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Few waterways on Earth have influenced global trade, military strategy, and international politics as consistently as the Strait of Hormuz.
For thousands of years, empires, merchants, naval powers, and modern energy markets have all converged around this narrow stretch of water between the Persian Gulf and the Arabian Sea. Long before oil tankers passed through the region, ancient civilizations understood that whoever controlled Hormuz held influence over trade moving between the Middle East, India, East Africa, and eventually Europe.
Even today, the strategic importance of the strait is difficult to overstate.
Geography Created Its Importance
The Strait of Hormuz lies between modern-day Iran to the north and Oman and the United Arab Emirates to the south. It serves as the only maritime entrance and exit for the Persian Gulf.
At its narrowest point, the strait is only about 33 kilometers (21 miles) wide. The actual shipping lanes used by modern tankers are narrower still.
That geography turned Hormuz into a natural choke point. Ships moving goods out of the Persian Gulf have very few alternatives. The same was true centuries ago for merchants carrying spices, silk, incense, ivory, pearls, textiles, and precious metals between Asia and the Middle East.
Unlike larger trade corridors, Hormuz concentrates enormous economic importance into a very confined space. That vulnerability is one reason the strait remains so strategically sensitive today.
Ancient Persia and Early Maritime Trade
The Persian Gulf became commercially important long before the rise of Islam or the arrival of European empires.
Under the Achaemenid Empire, founded by Cyrus the Great in the 6th century BC, Persian trade networks expanded throughout the region. Maritime routes connected Persia to India, Mesopotamia, and parts of East Africa.
Later Persian dynasties, including the Parthians and the Sassanid Empire, strengthened commercial activity throughout the Gulf. Persian ports became deeply integrated into Indian Ocean trade networks centuries before Europeans entered the region.
The Sassanids also understood the military value of the Gulf. Control of coastal ports allowed them to protect trade routes, collect taxes, and project power toward the Arabian Peninsula.
By late antiquity, the Persian Gulf had already become one of the world’s most active commercial zones.
The Rise of the Kingdom of Hormuz
Most historians believe the strait takes its name from the Kingdom of Hormuz, which emerged around the 10th century along the Persian coast near present-day Iran.
Repeated raids and political instability eventually forced the kingdom to relocate from the mainland to Jarun Island, later known as Hormuz Island. That move proved transformative.
The island occupied a nearly perfect commercial position near the entrance to the Persian Gulf. Merchants traveling between India, Persia, Arabia, and East Africa often passed directly through nearby waters.
Over time, Hormuz became one of the wealthiest trading kingdoms in the region.
By the 13th and 14th centuries, the city was famous for its immense wealth. Travelers described markets filled with pearls, horses, spices, silk, ivory, carpets, Chinese porcelain, and precious metals. Some European observers compared Hormuz to Venice because of its role in international commerce.
The kingdom grew rich not primarily through conquest, but through taxation and control of maritime trade. In many ways, Hormuz became an early example of how strategic geography alone could generate enormous political and economic power.
Islamic Trade Networks and the Indian Ocean
The rise of Islamic civilization dramatically expanded trade throughout the Persian Gulf and Indian Ocean.
During the Islamic Golden Age, Arab and Persian merchants developed vast maritime commercial networks linking Basra, Muscat, Hormuz, Gujarat, Zanzibar, and ports as far away as China.
These trade systems moved far more than luxury goods. They also spread language, religion, scientific knowledge, navigation techniques, mathematics, and cultural influence throughout the region.
By the medieval period, Muslim merchants dominated much of the Indian Ocean economy.
The Strait of Hormuz became one of the key gateways connecting these commercial worlds. Control of the strait allowed regional powers to tax commerce flowing between East and West.
This is part of what later attracted European powers to the region. They were not creating new trade routes so much as attempting to seize control of already existing ones.
The Origin of the Name
The exact origin of the word “Hormuz” remains somewhat uncertain.
The most widely accepted explanation is that the strait inherited its name from the Kingdom of Hormuz itself.
Some historians also believe the word may ultimately derive from Ahura Mazda, the supreme deity in Zoroastrianism, the ancient religion of Persia. Variations of the deity’s name, including Ohrmazd and Hormazd, appeared in Middle Persian over many centuries.
While the linguistic connection is plausible, historians do not fully agree on the etymology, and the relationship between Ahura Mazda and the modern name Hormuz remains partly speculative.
The Portuguese Arrive
The arrival of European naval powers fundamentally changed the balance of power in the region.
In 1507, Portuguese commander Afonso de Albuquerque captured Hormuz Island during Portugal’s effort to dominate Indian Ocean trade routes.
Portugal had recently discovered direct sea routes to Asia by sailing around Africa. Control of Hormuz offered something incredibly valuable: the ability to influence maritime trade between India, Persia, Arabia, and the Middle East.
The Portuguese constructed major fortifications on the island and established a military presence that lasted for more than a century.
Their strategy reflected a broader Portuguese approach throughout the Indian Ocean. Rather than conquering vast inland territories, Portugal focused on controlling strategic ports and choke points that allowed them to tax trade and project naval power far beyond the size of their empire.
Ottoman Competition and Regional Rivalries
The Portuguese presence in Hormuz alarmed other regional powers, particularly the Ottoman Empire.
After conquering much of the Arab world during the 16th century, the Ottomans sought greater influence in the Persian Gulf and Red Sea. They viewed Portuguese expansion as both an economic and religious threat.
While the Ottomans never fully captured Hormuz itself, they competed heavily with Portugal for influence over regional shipping and trade routes.
At the same time, Persian rulers under the Safavid Empire also opposed Portuguese control of the Gulf.
Hormuz became part of a larger geopolitical struggle involving Persians, Ottomans, Arabs, and European naval powers all competing for influence over trade moving between Asia and Europe.
Shah Abbas and the Expulsion of Portugal
In 1622, Persian Shah Abbas the Great formed an alliance with the English East India Company to expel the Portuguese from Hormuz Island.
The partnership was driven more by shared economic interests than friendship. Both Persia and the English wanted to weaken Portugal’s commercial monopoly in the region.
Combined Persian and English forces successfully captured the island after siege operations and naval fighting.
The defeat marked a major decline in Portuguese influence throughout the Persian Gulf.
Trade increasingly shifted toward Bandar Abbas on the Persian mainland, named after Shah Abbas himself. The event also demonstrated an important geopolitical pattern that would repeat for centuries: outside powers repeatedly aligning with regional actors to secure influence over Gulf trade routes.
British Influence and the Age of Empire
By the 18th and 19th centuries, British influence in the Persian Gulf steadily expanded.
The British Empire viewed the Gulf as essential to protecting trade routes connecting Britain to India, which had become the empire’s most valuable colonial possession.
Britain established treaties with Gulf rulers, increased naval patrols, and gradually became the dominant outside power in the region.
Piracy suppression, commercial protection, and imperial competition all helped justify Britain’s growing military presence near Hormuz.
By the early 20th century, Britain effectively controlled much of the Gulf’s external security structure.
Oil Changed Everything
The modern strategic importance of the Strait of Hormuz grew enormously after the discovery of massive oil reserves throughout the Persian Gulf during the 20th century.
Countries including Saudi Arabia, Iran, Iraq, Kuwait, Qatar, and the United Arab Emirates became some of the world’s largest energy exporters.
As industrial economies became increasingly dependent on petroleum, the Strait of Hormuz evolved into one of the world’s most important energy chokepoints.
Today, roughly one-fifth of global oil consumption passes through the strait, along with enormous quantities of liquefied natural gas.
Unlike the Suez Canal, which can theoretically be bypassed by sailing around Africa, or the Strait of Malacca, which supports broader commercial traffic, Hormuz is uniquely tied to global energy markets.
That dependence makes even minor disruptions economically significant worldwide.
The Tanker War and Modern Naval Conflict
The Iran-Iraq War during the 1980s brought some of the most dangerous military confrontations the region had seen in modern history.
During what became known as the “Tanker War,” both Iran and Iraq targeted commercial shipping and oil infrastructure in an effort to damage each other economically.
Hundreds of vessels were attacked using missiles, aircraft, naval mines, and fast attack boats.
The conflict eventually drew outside powers into the region, especially the United States, which expanded naval operations to protect shipping lanes through the Gulf.
One of the largest American naval operations since World War II occurred in 1988 during Operation Praying Mantis, when U.S. forces destroyed multiple Iranian naval assets after an American warship struck an Iranian mine.
That same year, during Ronald Regan’s presidency, the American cruiser USS Vincennes shot down Iran Air Flight 655, killing all 290 civilians aboard.
The United States stated that the aircraft had been mistakenly identified during heightened military tensions. However, the incident remains deeply controversial, particularly because of disputes over the Vincennes’ location, rules of engagement, and broader American conduct in the Gulf during the conflict.
The event severely damaged U.S.–Iran relations and remains politically sensitive to this day.
Why the Strait Still Matters
The Strait of Hormuz remains one of the few places on Earth where geography, economics, military power, and global politics intersect so directly.
In 2026, the strait again became the center of global tensions after President Donald Trump announced a U.S. naval blockade targeting Iranian maritime traffic following the collapse of peace negotiations between Washington and Tehran. The move came amid escalating conflict in the Gulf and growing fears that Iran could disrupt international shipping through the waterway. Expanded American naval operations and efforts to escort commercial vessels through the region immediately raised concerns about oil supplies, global shipping, and the possibility of a broader regional war. Critics argued the blockade risked escalating an already volatile situation, while supporters claimed it was necessary to prevent Iran from using the strait as geopolitical leverage. The episode reinforced a reality that has remained consistent for centuries: instability in the Strait of Hormuz can quickly ripple through the entire global economy. 
Ancient Persian merchants, Arab traders, Portuguese warships, Ottoman rivals, British imperial fleets, American carrier groups, and modern oil tankers have all passed through the same narrow corridor.
Empires changed.
Trade goods changed.
The technology of war changed.
But the strategic importance of Hormuz never disappeared.
For more than a thousand years, control of the strait has meant influence over commerce between regions and, increasingly, over the global economy itself.
That is why the Strait of Hormuz continues to command the attention of world powers today just as it did centuries ago.
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