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1. Introduction: Why Teach Oil? 

Oil’s persistent domestic & global centrality 
 
Few single issues are central to as many diverse poli-
cy matters as is oil. In spite of our living in the post-
industrial Information Era, and in spite of the difficulties 
associated with oil dependence, nevertheless petrole-
um’s central role is likely to persist for at least 25 to 30 
years more. The two most fundamental reasons are: 
 
1. The universal lock-in of oil-dependent infrastruc-

ture and vehicle stocks, and  
2. The continued lack of economically competitive 

plus sufficiently abundant alternative liquid fuels. 
 
Let us take these one by one.  

 
Oil has long been the single largest component of the 
world’s primary-energy supply.  It accounts today for 
one-third of all energy consumption. (Figure 1) And, 
about two-thirds of this oil consumption is used to fuel 
95% of all transport worldwide—98% in the U.S. 
Hence, Oil is the universal basis of transportation.   
 
Projections of increases in automobile fleets in China, 
India and other developing countries, as hundreds-of-
millions of families attain middle class incomes over 
the next two-to-three decades, mean that demand for 
oil will only increase. Even if there were a concerted 
global plan to go to a new transportation model, or at 
least an alternative fuel model, when one considers 
the time scales required for a transformation from to-
day’s ubiquitous automobile-and-truck-based infra-
structure and vehicle stocks, it becomes clear that oil 
will remain the principal fuel for the world’s transporta-
tion for at least 25 years. 

http://tomod.com/
http://globalbarrel.com/
mailto:twod@umich.edu
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Figure 1 

 
Oil’s role as the universal basis of transport means 
that commerce in basically every commodity and pro-
vision of nearly every service depends on a daily sup-
ply of oil.  Hence, oil supply security is a strategic 
imperative for all states.   
 
So too, oil’s price enters into the price of almost every 
commodity and service, meaning that society suffers 
from any prolonged rise or volatility in its price 
 
Until just two or three years ago, many believed that 
the availability of economically recoverable oil in na-
ture (i.e., of proven oil reserves) would very soon 
reach a peak and begin a long and irreversible decline. 
It was predicted this could force a rapid transformation 
of transport and industry away from oil; and in some 
circles a neo-Malthusian “end of industrial society” was 
seen as imminent.  However, prolonged high prices 
from 2003 to 2008 drove technological innovation in 
exploration and production, starting in the U.S.  For 
better or worse, depending on one’s perspective, this 
has led to dramatic increases in the extent of oil and 
natural gas reserves, and has significantly enhanced 
yields of previously tapped reserves

1
. Large amounts 

of oil which were heretofore classified as “unconven-
tional” and considered too costly and/or technologically 
difficult to extract have been rendered “conventional” 
and come into production.  Examples include the ex-
tra-heavy oil and “tar sands” in Alberta, Canada (Ven-
ezuela’s Orinoco Oil Belt has similar, enormous re-
serves), as well as shale oil in the U.S. Bakken of 
North Dakota and Montana, and technology has made 
enabled the discovery and new production of conven-

                                                 
1
 This means that proven oil reserves increased not only 

because new deposits of oil have been discovered, but also 

because new technology and higher prices for oil mean that 

a higher percentage of oil-in-place in previously known 

deposits can now be extracted.  In other words, oil reserves 

can and have also increased without any new discoveries 

being made. 

tional light oil as well, in very deep offshore locations 
near Brazil and elsewhere.. 
 
This new oil accompanies very large increases in the 
world’s natural gas supplies, which, like shale oil, is 
being produced with new and environmentally contro-
versial fracking technology. Globally, the U.S., China 
and Argentina are the locations of the largest new 
shale-gas reserves.   
 
Of course all this newly available oil and gas only fur-
ther increases the environmental burden of CO2.  Al-
ready petroleum accounts for nearly one-half of all 
CO2 emissions.  However, there still is no clear alter-
native to oil distillates as the liquid fuel for the 95% of 
all transport now dependent on oil, nor is there as yet 
sufficient political will or inclination to adopt a program 
that might end this situation. 
 
As for possible alternative liquid fuels, many new re-
newable or bio sources that might have supplanted oil 
have been found, like oil itself, to have significant un-
foreseen social costs and externalities (e.g., the ef-
fects of corn and sugarcane ethanol production on 
food prices), or unsolved technological and infrastruc-
ture complications (e.g., the hydrogen economy which 
aimed to revolutionize transport).   
 
Compounding matters, prolonged economic recession 
has diminished government and private investments in 
alternative electrical sources (solar, wind, etc.), greatly 
reducing their scale.  These alternatives generally 
remain significantly more expensive than natural gas 
against which they compete to produce electricity.  
This will likely be increasingly the case as natural gas 
prices continue to fall due to the new sources coming 
online.  Furthermore, electricity now powers only a few 
percent of transport worldwide, which limits the impact 
of these alternatives on oil consumption unless a ma-
jor transformation to electrically powered rail and other 
mass transit were to take place. 
 
On the other hand, the new abundance of natural gas, 
a less carbon-intensive fuel than oil—obtained from 
both fracking and conventional sources—is poised to 
present a challenge to diesel and gasoline in transport. 
However, infrastructure constraints may limit this to 
mostly fleets of intra-city vans, trucks and buses. 
 
All in all, oil’s is predicted by all major energy agencies 
to remain the largest fraction of energy consumption 
globally for at least 25 years.  All projections are 
roughly identical to Figure 1, from the EIA.  In absolute 
terms, oil use will increase significantly. While remain-
ing the world’s principal source of energy, it will how-
ever decrease in relative terms, especially as coal and 
natural gas use continues to increase. 
 
This persistent growth in oil demand means that the 
problems of oil-funded development in producing 
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states of Latin America, Africa and the MENA region, 
will not soon abate.  Study of these stubborn develop-
mental problems requires that academics and profes-
sionals be grounded with a sophisticated understand-
ing of today’s global oil system, to accurately inform 
area-and-country-specific investigations. 
 
In the present era, oil is the consummately “global 
market” commodity, and historically it was the proto-
typical globalized commodity.  In the previous era, in 
stark contrast to today, oil was priced secretively and 
distributed through cartelized networks, without a mar-
ket, by seven vertically integrated, monopolistic con-
cerns.  In stark contrast, it is now traded in an open, 
international physical market (i.e., the “spot” market) 
and a futures market, at essentially one world price, 
and in one currency—the U.S. dollar. In further con-
trast to the late neo-colonial era, where the private 
majors dominated all phases of the industry, today 
national companies of OPEC and other producing 
states hold over 80% of all oil reserves. 
 
All the above circumstances mean that oil remains 
the consummate geostrategic commodity.  And the 
high concentration of oil reserves in five states around 
the Persian Gulf—about 50% of all reserves--
guarantees that this region, along with a few smaller 
foci of oil reserves in the global south, will remain at 
the center conflicts.  However, unlike in the past, these 
are no longer neo-colonial conflicts per se, but rather 
conflicts consistent with the economic logic of todays’ 
global market-centered oil system.   
 
In particular, the U.S. dedication to remaining the de 
facto protector and guarantor of a market-centered, 
collective oil security system is a key element of its 
status as the sole superpower. This insures that the 
U.S. will remain avidly engaged with the geopolitics of 
oil for the foreseeable future. 

Empowering students & civil society 
Oil’s persistent centrality to world affairs adds a special 
obligation for American universities and their students 
as well as for citizens generally, to develop sophisti-
cated insights into the global era workings of oil-
influenced diplomacy and conflict, and into domestic 
oil and energy policy formation. 
 
For all these reasons, it is important to study oil in a 
systematic manner.  As explained in the sections be-
low, the proposed course first shows the workings of 
the global oil system in itself as it arose historically and 
logically—albeit through fits and starts—out of the 
conditions of the previous era

2
. The course compares 

                                                 
2
 The previous period, up to the late-1960’s or mid-1970’s, 

within the industrialized states, was the last phase of the 

Second Industrial Revolution, aka the Automation Revolu-

tion, with its large scale production by vertically integrated, 

the world oil system of the previous neo-colonial era 
with that of the present market-centered, global era, 
contrasting the two economic models and their associ-
ated politics.  
 
In light of this model, the course then examines the 
roles of various key producing and consuming states 
within this system, and in turn the system’s effects on 
their social, economic, political and environmental 
development.  The goal is to instill insights that signifi-
cantly empower students to participate as well-
informed and sophisticated citizens in the debates 
necessary for a democratic process of forming domes-
tic and foreign energy policy. 

Enhancing the international posture of ### 
University ### [deleted] 

3. Course conceptual outline 
This proposed new online course provides a coherent 
interdisciplinary view of today’s global, market-
centered oil system.  There are two alternative themes 
for the second portion of the course, described herein.  
The choice depends on the sponsoring departments’ 
and/or programs’ interests:  Links to former syllabi 
about oil are included.  

Part 1. 
The first portion builds up a model of the global oil 
system’s origin, institutions and functioning, incorporat-
ing natural-resource economics and geology, political 
economy, history and energy technology.  This in-
cludes extensive material the instructor (T.O’D.) has 
used previously in many undergraduate- and gradu-
ate-level seminars on this and related topics. (links to 
these follow, below.) 

Part 1.a. The Earth’s Energy Resources & the 
Trajectory of World Oil Demand 
An overview of available oil and natural gas resources, 
their global distribution, possibilities for bio-
alternatives; the world growth in oil-fueled vehicles, a 
critique of “Peak Oil” theories, and etc.  Familiarization 
with sources of data on oil and energy, especially from 
the U.S. EIA

3
, the OECD’s IEA

4
, and the International 

Energy Forum’s JODI
5
, etc.   

                                                                                  
bureaucratized firms typical not only of the oil sector, but 

other sectors as well.  This was also the late-neo-colonial 

period of relations between these industrialized countries 

and the world “periphery” of developing states.   
3
 The U.S. Department of Energy’s Energy Information 

Agency (EIA, http://www.eia.gov/) is the primary source for 

non-partisan data and analysis of all energy issues in the 

U.S.A. 
4
 The Organization of Economic Cooperation and Develop-

ment, (OECD) essentially the association of first world 

http://www.eia.gov/
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Part 1.b, Political Economy and History of 
“The One Global Barrel” market-centered 
system 
This centers on the structure of today’s market-
centered global oil system, comparing it to the previ-
ous non-market, neo-colonial system ended by 
OPEC’s mid-1970s’ nationalizations. Evolution of the 
new system through three global energy crises and 
North-South conflicts, which resulted in today’s “con-
sumer-producer dialogue” and institutionalization of 
OPEC-OECD relations.   
 
Conceptually, we examine a market-centered, cooper-
ative world energy security system, the role of the U.S. 
and other OECD states and of OPEC states; and the 
system’s performance during recent crises. Problems 
and theories of oil and natural gas price levels, market 
volatility, financial speculation in commodity futures 
markets; the role of private international oil companies 
v. national oil companies, of cartels and monopolies, 
the various types of oil and gas production contracts 
and the classical economic concept of rents. 

Part 2. 
Depending on the course sponsors’ preferences, the 
model and historical understandings of today’s global 
oil system developed in Part One of is then applied to 
either: 

                                                                                  
states, created by the International Energy Agency in the 

mid 1970’s, it has become the premier international source 

of data and analysis on energy matters.  It is also an instru-

ment of OECD policy, representing the first-world oil-

consuming states in relations with OPEC and in other fo-

rums such as the IEF (see following footnote). 
5
 The IEF, or the International Energy Forum 

(http://www.ief.org/), is the institutionalization of many 

years of development of the “consumer-producer dialogue” 

between OECD states (and its dominant member state, the 

U.S.A.), with OPEC (and especially OPEC’s dominant 

state, Saudi Arabia).  The IEF now comprises at least 89 

states.  It organizes periodic and discrete conferences of 

member states’ energy ministries and corporate CEO’s and 

managers of both private and national oil companies, to 

discuss global oil policy. It is the realization, or at least an 

advanced prototype, of a truly global, supra-national energy-

management institution consistent with the political econo-

my of a global market-centered system. In addition, JODI, 

or the Joint Oil Data Initiative (http://www.ief.org/about-

ief/how-do-we-operate/cooperation/jodi-partners.aspx), is 

an initiative of the IEF to achieve consistent, centralized 

monthly data reporting by all major corporate and national 

producers and consumers of oil, to achieve a high quality of 

global-market transparency. 

Part 2.a. Problems of petroleum in social-
economic and political development  
Focus would be on five OPEC (oil-producing) states: in 
the Middle East (Iran, Iraq, Saudi Arabia), in Latin 
America (Venezuela) and in Africa (Nigeria], plus three 
major oil consumers: the U.S.A., EU. and China.   
 
Additional states could include Russia, Algeria, the 
USA-and-Canada as producers; Brazil, Colombia, the 
Gulf or Caspian States, and others.  Special country 
and/or topical needs of sponsoring departments and/or 
programs and their students can certainly be taken 
into account.) 
 
For producing states: Theories about oil’s distortion 
of development are defined and tested, including:  
from political science the concept of “oil curse” vís-a-
vís democratization, as well as Issues of populism, 
institutional/ministerial oversight of national oil compa-
nies, transparency in energy affairs, etc.  From eco-
nomics the concepts of economic rents and of ren-
tierism (rentismo and the rentier state), and of “Dutch 
Disease,” (see explanatory note

6
), as affects inflation, 

import dependency, the under-development of agricul-
ture and manufacturing, and etc.   
 
Emphasis is placed on gathering and interpreting time 
series of comparative developmental indexes and 
demographic data on income distribution, import de-
pendence, urbanization, health and education, mortali-
ty, crime, participation in elections, corruption, institu-
tional strength, development of civil society and citizen 
participation, etc.   
 
Historical attempts to escape problems of oil-based 
development and commodity-export dependence gen-
erally are treated, ranging from ISI policies (import 
substitution industrialization) to neo-liberal/Washington 
Consensus schemes, and from left-populism and “new 
natural-resource nationalism” to the new pragmatic 
“possible-ism”, etc.

7
 

 
For consuming states: Time permitting, we review 
the national energy policies-and-practices of the U.S., 
E.U., and China (Ideally a week on each).  For exam-
ple, in the U.S. case, especially several myths and 
tropes of domestic U.S. energy discourse, the special 
history of the U.S. as the former preeminent oil pro-
ducer, and now the dominant consumer.  In the E.U. 
case, tracing its attempts to sustainably transform its 

                                                 
6
 An introduction to these topics can be found in one of the 

collective research blogs a group of T.O’D.’s students de-

veloped in a master’s level course of “The Geopolitics of 

Global Oil” at The New School University. See: 

http://rentismo.blogspot.com .  
7
 Treated especially inTO’D’s graduate “Latin American 

Development” course, with three iterations at The New 

School University, NYC. 

http://www.ief.org/
http://www.ief.org/about-ief/how-do-we-operate/cooperation/jodi-partners.aspx
http://www.ief.org/about-ief/how-do-we-operate/cooperation/jodi-partners.aspx
http://rentismo.blogspot.com/
http://www-personal.umich.edu/~twod/latam-f2010/
http://www-personal.umich.edu/~twod/latam-f2010/


 

Page 5 

transport and energy supply system since about 1999, 
and the outcomes; and, in China’s case, the end of the 
Maoist “self-reliance” in energy and the consequences 
of 15-years of its “Go Abroad” policy internationally, 
and, the trajectory of its domestic oil and gas demand, 
etc.  
 
~ or~ 

Part 2.b. The role of petroleum in interna-
tional relations and conflicts  
Viewed historically through major crises: Including in-
depth examination of the U.S.-British coup against 
Iran’s Mossadegh, the Suez Crisis, Arab-Israeli wars, 
the First Energy Crisis and the OPEC Revolution (oil 
nationalizations), the Iranian Revolution and the Se-
cond Oil Crisis, the Iran-Iraq War and the Saudi Net-
back Crisis (“third oil crisis”), Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait 
and the Gulf War, the U.S.-British invasion and war in 
Iraq, the U.S.-Iran “nuclear” crisis; the “Arab Spring”, 
N. African energy relations with the E.U.-and E.U-
Russian relations concerning gas supplies and Caspi-
an pipelines, the recent Latin-American and African oil 
renaissances and the role of China, and, finally, the 
market-and-geopolitical impact of huge new volumes 
of oil reserves from fracking, offshore discoveries and 
extra-heavy oil fields.  
 
Throughout, the roles of OPEC Middle-East states, 
Venezuela, Russia, China, the major EU states and 
most especially the U.S.A., are considered.  Theories 
of oil “resource conflicts” of a re-structured internation-
al oil system as a result of “the rise of BRIC states” 
and/or the rise of China, and the effects of the Arab 
Spring on the global, market-centered oil system are 
considered 

4. Class Pattern & Projects 
Classes and the assignments follow a pattern.  Stu-
dents are responsible to complete all assigned read-
ings, and this is a prerequisite for participation in any 
given class discussion.  

 We generally begin with a brief presenta-
tion/lecture by the instructor (Note: For an 
online course, how this would be done de-
pends on whether students can see the prof. 
online—which is much preferred.)  This gen-
erally requires developing a power point con-
taining the data and figures used to illustrate 
the main points.  

 This is followed by a Socratic discussion of the 
presentation and the day’s assigned readings. 

 All students are required to submit comments 
on the readings and two or three students will 
generally be assigned to present focused 

comments and questions about each section 
of readings.  

 Students will post these outlines, comments 
and questions to a class blog.  In addition, 
students are each assigned to also cri-
tique/comment on specific other student’s 
postings on a rotating basis. 

 
A semester project is developed in stages, in groups, 
and also posted on “research blogs” where the ante-
cedent research and research notes are posted (with 
minimum weekly requirements for posting throughout 
the semester).  

 Note: Individual- and group-research progress 
can be guided and critiqued by the professor 
via comments on these blogs.   

 Doing this research collectively and on blogs 
promotes transparency in preparation for writ-
ing of original and authentic research papers.   

 It facilitates collective participation by mem-
bers of the research-group 

 In addition, the quality and quantity of each 
student’s contribution is transparent to the pro-
fessor throughout the semester. 

 These research blogs are then valuable as an 
online-archived resource for further research. 

 Examples of the student research blogs (of 
varying quality) from five recent classes, two 
on oil, follow (The links also go to the syllabi.): 

 Fall 2011: 
o Revolution and War: Geopolitics of the 

Middle East and North Africa, 1951-
2011; New School, Grad. International 
Affairs, NYC 

o Latin American Development New 
School, Grad. International Affairs, 
NYC 

 Spring 2011: 
o Geopolitics of Global Oil New School, 

Grad. International Affairs, NYC 
o Environmental Economics The New 

School, Environmental Program, NYC 
o From Venezuela to Saudi Arabia:(then 

click “Syllabus”) Energy, Resources, 
Markets; The Ohio State, Soc-
Stud/Sci/Econ, Columbus 

3. Time & expense to develop & teach 
the course  [deleted] 

 

 

http://www.umich.edu/~twod/mena_f2011
http://www.umich.edu/~twod/mena_f2011
http://www.umich.edu/~twod/latam_f2011
http://www.umich.edu/~twod/oil_s2011
http://www.umich.edu/~twod/environ
http://www-personal.umich.edu/~twod/oil_osu/
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