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he notion of ‘oil power’ refers to a very concrete chance to assert one’s own political and economic 
interests against opposing forces due to the control over the extraction and delivery of oil reserves. By 
contrast, ‘economic theology’ opens a wide range of theoretical references from the lawyer Carl 

Schmitt to the philosophers Walter Benjamin and Giorgio Agamben. In his highly interesting and well-
researched article, however, Christopher R. Dietrich does not spend much intellectual effort on elaborating 
these concepts. Oil power signifies the attempts in the 1970s of the Organization of Petroleum Exporting 
Countries (OPEC) to acquire “sovereignty over natural resources” and exploit it economically as well as 
politically (507). Following the colloquial use of the time, Dietrich uses ‘economic theology’ simply to 
describe an intellectual stance that favors economic principles over pragmatic arguments. In the first part of 
his paper, Dietrich analyzes how Secretary of State Henry A. Kissinger used a rhetoric of free-market 
liberalism in order to unite the Western industrialized countries against what he constructed as the threat of 
the OPEC cartel against world economic development. In the second part, he shows how in the subsequent 
debates over a New International Economic Order Kissinger was willing to sacrifice these principles again in 
order to undermine ‘Third-World’ solidarity and achieve a favorable position. Yet, all in all, Dietrich 
concludes that “accommodation did not limit the influence of the market orientation.” Rather, in the 1970s, 
he discerns “the beginning of an era in which the free market orientation, whether overtly theological or not, 
would gain greater and greater influence in U.S. foreign policy” (527). 

In the oil crisis, as Dietrich convincingly argues, OPEC countries described their actions as attacks against an 
unjust pricing system for raw materials, trying to position themselves as the vanguard of the so-called Third 
World’s struggle for a New International Economic Order. In line with most Western analysts, Henry A. 
Kissinger argued that the oil price increases neither reflected the true value of oil nor its impending scarcity. 
Rather, he argued that they were the consequences of artificial curtailments by an illegitimate cartel of the 
producing countries. Juxtaposing OPEC’s nationalist economic strategy with global economic 
interdependence, Kissinger “demonized OPEC as an illiberal bogeyman” (503), thereby creating a 
“Manichean plane of right and wrong” (510), Dietrich suggests. Despite the intense feelings of anxiety about 
the future of affluence, the stability of the Western alliance, and even new democratic institutions that 
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emerged in the oil crisis, these religious metaphors seem to be slightly exaggerated. Not every formulation of 
opposing political strategies has religious overtones, and the opposition between nationalist rivalry and free-
market liberalism was less religiously laden than the overall rhetoric of the Cold War or the current ‘War on 
Terror.’ As opinion polls show, blaming OPEC was not even a very successful strategy. Having already 
experienced an energy crisis before the oil embargo, many Americans continued to hold the U.S. government 
and its policies responsible for the crisis.1 

While Dietrich argues that Kissinger fostered a market-based vision of foreign policy, it remains unclear if 
Kissinger actually pursued an economic agenda at all during the oil crisis. Dietrich acknowledges that 
Kissinger “prioritized Cold War geopolitics” and notes in passing that the strategy for the Washington Energy 
Conference was fixed at a meeting only on the eve of the conference. Often to the frustration of his staff, 
Kissinger did not engage deeply with matters of oil and energy. Preparing for a meeting with executives from 
the oil industry on October 26, 1973, he admitted: “I don’t even know what the problem is. When people 
tell me we are consuming six million barrels a day, they might just as well say fifty thousand Coke bottles 
worth of oil. I don’t know what that means. And I have no fixed ideas.”2 At the Washington Energy 
Conference, Kissinger indeed encouraged his colleagues to acknowledge ‘interdependence’ as a reality and 
come up with cooperative solutions instead of engaging in nationalistic rivalry. Otherwise, he threatened, the 
United States would compete with them in the pursuit of bilateral deals with the producing countries. Yet, all 
the talk about interdependence, multilateralism and cooperation seems to have been rather instrumental for 
bringing the European allies back in line and undermining the closer European cooperation that had started 
with the November 6 declaration on the Arab-Israeli conflict and the Declaration on European Identity. The 
French abstained from the International Energy Agency because they explicitly rejected the U.S. domination 
that was veiled in a rhetoric of interdependence. Kissinger himself admitted publicly that the French were not 
completely mistaken: “’Sometimes’, he said amid laughter, ‘there are disagreements not because people do not 
understand each other but because they understand each other only too well.’”3 Privately, he was even more 
outspoken: “[The French Secretary of State] Jobert was absolutely right when he said the energy conference 
was purely political. I don’t give a damn about energy; that is not the issue. The issue is to break the other 
Europeans away from the French.”4 

There is no denying that the U.S. government not only in the 1970s but throughout most of the twentieth 
century tried to undermine and destroy regional preferential trade agreements from which it was excluded. 
However, whether there was really anything that amounted to a coherent “free market diplomacy” (502) 
dominating foreign policy making remains questionable. As Dietrich himself convincingly shows, free market 
ideologues like William E. Simon did not succeed in pushing through their position when political 
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opportunities and power structures suggested otherwise. In one of the most interesting sections of the article, 
Dietrich shows how Daniel Patrick Moynihan, the U.S. ambassador to the UN, stressed the human-rights 
issue in order to delegitimize Third World claims for state rights. This, again, rather proves the instrumental 
way in which theories were used rhetorically in order to support national power politics. Tellingly, U.S. 
assertions of interdependence resulted in attempts to achieve multilateral approaches within the Western 
alliance and later the G5 and G7. They did not include countries from the developing world. 

In his paper, Dietrich uses the extensive literature on the oil and energy crisis that has been produced by 
contemporary economists, political scientists, and international relations scholars as well as more recent 
historiographical publications only selectively. Rather, his paper is mainly based on archival sources which are 
almost exclusively of U.S. American origin. To a certain extent, this is legitimate because his main purpose is 
to examine the emergence of the U.S. strategy. Yet, the oil embargo and production cuts in 1973/74 and the 
simultaneous oil price increases as well as the subsequent destabilization of the international monetary order 
due to the flood of petrodollars were a delicate international constellation. Many actors with different 
capacities to influence the international oil and capital markets were involved. The ‘interdependence’ theorem 
which Kissinger used rhetorically at the time and which Dietrich – following Daniel Sargent5 – translates into 
historiographical analysis was an attempt to account for this situation. Under the impression of the oil crisis, 
even committed realists such as Hans J. Morgenthau or Herman Kahn saw the opportunities for unilateral 
power politics diminishing.6  To a large extent, the psychological effect of the oil embargo resulted from the 
perceptions of a decline in American hegemony after the end of the Vietnam War and a lack of leadership due 
to the Watergate scandal. Before and during the oil crisis, U.S. diplomats participated in the debates in the 
OECD’s Oil Committee and its High-Level Group Oil. They later became members of the International 
Energy Agency and continuously negotiated with their European allies as well as with the OPEC countries. 
Was their strategy really fixed in narrow circles behind closed doors? Or did it also evolve in international 
negotiations, and was it adapted to varying communicative circumstances? While Dietrich has provided a 
thorough and thought-provoking analysis of the importance of economic considerations in the wake of the 
energy crises of the 1970s, these questions deserve closer attention in future research. 
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