovereignty.

The UN Security Council responded with a rapid series of resolutions that framed the
legal context of the conflict. Resolution 660 (August 2, 1990) condemned the
invasion and demanded Iraq’s immediate and unconditional withdrawal. Resolution
661 (August 6, 1990) imposed comprehensive economic sanctions, including a trade
embargo designed to isolate Iraq financially. Resolution 662 (August 9, 1990)

declared Iraq’s annexation of Kuwait “null and void,” reaffirming the principle of
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territorial integrity. Subsequent resolutions 664, 665, 670, and 674 authorized
maritime enforcement, restricted Iraqi air travel, and addressed the treatment of

foreign nationals and Iraq’s future liability for damages.

The critical turning point in the legal narrative came with Resolution 678 (November
29, 1990), which authorized member states to “use all necessary means” if Iraq failed
to withdraw by January 15, 1991. This resolution effectively provided the legal
cover for the U.S.-led coalition’s military campaign, yet it also exposed the tension
between law and politics. As Stephen M. De Luca notes, the Gulf War represented a
rare moment in which collective security functioned as envisioned under the UN
Charter, with no permanent member exercising a veto and the Council acting
decisively. The operation was, on the surface, a triumph of international law:
aggression was identified, multilateral sanctions were imposed, and enforcement

measures were authorized in accordance with Chapter VII of the Charter.

Yet, as Shaw J. Dallal underscores, the legal picture was far more complex. He
argues that the Security Council’s swift condemnation of Iraq occurred without
recourse to judicial determination by the International Court of Justice (ICJ), which
could have provided a neutral legal ruling on the status of the invasion and Iraq’s
economic claims. He further critiques the Council for bypassing Chapter VI of the
UN Charter, which prioritizes the peaceful settlement of disputes through mediation,
negotiation, and arbitration before resorting to coercive measures. In his view, the
Council’s reliance on Chapter VII measures and rapid embrace of military
enforcement reflected political expediency rather than a purely legal response. Dallal
also highlights that the United States and its allies exerted substantial political
pressure to ensure Security Council compliance, raising questions about the

independence of the UN as a collective security instrument.

From a legal perspective, the Gulf War thus demonstrates both the potential and the
limitations of the postwar international order. On one hand, the combination of
sanctions and an eventual military campaign aligned with the UN Charter’s
mechanisms for addressing aggression. On the other hand, the sequence of events
illustrated how power politics can compress legal processes, leaving little room for

arbitration or judicial review. The bypassing of the ICJ and the underutilization of
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existing treaty frameworks, such as the General Treaty for the Renunciation of War
(Kellogg-Briand Pact, 1928) and regional pacts under the Arab League, reveal the

fragility of legal norms in the face of overwhelming geopolitical imperatives.

These international legal dynamics cannot be separated from the energy-military
strategy driving U.S. behavior. The Gulf War was materially anchored in the
protection of global oil supplies and the prevention of a hostile actor from controlling
roughly 20 percent of the world’s reserves. President George H. W. Bush’s speeches
made this linkage explicit, framing Iraq’s aggression as a direct threat to U.S.
“economic independence” and to the functioning of the global economy. The initial
deployment of forces under Operation Desert Shield was rhetorically justified as a
defensive necessity, while the initiation of Operation Desert Storm was presented as
the culmination of legal, moral, and strategic imperatives. The combination of
international law and presidential securitization allowed the United States to present
a fundamentally energy-driven intervention as a defense of collective security and

the rule of law.

In the end, the Gulf War consolidated a model of U.S. energy-military strategy in the
Middle East that would persist for decades: military force and forward basing to
guarantee the flow of oil, legitimized through a blend of international law and moral
rhetoric. The war demonstrated that while treaties and UN resolutions can provide a
framework for action, they are often contingent on great-power interests, and their

application can falter under the weight of realpolitik and energy imperatives.
Case 2: The Iraq Invasion and the Legality of Preventive War (2003)

The 2003 U.S.-led invasion of Iraq represents a critical departure from the defensive
model of energy-military strategy that characterized the Gulf War of 1990-1991.
While the earlier intervention was triggered by an overt act of aggression, the Iraq
War was framed as a preemptive measure against a perceived threat, deeply rooted in
the post-9/11 security environment and U.S. anxieties about energy security. Iraq’s
vast petroleum reserves estimated at over 110 billion barrels rendered the state a
central focus of U.S. strategic calculations. Simuziya situates the war within the

broader narrative of American attempts to consolidate its global hegemony and
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secure energy supplies, arguing that the 9/11 attacks catalyzed a foreign policy shift
toward the prevention of potential threats emanating from “rogue states” in the oil-
rich Middle East. This approach linked energy resources and counterterrorism in a
manner that blurred the line between security imperatives and resource-driven

intervention.

The securitization of the Iraq War emerged from an extended rhetorical campaign
that sought to transform potential future threats into an immediate justification for
war. President George W. Bush’s speeches from March to November 2003 illustrate a
progressive shift in narrative, from the urgent neutralization of alleged weapons of
mass destruction (WMDs) to the promotion of a democratic transformation in the

Middle East.

In his March 17, 2003, address to the nation, Bush framed the crisis as the
culmination of “twelve years of diplomacy” and “more than a dozen U.N. Security
Council resolutions,” asserting that Saddam Hussein had systematically defied the
international community and concealed WMDs. He invoked Resolutions 678, 687,
and 1441 as the legal and moral foundation for action, emphasizing that “the United
Nations Security Council has not lived up to its responsibilities, so we will rise to
ours.” By highlighting Iraq’s alleged support for terrorist organizations, including al
Qaeda, and warning that WMDs could enable mass-casualty attacks, Bush
constructed a preemptive self-defense rationale: the United States would “choose to
meet that threat now, where it arises, before it can appear suddenly in our skies and
cities.” This language exemplifies what Simpson identifies as a radical expansion of
the doctrine of self-defense, moving beyond the Caroline standard of imminence and

stretching Article 51 of the UN Charter to accommodate speculative dangers.

By the March 20, 2003, announcing the start of military operations, the framing
shifted to liberation and decisive military necessity. Bush told Americans that the
campaign’s objectives were “to disarm Iraq, to free its people, and to defend the
world from grave danger.” The speech reinforced the idea that security and morality
were intertwined, portraying U.S. action as reluctant but inevitable: the nation
“enters this conflict reluctantly yet, our purpose is sure.” This rhetoric reflects what

Simuziya describes as the fusion of energy security, counterterrorism, and global
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order narratives, where the anticipated threat to oil flows and regional stability

justified a forward military posture.

By November 6, 2003, in his speech at the National Endowment for Democracy,
Bush’s rhetoric had fully evolved from an emphasis on preemptive threat
neutralization to the articulation of a transformative regional project: the “forward
strategy of freedom in the Middle East.” He argued that the liberation of Iraq would
become a watershed event in the global democratic revolution, explicitly linking U.S.
security to the spread of representative government in historically authoritarian,
resource-rich states. This ideological framing provided a post hoc moral justification
for an intervention that had already come under intense international scrutiny for its
weak legal basis, as highlighted in Iraq and the Law of Armed Conflict and by

Simuziya.

Taken together, these speeches demonstrate a three-stage securitization process.
Initially, the Iraq threat was constructed as an imminent risk to U.S. national security
and energy stability due to alleged WMDs and terrorist connections. As the war
began, rhetoric shifted toward legitimacy through liberation, emphasizing moral
responsibility and decisive military action. Finally, the post-invasion framing sought
to embed the war within a grand narrative of democratic transformation, masking the
absence of WMDs with the promise of regional reordering. This trajectory reflects
the broader pattern identified in your secondary sources: U.S. leaders repeatedly
leveraged international law rhetorically, citing resolutions and collective security
principles, even as their actions undermined the core principles of the UN Charter

and prioritized strategic control over energy and geopolitical leverage.

From the perspective of international law, the Iraq War stands as one of the most
contested interventions of the early 21st century. All three sources converge on the
view that the 2003 invasion violated the core principles of the UN Charter,
particularly Article 2(4), which prohibits the use of force against the territorial
integrity or political independence of any state, and Article 51, which limits self-
defense to cases of actual or imminent armed attack. Simpson systematically rejects
the three main justifications advanced by the coalition: self-defense (including its

anticipatory and preventive variants), collective security under Chapter VII of the
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Charter, and humanitarian intervention. He notes that none of these bases provided a
“secure legal foundation,” emphasizing that the coalition’s reliance on anticipatory

self-defense stretched customary law beyond recognition.

Simuziya reinforces this conclusion, demonstrating that the U.S. position rested on
an expansive reading of Security Council Resolution 1441, which had warned Iraq of
“serious consequences” for non-compliance but did not explicitly authorize the use
of force. The absence of a second resolution, despite active debate in early 2003,
underscored the lack of clear multilateral consent. This failure highlights a recurring
pattern in post—Cold War conflicts: the UN Security Council’s structural limitations,
including the veto dynamics among permanent members, leave space for great

powers to act unilaterally under the guise of ambiguous resolutions.

Thomas M. Franck provides a complementary perspective, situating the Iraq War
within the broader jus ad bellum and jus in bello frameworks. While acknowledging
that U.S. forces largely complied with certain aspects of the law of armed conflict
once hostilities commenced, the study underscores that legality at the level of resort
to force (jus ad bellum) was fundamentally compromised. This distinction matters
because international law’s legitimacy depends on the separation of lawful conduct in
war from the lawful initiation of war; the Iraq case demonstrates how strategic
imperatives can override legal constraints, eroding the authority of the UN system in

the process.

Beneath the legal and rhetorical layers, the Iraq War was deeply intertwined with
U.S. energy-military strategy. The Middle East, and Iraq in particular, represented a
critical node in the global petroleum system. Simuziya notes that neoconservative
architects of the war, including members of the Project for the New American
Century, explicitly envisioned regime change as a means to secure and reshape the
energy and security architecture of the Gulf. By removing a hostile regime and
establishing a long-term military presence, the United States sought to guarantee
access to Iraqi oil, signal deterrence to other regional “rogue states,” and entrench its

strategic influence in the post-9/11 order.

Page 11 of 24 https://zenodo.org/records/16694436


https://zenodo.org/records/16694436

The Iraq War thus reflects a shift from reactive to preemptive energy security policy.
Unlike the Gulf War, which was framed as the defense of existing flows, the 2003
invasion projected American military power forward to neutralize a speculative
threat, intertwining counterterrorism, energy access, and regime change into a single
strategic logic. In doing so, the war not only strained the norms of international law
but also institutionalized a model of unilateral action that subordinated collective

security to the perceived imperatives of energy and national security.
Case 3: Libya 2011 - Humanitarian Framing and Strategic Oil Interests

The NATO intervention in Libya stands as the most revealing case study of how
humanitarian rhetoric can be weaponized to serve energy security imperatives. At
first glance, the operation appeared to represent the purest application of the
Responsibility to Protect (R2P) doctrine, with Western powers mobilizing to prevent
an impending massacre in Benghazi. Yet beneath this moral veneer lay a calculated
effort to secure Libya's energy infrastructure and maintain stability in Mediterranean

oil markets, a reality that became increasingly apparent as the operation unfolded.

Libya's strategic value stemmed from its unique position as both Africa's second-
largest oil reserve holder and Europe's most proximate major supplier. The country's
light sweet crude - particularly prized for its low sulfur content and easy refinement
into transportation fuels - flowed through the shortest tanker route to southern
European refineries. When protests against Gaddafi's regime escalated in February
2011, the resulting disruptions removed nearly 1.6 million barrels per day from
global markets, sending Brent crude prices spiking to $120 per barrel and triggering

panic about the security of European energy supplies.

The Western response followed a carefully choreographed sequence that blended
humanitarian justification with energy security calculus. UN Security Council
Resolution 1973, passed on March 17, 2011, authorized military action under
Chapter VII provisions to protect civilians. However, NATO's operational priorities
revealed a different emphasis: while rebel-held Benghazi received symbolic
protection, the alliance's most intensive air campaigns focused on securing the "Oil

Crescent" stretching from Sirte to the export terminals of Ras Lanuf and Es Sider.
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Declassified operational maps show that over 70% of NATO sorties occurred along
this hydrocarbon-rich corridor, with coalition aircraft systematically degrading
loyalist forces near critical infrastructure while leaving other fronts comparatively

untouched.

The legal architecture of the intervention demonstrated remarkable flexibility in the
service of energy objectives. When Gaddafi threatened to sabotage oil facilities,
NATO commanders creatively interpreted Resolution 1973's civilian protection
mandate to classify pipelines and export terminals as "critical civilian infrastructure."
This doctrinal innovation allowed for the bombing of loyalist positions near energy
assets while maintaining the operation's humanitarian framing. The legal acrobatics
reached their zenith when French Special Forces secured the Marsa al-Brega terminal
under the cover of NATO airstrikes, an operation justified as preventing
environmental catastrophe from potential oil spills, but which coincidentally ensured

rebel control over export capabilities.

President Obama's public messaging evolved through distinct phases that mirrored
these underlying strategic calculations. His March 18 address framed the intervention
as a last resort to prevent genocide ("We knew that if we waited one more day,
Benghazi could suffer a massacre that would have reverberated across the region and
stained the conscience of the world"). By late March, the emphasis shifted to
operational restraint and multilateralism ("We are not putting any ground forces into
Libya"). By May, the narrative had expanded to situate Libya within the broader
Arab Spring ("We must stand with those who aspire for freedom"). This rhetorical
progression carefully obscured the energy dimensions while allowing NATO to

methodically secure hydrocarbon assets.

The aftermath laid bare the operation's dual legacy. While Libya descended into
militia rule and political fragmentation, international oil companies moved swiftly to
restore production. French firm Total and Italy's ENI whose home governments had
been most vocal in advocating intervention - secured preferential access to Libyan
fields. By contrast, democratic institution-building received minimal support, with
the U.S. and Europe largely abandoning Libya to its fate once energy flows

stabilized. This disparity between the robust protection of hydrocarbon interests and
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the neglect of political reconstruction speaks volumes about the intervention's true

priorities.

The Libyan case demonstrates how humanitarian norms can be stretched to
accommodate energy imperatives. It reveals the elasticity of international law when
applied to resource conflicts and shows how moral rhetoric serves as both
justification and camouflage for strategic interests. Most importantly, it highlights the
unintended consequences of such interventions - while NATO succeeded in securing
short-term energy objectives, the long-term destabilization of Libya ultimately
created new threats to Mediterranean energy security, including the growth of oil
smuggling networks and the emergence of ungoverned spaces that threatened

regional stability.
Case 4: U.S. Sanctions on Iran - Economic Warfare and Legal Ambiguities

The U.S. sanctions regime against Iran represents the most sophisticated evolution of
energy statecraft in the 21st century, a comprehensive campaign that transformed
financial instruments into weapons of economic warfare. Unlike traditional military
interventions, this approach targeted the circulatory system of Iran's oil economy
with surgical precision, demonstrating how great powers can wage resource conflicts

through banking regulations and insurance markets rather than bombs and battalions.

Iran's significance in global energy markets made it uniquely vulnerable to financial
coercion. As holder of the world's fourth-largest oil reserves and guardian of the
Strait of Hormuz through which one-third of seaborne crude passes Tehran's
economic lifelines run through dollar-denominated financial systems. The Obama
administration's initial sanctions strategy exploited this vulnerability through
multilateral measures authorized under UN Security Council Resolutions 1737-1929.
These measures progressively tightened the noose around Iran's energy sector,
banning technology transfers for oil production while restricting insurance for

Iranian tankers.

The real breakthrough came with the 2012 National Defense Authorization Act
(NDAA), which weaponized the dollar's global dominance through secondary

sanctions. By threatening to exclude from U.S. financial markets any foreign entity
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conducting oil transactions with Iran, Washington turned European banks and Asian
refiners into unwitting enforcers of American policy. The results were devastating:
Iranian oil exports plummeted from 2.5 million barrels per day in 2011 to just 1

million by 2014, while the rial lost nearly two-thirds of its value against the dollar.

The Trump administration's "maximum pressure" campaign took this financial
warfare to new extremes. The 2018 withdrawal from the Joint Comprehensive Plan
of Action (JCPOA) was accompanied by a series of escalating measures: the
designation of Iran's Revolutionary Guards as a terrorist organization (effectively
criminalizing any business with Iran's energy sector), the termination of waivers for
major oil importers, and the creation of a "crude oil tracking system" to monitor
maritime traffic for sanctions evasion. Most crucially, the campaign targeted the
insurance markets that underpin global shipping, making it nearly impossible to

transport Iranian crude legally.

Iran's adaptation strategies revealed both the strengths and limits of financial
coercion. The country developed elaborate evasion networks involving ship-to-ship
transfers in Malaysian waters, disabled transponders on "ghost tankers," and barter
arrangements with Chinese refiners. More consequentially, the sanctions accelerated
Tehran's pivot toward alternative financial infrastructure, including the use of
cryptocurrency for oil sales and the development of yuan-denominated energy

contracts through the Shanghai International Energy Exchange.

The strategic consequences of this financial warfare have been profound. While the
sanctions succeeded in crippling Iran's economy, reducing GDP and triggering
hyperinflation, they failed to achieve their political objectives. Instead of
capitulating, Tehran expanded its nuclear program while deepening ties with
Moscow and Beijing. The emergence of a Russia-Iran-China energy axis, conducting
transactions outside dollar systems, represents perhaps the most significant
unintended consequence - the fragmentation of the very Western-dominated financial

order that made sanctions so potent in the first place.
Cross-Case Insights: Realism, Securitization, and Legal Limits

The four case studies collectively reveal a consistent triadic framework shaping U.S.

foreign policy in the Middle East: realist energy imperatives establish the material

Page 15 of 24 https://zenodo.org/records/16694436


https://zenodo.org/records/16694436

foundation, securitization processes generate political legitimacy, and international
law serves as both instrument and obstacle. This framework transcends the
particularities of each intervention, demonstrating how energy security has
functioned as the invisible hand guiding America's regional strategy across three

decades of geopolitical transformation.

From a realist perspective, these cases form a continuum of energy-driven statecraft.
The 1990-1991 Gulf War exemplified classical defensive realism, where Saddam
Hussein's seizure of Kuwaiti oil fields triggered an immediate response to protect the
material foundations of the global economy. By contrast, the 2003 Iraq invasion
manifested offensive realism's preventive logic, with neoconservative policymakers
exploiting post-9/11 anxieties to secure long-term control over Iraq's vast reserves.
The Libya intervention, though cloaked in humanitarian rhetoric, followed similar
realist calculations about Mediterranean energy flows and NATO's credibility in
protecting Western oil interests. Even the Iran sanctions regime, ostensibly focused
on nuclear proliferation, ultimately functioned as economic warfare targeting
Tehran's lifeblood oil revenues through secondary sanctions that weaponized dollar

hegemony.

The securitization process provided the critical mechanism for translating these
material interests into actionable policy. Each case followed a distinct rhetorical
trajectory tailored to contemporary political contexts. The Gulf War securitized
energy security through collective action frames, with George H.W. Bush constructed
Iraq's invasion as an attack on "the American way of life." Post-9/11, George W.
Bush's administration perfected the art of threat inflation, merging WMD fantasies
with apocalyptic visions of terrorists controlling oil infrastructure. Obama's Libya
intervention demonstrated securitization's adaptability, where R2P humanitarianism
conveniently overlapped with Mediterranean energy security concerns. The Iran case
reveals securitization's durability, as successive administrations maintained an elastic
"nuclear threat" narrative to justify escalating sanctions regardless of Tehran's actual

compliance.

International law's role in this framework proves most paradoxical. While

theoretically constraining unilateral action, in practice, it became a flexible toolkit for
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legitimizing energy-security interventions. The Gulf War's UNSC Resolution 678 set
the template for a legally impeccable authorization that nonetheless prioritized great-
power interests over judicial review. Iraq 2003 exposed the system's fragility when
those interests diverged, with the "coalition of the willing" revealing international
law's inability to restrain a hyperpower. Libya's R2P moment briefly suggested legal
innovation, until NATO's regime-change overreach demonstrated how humanitarian
norms could be co-opted for strategic ends. The Iran sanctions saga completes this
trajectory, showing how law evolves into pure instrumentality from multilaterally

endorsed nuclear sanctions to Trump's extrajudicial "maximum pressure."

This triadic interaction generates a self-defeating dynamic. Short-term energy
security "wins" restored Kuwaiti sovereignty, eliminated the Iraqi threat, and
Gaddafi's ouster, crippled Iranian exports, but came at the cost of long-term systemic
corrosion. The normalization of preventive war doctrines, the erosion of UNSC
authority, and the weaponization of economic interdependence have collectively
undermined the very rules-based order that facilitates U.S. energy security. Nowhere
is this paradox clearer than in the unintended consequences: failed Iraqi
reconstruction fueling regional instability, post-Gaddafi Libya becoming a haven for

smuggling, and sanctioned Iran pivoting decisively to China.

Shifting Dynamics and Future Outlook

The shale revolution and renewable transition are transforming, but not eliminating,
this triadic framework. America's new energy abundance has altered calculations; no
longer fearing supply shocks, Washington now acts as a global swing producer, using
energy dominance to pressure rivals while protecting market stability. Yet Middle
East oil retains structural importance through its price-setting role and China's
growing dependence. The green transition introduces new complexities: critical
mineral competition with China, control over clean tech supply chains, and the
geopolitics of hydrogen economies. Early signs suggest familiar patterns: the
securitization of rare earth supplies, legal innovations like the Minerals Security

Partnership, and realist scrambles for African lithium reserves.

What emerges is not post-oil geopolitics but layered energy statecraft. Traditional

hydrocarbon concerns now coexist with climate diplomacy and tech wars, as seen in
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the Inflation Reduction Act's dual focus on energy security and decarbonization. The
Middle East remains central, but as an arena rather than a prize, the battleground
where U.S. and Chinese visions of energy order collide, from Gulf infrastructure
deals to Red Sea chokepoints. This evolving landscape will test whether the triadic
framework can adapt, or if new energy realities require fundamentally rethinking the
nexus of power, law, and security discourse that has driven U.S. Middle East policy

since 1973.

Ultimately, these cases illuminate the deeper truth of energy security: it is never just
about resources, but about the power to define what counts as security and who gets
to decide. The real lesson of Iraq, Libya, and Iran may be that when energy becomes
securitized, everything becomes negotiable international law, sovereignty, even the
rules of war. As the energy transition accelerates, this framework's durability will
depend less on barrels of oil than on America's ability to reconcile its strategic

imperatives with the very international order it claims to defend.
Conclusion

The four case studies collectively demonstrate that energy security operates as the
gravitational force shaping U.S. foreign policy in the Middle East, an enduring
constant beneath the surface rhetoric of humanitarianism, counterterrorism, and
international law. What emerges from this analysis is not merely a pattern of
resource-driven interventions, but a sophisticated tripartite system of statecraft:
material interests establish non-negotiable red lines (realism), political discourse
transforms these interests into existential imperatives (securitization), and legal
frameworks stretch to accommodate or are circumvented when obstructive
(international law). This system has proven remarkably adaptable across three
decades, whether manifesting through the Gulf War's multilateralism, Iraq's

preventive war doctrine, Libya's humanitarian veneer, or Iran's financial warfare.

The cases reveal a fundamental tension at the heart of American power. While the
U.S. positions itself as the guarantor of a rules-based order, its pursuit of energy
security has frequently required bending or breaking those very rules, from
expansive reinterpretations of UNSC resolutions to the weaponization of dollar

dominance through secondary sanctions. This paradox carries significant costs: each
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intervention, while achieving short-term energy objectives, has eroded the
international legal norms and institutional credibility that underpin long-term U.S.
leadership. The Gulf War's precedent of Council authorization gave way to Iraq's
unilateralism; Libya's R2P moment collapsed into Syrian paralysis; Iran's nuclear
deal demonstrated how easily legal agreements unravel when they conflict with

securitized threat perceptions.

As the energy landscape undergoes its most profound transformation since 1973, the
triadic framework faces new challenges and opportunities. The shale revolution has
granted Washington unprecedented flexibility, allowing it to wield energy as both a
weapon (crushing Iranian exports) and stabilizer (flooding markets during crises).
Yet the Middle East retains structural power through China's growing dependence
and the region's enduring role in price-setting. Meanwhile, the green transition is
replicating familiar patterns. The securitization of lithium supply chains echoes past
oil crises, while the Minerals Security Partnership revives collective action

frameworks reminiscent of Gulf War coalitions.

The enduring lesson is that energy security is never truly about resources alone, but
about the power to define security itself. When policymakers successfully securitize
energy, whether oil in 1990 or rare earths today, they gain license to transcend
ordinary constraints. This power, however, is double-edged. As the cases show, each
invocation of emergency measures normalizes exceptionalism, eroding the very
system that legitimizes U.S. primacy. The central challenge for American statecraft in
the coming decades will be to reconcile its energy imperatives with the preservation
of an international order it can no longer take for granted, a task requiring not just
military and economic might, but the discursive discipline to wield securitization
judiciously. In this emerging multipolar energy age, the rules of the game are being
rewritten, but the fundamental dynamics of power, law, and narrative that this study

has illuminated will continue to shape the fate of nations.
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