
What roles do oil and
energy play in international conºict? In public debates, the issue often pro-
vokes signiªcant controversy. Critics of the two U.S.-led wars against Iraq (in
1991 and 2003) charged that they traded “blood for oil,” and that they formed
a part of an American neo-imperialist agenda to control oil in the Middle East.
The U.S. government, on the other hand, explicitly denied that the wars were
about oil, especially in 2003. U.S. Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld ar-
gued that the war “has nothing to do with oil, literally nothing to do with oil,”
a theme echoed by White House Press Secretary Ari Fleischer.1

Political scientists have had remarkably little to say on the issue. Realist
analyses of the causes of war, even those that speciªcally highlight the ability
of states to acquire or extract resources, tend to say very little about oil and en-
ergy.2 Among the few scholars who do focus on the issue, there is little agree-
ment. Some argue that “resource wars” are frequent and that oil plays a major
causal role.3 Others cast doubt on the importance of such wars, pointing to the
lack of systematic evidence.4 Policy analysts tend to focus narrowly on “en-

Fueling the Fire

Fueling the Fire Jeff D. Colgan

Pathways from Oil to War

Jeff D. Colgan is Assistant Professor in the School of International Service at American University and au-
thor of Petro-Aggression: When Oil Causes War (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2013).

The author wishes to thank Boaz Atzili, Ken Conca, Alexander Downes, Charles Glaser, Llewelyn
Hughes, Miles Kahler, Rose Kelanic, Elizabeth Saunders, and Caitlin Talmadge; seminar/panel
participants at George Washington University and the 2012 annual meeting of the International
Studies Association; and the anonymous reviewers for their helpful comments on earlier drafts of
this article. He is grateful for support from American University and the Woodrow Wilson Inter-
national Center for Scholars.

1. Quoted in Doug Stokes, “Blood for Oil? Global Capital, Counter-insurgency, and the Dual Logic
of American Energy Security,” Review of International Studies, Vol. 33, No. 2 (April 2007), p. 245.
2. Stephen Van Evera, Causes of War: Power and the Roots of Conºict (Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University
Press, 1999); and Jeffrey W. Taliaferro, “State Building for Future Wars: Neoclassical Realism and
the Resource-Extractive State,” Security Studies, Vol. 15, No. 3 (July/September 2006), pp. 464–495.
3. Michael T. Klare, Rising Powers, Shrinking Planet: The New Geopolitics of Energy (New York: Met-
ropolitan, 2008); Michael T. Klare, Blood and Oil: The Dangers and Consequences of America’s Growing
Dependency on Imported Petroleum (New York: Metropolitan, 2004); Thomas F. Homer-Dixon, Envi-
ronment, Scarcity, and Violence (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1999); John W. Maxwell
and Rafael Reuveny, “Resource Scarcity and Conºict in Developing Countries,” Journal of Peace Re-
search, Vol. 37, No. 3 (May 2000), pp. 301–322; Daniel Moran and James Avery Russell, Energy Secu-
rity and Global Politics: The Militarization of Resource Management (New York: Routledge, 2009); and
Stokes, “Blood for Oil?”
4. Nils Petter Gleditsch, “Armed Conºict and the Environment: A Critique of the Literature,” Jour-
nal of Peace Research, Vol. 35, No. 3 (May 1998), pp. 381–400; David G. Victor, “What Resource
Wars?” National Interest, November 12, 2007, http://nationalinterest.org/article/what-resource-
wars-1851; Emily Meierding, “Oil in Interstate Conºict: One More Thing to Fight About,” paper

International Security, Vol. 38, No. 2 (Fall 2013), pp. 147–180, doi:10.1162/ISEC_a_00135
© 2013 by the President and Fellows of Harvard College and the Massachusetts Institute of Technology.

147



ergy security” as deªned by reliable access to fuel supplies, while missing the
broader relationships between energy and security.5 Systematic analyses of
these relationships are rare.6

The stakes in this debate are high. If scholars and policymakers do not un-
derstand whether and why oil leads to war and international conºict, they are
unlikely to avoid such wars in the future or craft intelligent foreign policy.
Policymakers cannot appropriately confront the trade-offs in designing grand
strategy, allocating military resources, or shaping domestic energy policy with-
out grasping both the proximate and root causes of modern conºicts. Yet the
knowledge gap persists. Even years after the 2003 Iraq War, there is still
no consensus on the degree to which oil played a role in that war.7 The debate
continues in part because oil does not have a single, simple effect, and no sys-
tematic framework has been available for understanding the multiple ways in
which oil could play a causal role.

I argue that while the threat of “resource wars” over possession of oil re-
serves is often exaggerated, the sum total of the political effects generated by
the oil industry make it a leading cause of war in the modern era. This assess-
ment is backed by empirical evidence that suggests that oil is frequently a
contributing cause of the onset or conduct of modern international conºict.
Simply put, oil is too important to be neglected in the study of international se-
curity. Yet this does not mean that the world is overrun with resource wars. In
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the debates about the wars against Iraq in 1991 and again in 2003, both sides
focused excessively on the extent to which the war was fought over possession
of Iraq’s (or Kuwait’s) oil reserves, rather than seeking a broader understand-
ing of how oil shaped the causal preconditions for war.

To further that understanding, this article has three goals. First, I offer a
framework for identifying and understanding the multiple causal mechanisms
through which oil affects international security. My aim is to identify the
mechanisms that are the basic building blocks of theory; an additional step, be-
yond the scope of this article, is needed to create testable hypotheses that stip-
ulate the conditions under which each mechanism becomes activated. Second,
I probe the plausibility of the causal mechanisms by offering empirical exam-
ples of each one and a systematic assessment of how the mechanisms played a
role in interstate wars from 1973 to 2007. I do not aim to provide comprehen-
sive testing or detailed case studies, but enough evidence to justify more ex-
tensive research. Third, I argue that the oil-security relationship needs to be
reinterpreted and viewed far more broadly than it traditionally is. The idea of
resources wars typically captures the lion’s share of the attention, but it is only
one of many plausible causal connections.

I specify three broad pathways leading from oil to international conºict,
each of which encapsulates a number of speciªc causal mechanisms. The ªrst
pathway, “ownership and market structure,” includes causal mechanisms in
which actors seek to alter the structure of the global oil industry to suit their
interests. The second pathway, “producer politics,” captures the means by
which oil income alters the incentives of actors inside oil-producing states in
ways that lead to violent conºict across borders. The third pathway focuses on
“consumer access concerns,” in which states try to manage the uncertainties
and demands of their economic and military requirements for oil. These multi-
ple pathways reºect the complexity of the issue and the wide reach of oil poli-
tics for both consumers and producers. All three pathways can lead to conºict
among major powers as well as with minor powers, illustrating the impor-
tance of thinking about energy security in ways that go beyond traditional
concerns of oil supply.

Strikingly, I ªnd that between one-quarter and one-half of interstate wars
since the beginning of the modern oil age in 1973 are connected to one or more
of these oil-related causal mechanisms. No other commodity has this kind of
impact on international security. Arguably no other single economic factor,
with the exception of territorial acquisition, plays as signiªcant a role in inter-
national conºict as oil does. I hasten to add that not all of these wars are
caused by oil, nor is oil the only causal factor in any of them. Nonetheless, the
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oil industry has shaped the course of many wars in important ways. Shipping
lanes, pipelines, oil-funded insurgencies, and scarcity concerns in consumer
states are all potential sources of international conºict. Oil can cause or exacer-
bate conºict even in locations quite remote from its production source.

I examine the causal mechanisms in light of a series of transitions under way
in global energy markets, of which three are crucial. The ªrst is the shift in pat-
terns of global oil production away from traditional suppliers in the Middle
East and toward (1) unconventional oil reserves in North America and (2) new
suppliers of conventional oil, especially in Africa. By one estimate, as many as
sixteen developing countries will become oil exporters in the near future, po-
tentially creating a new swath of international security concerns.8 Second, the
age of low oil prices in the 1990s and early 2000s has given way to a new pe-
riod of higher and more volatile prices, which alters the magnitude of the con-
sequences one can expect from oil-conºict linkages. Third, the relative decline
of U.S. hegemony and the rise of China and other developing states have at-
tendant consequences for the provision of public goods such as security of
shipping lanes and pipelines. I explore the signiªcance of these transitions for
the causal pathways articulated in this article, illustrating the sometimes sur-
prising strategic consequences.

This study concentrates on the role of oil rather than on other energy
sources, because oil is the natural starting point for any analysis of energy and
international affairs.9 The magnitude of its impact is greater than that of any
other resource, in part because oil is by far the most valuable commodity
traded on global markets (as measured by the total value of exports and im-
ports). Unlike natural gas, coal, or uranium, oil is also a strategic resource
without easy substitutes, especially in the transportation sector. Further, the
market for oil is truly global, in that supplies from one region can be shifted to
another relatively easily, which is not necessarily true of other fuels, especially
natural gas. These differences between oil and other energy sources create po-
tential sources of heterogeneity in the analysis. Thus, while it is possible that
other energy sources play important roles in international affairs, some of
which may be akin to the roles played by oil, I focus solely on oil in this article.
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The same rationale applies a fortiori to non-energy natural resources. As I show
below, oil’s role is sufªciently complex and important to justify this attention.

The article proceeds as follows. The ªrst section provides an overview of the
three causal pathways. The second section describes each of the mechanisms in
some detail, providing empirical examples and considering how the mecha-
nisms might operate in light of the major geopolitical transitions under way. The
third section systematically considers the extent to which these mechanisms
have been present in recent interstate wars, including the U.S. military interven-
tions in Iraq and Afghanistan. The conclusion summarizes the argument and
brieºy considers its policy implications.

Overview of the Causal Pathways

Table 1 summarizes three causal pathways from oil to international conºict:
ownership and market structure, producer politics, and consumer access con-
cerns. The three pathways are designed to be collectively comprehensive while
minimizing the overlap between them. The ªrst pathway bears directly on the
question of who is a consumer and who is a producer, and the terms of the re-
lationship between them. The other two pathways are associated with each
type of state’s interests. Each pathway encompasses a number of speciªc
mechanisms. The mechanisms are loosely ordered within each pathway, with
oil being most to least central to the potential conºict.

Table 1 offers the ªrst comprehensive inventory of causal pathways and
mechanisms linking oil to international armed conºict.10 Naturally, future re-
search could identify new causal mechanisms. Nonetheless, this catalog of
causal pathways and mechanisms is meant to help guide the thinking of schol-
ars and policymakers about the impact of oil politics on the probability and
nature of international conºict.

Some broad considerations are necessary before delving into the details of
each mechanism. From the perspective of any individual state, most of the
eight causal mechanisms identiªed in table 1 exist in three forms. Consider an
American perspective. First, a causal chain operates in a direct form, with the
United States as the subject: for example, U.S. actions in the South China Sea
could raise Chinese perceptions of threat, leading to elevated tensions and po-
tential conºict. Second, a causal chain operates in a reverse form, in which a ri-
val’s activities provoke the United States: for example, Chinese actions raise
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U.S. perceptions of threat, leading to elevated tensions and potential conºict.
Third, a causal chain operates in an indirect form, in which an ally’s actions (or
actions taken against an ally) drag the United States into conºict following a
classic pattern of chain-ganging: for example, Japanese or Taiwanese actions to
secure shipping lanes in the South China Sea raise Chinese threat perceptions,
ultimately leading to conºict with the United States and its allies.11 Of course,
this triplicate form of the causal chain is not feasible for all eight causal chains

International Security 38:2 152

11. On the phenomenon of chain-ganging, see Thomas J. Christensen and Jack Snyder, “Chain
Gangs and Passed Bucks: Predicting Alliance Patterns in Multipolarity,” International Organization,
Vol. 44, No. 2 (Spring 1990), pp. 137–168.

Table 1. Causal Pathways from Oil to International Conºict

Label Causal Mechanism Example

Ownership and Market Structure

Resource Wars Oil reserves (or perceived oil reserves)
raise the payoff to territorial conquest.

Iraq-Kuwait, 1990;
Chaco War; Japan, 1941

Risk of Market
Domination

Conquest of (or threat) to key
territories in oil market creates a risk
for another state, often an importer,
causing the state(s) to intervene.

U.S.-Iraq, 1991

Oil Industry Grievance Presence of foreign workers in a
petrostate creates grievances for state
or nonstate actors.

Al-Qaida; Iran hostage
crisis

Producer Politics

Petro-aggression Oil reduces the domestic
accountability of petrostate leaders,
lowering the risks of instigating wars.

Iraq-Iran; Libya-Chad-
Egypt

Petro-insurgency Oil income provides ªnances for
foreign nonstate actors to wage war.

Iran-Hezbollah; Saudis
in Afghanistan

Externalization of Civil
Wars in Petrostates

Oil creates conditions for civil war,
which then leads to foreign
intervention, externalization, or
spillover.

Libya-NATO; Angola-
Cuba; Sudan-Chad

Consumer Access Concerns

Transit Route States’ efforts to secure transit routes
for oil create a security dilemma that
produces or exacerbates conºict.

Sudan; South China
Sea; Strait of Hormuz

Obstacle to
Multilateralism

Importers’ efforts to curry favor with
petrostate prevent multilateral
cooperation on security issues.

U.S.-China friction over
Iran, Sudan



(for example, only an oil-producer can experience petro-aggression). Still, the
key point is that one must consider not only the causal mechanisms that might
lead a given state into conºict, but also the causal chains that might affect its
allies and rivals.

Table 1 excludes at least two additional ways in which oil might have
a causal impact on interstate conºict. First, it omits indirect causal chains, such
as the role of oil in causing climate change, which in turn could cause armed
conºict.12 Second, this article does not consider the role of oil in shaping the
tactical operations of war, even though it clearly can play a signiªcant role. For
instance, German U-boats sought to deprive Britain of shipments of oil and
other vital supplies in World War II, and fuel shortages constrained German
military tactics at Stalingrad and El Alamein.13 Oil can also play a role as a mil-
itary technology: in the Battle of Britain, the Royal Air Force had access
to higher-octane fuel than its German opponents, allowing its planes to
achieve higher speed and mobility.14 Many of these topics are worthy of addi-
tional study, but such research lies beyond the scope of this article.15

Causal Pathways in Operation

Each of the eight causal mechanisms identiªed in table 1 can now be explored
in detail.

ªrst pathway: ownership and market structure

Broadly, the ªrst pathway through which oil can cause international conºict is
by acting as an incentive to various actors to alter the structure of the global oil
industry to suit their interests. There are three mechanisms by which actors
might do this: engaging in resource wars, ªghting over potential market
domination, and responding to grievances associated with the structure of the
oil industry.
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mechanism #1: resource wars. The ªrst mechanism is the most obvious
and widely discussed causal link between oil and international conºict: re-
source wars. Oil is a highly valuable, lootable commodity, meaning it can be
exploited relatively easily and proªtably by a new owner. The presence or per-
ception of oil reserves therefore creates a signiªcant incentive for conquest of
the associated territory. The opportunity to capture oil reserves is unlikely to
be the only reason for war, but a conºict can be classiªed a resource war when
oil offers a signiªcant incentive for territorial conquest.

One example of a resource war is the Iraqi invasion of Kuwait in 1990.
Saddam Hussein likely had multiple motivations for invading Kuwait, not
least of which was a desire to eliminate the massive debt he owed the Kuwaitis
as a result of the Iran-Iraq War. Still, the opportunity to seize control of
Kuwait’s oil ªelds and extend Iraq’s inºuence over the Organization of the
Petroleum Exporting Countries (OPEC) was a powerful incentive for an inva-
sion. Other examples include the Japanese invasion of Indonesia in World
War II, the British invasion of Mesopotamia at the end of World War I, and
possibly the Iran-Iraq War, when Iraq invaded Iran’s oil-rich territory.

Note that it is perceived oil reserves that matter for resource wars, not actual
oil reserves. The magnitude of underground reserves is inherently uncertain,
and resource wars can occur even when no oil exists.16 This is what happened
in the 1932–35 Chaco War, when Bolivia and Paraguay fought over territory
that was believed to have oil reserves, but which subsequent exploration
showed to be basically devoid of petroleum.17 Yet the actual reserves were less
important than the perceived reserves, because it was the latter that raised the
stakes of the conºict and the potential payoff to victory. More recently, a low-
level conºict is ongoing in the Caspian Sea region, in which the littoral states
dispute the zones of control in part because valuable oil and gas deposits are
believed to exist. In the course of this dispute, Iranian armed forces have ªred
on foreign ships conducting exploration activities in the Caspian.

“Scarcity wars” might be considered an important subset of resource wars.
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Unlike resource wars, which can be motivated by greed, scarcity wars are neces-
sarily driven by intense, immediate oil shortages. Japan’s actions in World
War II qualify it as a scarcity conºict.18 Moreover, while access to resources prob-
ably played only a small role in Germany’s initial decision to instigate World
War II, scarcity concerns certainly drove some of its strategy and military cam-
paigns, particularly Germany’s drive toward the oil-rich Caucasus region.19

Despite these examples, scholars and analysts question the idea that re-
source wars are common.20 Many states produce oil without suffering interna-
tional invasions, and many international interventions occur for reasons that
have nothing to do with oil. Systematic evidence on resource wars is lacking.21

Moreover, Eugene Gholz and Daryl Press argue that, at least since 1973, the
market provides a reliable mechanism for obtaining oil, and thus countries do
not need to own oil to ensure access to supply.22

Yet resource wars do occur in at least some circumstances; two incentives con-
tribute to states’ entry into such wars. One incentive is proªt. Iraq’s invasion of
Kuwait to seize its oil ªelds is an example of a war fueled by this incentive,
though again I emphasize that it was not the only reason for the war. The sec-
ond incentive is to secure access to oil supplies during times of political or mili-
tary conºict. This latter incentive is responsible for scarcity wars. Although
Gholz and Press show that the market is more resilient to oil shocks than most
people understand, it is still the case that a state can perceive major threats to its
oil supply. Faced with such a threat (real or exaggerated), the state could feel
compelled to take costly actions, even launch a war, to secure access to oil.
Japan’s response to the U.S. oil embargo of 1941 is the clearest example, contrib-
uting to its motivation for a military invasion of Southeast Asia.

Overall, the existing literature has yet to identify testable hypotheses about
when and under what conditions resource wars occur. In addition, Nils Petter
Gleditsch is correct that systematic empirical evidence about the frequency of
such conºicts is lacking.23 Recent research has begun to address this gap. For
instance, I ªnd that petrostates are the targets of (i.e., defenders in) about
30 percent more militarized interstate disputes than non-petrostates on aver-
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age, though that aggregate result may be driven by other factors such as the
“bad neighborhood” effect of the conºict-prone Middle East.24 Much work
needs to be done to identify the extent to which resource wars are at the root of
the elevated aggregate conºict rate of petrostates, as opposed to other possible
explanations for the phenomenon.

Are resource wars likely to occur in the future? In popular discourse, the
notion of a scramble for scarce resources, particularly in Africa, has gained
considerable currency in recent years.25 Moreover, China’s rapid economic rise
and its undeniable thirst for oil and natural resources have led many observers
to worry about the potential for a large-scale war between global powers over
access to oil and other resources.26 Skeptics have pointed out that such wars
are rare, and at least some scholars think that wars over energy resources are
less likely in the future.27 Others add that the incidence of territorial conquest
in general is growing rarer.28 Yet Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait was not so long ago
by historical standards, and it seems hasty to conclude that resources would
not help motivate such a war again. Even if land borders are becoming increas-
ingly settled, disputes over undersea resources in the Caspian or South China
Seas seem all too plausible. Analysts still have a lot to learn about the condi-
tions under which resource wars occur. One condition, however, follows
straightforwardly: the incentive for conquest rises as the relative value of oil
rises. Given the signiªcant increases in the price of oil observed in the last
decade, there is fresh urgency in understanding these conºicts.

mechanism #2: risk of market domination. The second mechanism link-
ing oil to war operates through the risk of market domination. This mecha-
nism is related to, but distinct from, the motivation behind classic resource
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wars. In resource wars, actors ªght for the oil itself; in a conºict about market
domination, actors dispute the type of economic power that various players
will hold in the postconºict oil market. A state that fears a broad economic
threat to its well-being resulting from anticipated or actual changes in the oil
market could go to war via this mechanism, even if the state is not trying to
seize oil reserves for itself (which would make the conºict a resource war).

The fear of market domination by Iraq was arguably a major reason for the
U.S.-led coalition’s armed response in 1990–91 to Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait.29

(It was not the only reason for the war—defense of international order and the
norm of sovereignty was another—but at a minimum, U.S. attention was
highly focused on this particular conºict because of the signiªcant threat to
global oil markets. U.S. attention to other wars between developing countries,
such as the massive war in the Congo later in the 1990s, was hardly equiva-
lent.) The ªrst U.S. objective was to defend Saudi Arabia from the threat of an
Iraqi invasion, giving rise to Operation Desert Shield; the second objective was
to wrest Kuwait from Iraq, leading to Operation Desert Storm. In both cases,
the U.S.-led coalition sought to ensure that Iraq did not become a dominant
player in global oil production. Had Iraq been able to do so, it might have ex-
ploited its market power to increase the price of oil, thereby enriching itself at
the expense of oil importers.

Understanding this mechanism as distinct from a classic resource war is
vital to explaining the U.S. presence in the Middle East and elsewhere. An in-
ternational conºict can be a resource war without being a war of market domi-
nation (such as the Chaco War), or a war of market domination without being
a resource war (such as the coalition response in 1991), or it can be both (such
as the Iraqi invasion in 1990). Rebutting the popular fallacy that the United
States invaded Iraq to seize its oil depends on recognition of the different
causal mechanisms. U.S. actions in 1991 (and again in 2003) make it clear that
the United States was not interested in seizing oil for proªt: the U.S. govern-
ment did not take ownership of any oil reserves as a consequence of the war,
nor did American-owned oil companies (though these companies beneªted in-
directly). Instead, the U.S. and other governments were interested in, among
other things, ensuring the continued functioning of a global market for oil.30
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The U.S. fear of oil market domination underpins the Carter Doctrine, which
in turn guides U.S. policy toward the Middle East. In his State of the Union ad-
dress in 1980, President Jimmy Carter declared that the Middle East “is of
great strategic importance: It contains more than two-thirds of the world’s ex-
portable oil. . . . Let our position be absolutely clear: An attempt by any outside
force to gain control of the Persian Gulf region will be regarded as an assault
on the vital interests of the United States of America, and such an assault will
be repelled by any means necessary, including military force.”31 A few days af-
ter giving this speech, Carter authorized the creation of the military unit that
eventually became Central Command (CENTCOM), the military unit tasked
with defending U.S. interests in the Middle East.

How will conºicts driven by fear of market domination play out in the fu-
ture? One of the key elements of this type of conºict is the presence of an actor
or coalition willing to bear the costs of preventing an antagonist who, like
Saddam in 1990, tries to dominate the market. Hegemonic stability theory ar-
gues that only a global hegemon is both willing and able to provide such
public goods for the international community.32 Institutionalists dispute this
theory, arguing that international institutions can provide such goods even in
the absence of a global hegemon, at least under some conditions.33 The United
States is currently the global military hegemon, but given its relative economic
decline, it could lose its hegemonic status in the medium term. At that point,
the relationships among the great powers, especially those that import oil,
could assume huge importance in determining the probability and nature of
market domination wars.34 One scenario is that an aggressive state seeks to
dominate the oil market (analogous to Iraq in 1990), but this time it is spon-
sored by one or more great powers, thereby producing a very different strate-
gic setting. A second scenario is that a lack of collaboration among the major
oil-importing states creates an opportunity for an aggressive state to dominate
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the oil market even without the sponsorship of a great power. On the other
hand, any future state that considers aggression to seize oil assets or to domi-
nate the world oil market is likely to be discouraged by the history of failed re-
source wars and the demonstrated resolve of the United States to intervene.

mechanism #3: oil industry grievance. The third mechanism linking oil
to conºict is sparked by the presence of foreign workers or companies in a
petrostate, which creates grievances for state or nonstate actors. Local actors
in petrostates often resent the economic inequality and perceived exploitation
associated with the oil industry. Such grievances can be the foundation for in-
ternational conºict as well as domestic political unrest. Some jihadist net-
works, such as al-Qaida, feed on this and other grievances. Osama bin Laden
once described the Saudi state as complicit in the “greatest theft in human his-
tory,” because it kept oil prices too low.35 Of course, al-Qaida has a range of
grievances, and oil is not at the root of all of them. Yet oil contributes in a vari-
ety of ways. As Thomas Hegghammer notes, the U.S. presence in Saudi Arabia
during and after the Iraqi occupation of Kuwait had “deep economic conse-
quences because it facilitated the exploitation of the oil resources and enforced
expensive arms deals on the Saudi state.”36 Bin Laden found it easy to rhetori-
cally link the Saudi oil industry, the U.S. military presence in Saudi Arabia,
and the grievances in Saudi society.37 This rhetorical link gave him a powerful
tool for recruiting and generating support for al-Qaida.

A second example of oil-related grievance is the Iran hostage crisis of
the early 1980s, in which Iranians held ªfty-two Americans for 444 days. The
anti-American antipathy that led to the hostage crisis stemmed in part from
the American presence in Iran under the shah’s rule. Americans were fre-
quently paid better than Iranian coworkers in the oil industry, creating eco-
nomic grievances.38 Also, Americans who committed crimes in Iran were
frequently unaccountable to Iranian courts, exacerbating tensions. As with the
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al-Qaida example, the oil industry was certainly not the sole cause of griev-
ances. Iranians were greatly angered by the United States’ long-standing sup-
port of the shah, which was not solely based on Iran’s oil industry. Still, the
constellation of U.S. involvement, economic problems associated with the oil
industry, and inept governance made it easy for belligerent actors to identify
and amplify Iranian grievances.39 Ultimately the hostage crisis led to a break-
down in U.S.-Iranian relations and a failed military operation by U.S. Special
Forces to try to rescue the hostages.

The causes and consequences of grievances associated with the oil industry
are poorly understood. Antipathy by locals toward foreign oil companies var-
ies widely around the globe; in some cases, the companies are even welcomed,
as in Venezuela prior to Hugo Chavez’s presidency. Even when antipathy is in-
tense, as in the Niger Delta, it does not always lead to international conºict,
despite domestic strife. It would appear that additional conditions are re-
quired to internationalize the conºict, such as the presence of a transnational
terrorist network (e.g., al-Qaida) or the backing of a revolutionary state leader
(e.g., Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini).

The future of this type of conºict is equally uncertain. One key factor may be
the transition currently under way toward new oil exporters, particularly in
Africa.40 The amount of oil income that ºows into weakly institutionalized
states is set to increase, potentially creating more grievances. A high and vola-
tile price of oil could exacerbate the economic inequalities associated with the
oil industry, especially as it motivates oil exploration in previously untouched
areas. On the other hand, since the wave of nationalizations within the oil in-
dustry in the 1970s, the presence of foreigners in oil-producing countries has
been scaled back, though not eliminated. Moreover, the international oil com-
panies and oil-producing states have launched some initiatives to increase cor-
porate social responsibility and reduce the hostility of affected populations.41 It
could be that the oil industry is becoming smarter over time to compensate for
the increased risks.

second pathway: producer politics

The second group of causal mechanisms is based on how oil income alters and
distorts the incentives of actors inside oil-producing states in ways that lead
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to violent conºict. Like the ªrst, this pathway includes three mechanisms: petro-
aggression, petro-insurgency, and the externalization of civil wars in petrostates.

mechanism #4: petro-aggression. My research recently identiªed “petro-
aggression,” which can be considered the internationalization of the resource
curse, as a mechanism from oil to war.42 Petrostates have a higher rate of inter-
national conºict initiation than non-petrostates, and I argue that this high
overall rate is driven by the subset of states led by revolutionary governments,
such as Libya under Qaddaª or Iran under Khomeini. Oil income ampliªes the
well-known propensity of revolutionary governments for international con-
ºict, leading this type of petrostate to be especially belligerent.43 Oil affects
the incentives for conºict in multiple ways, most importantly by reducing the
leader’s risk of domestic punishment for foreign policy adventurism. When
combined with the aggressive preferences typical of revolutionary leaders,
the domestic political autonomy provided by oil makes it more likely that the
leader will instigate international conºict. Thus revolutionary petrostates are
more aggressive than comparable non-petrostates, even though oil wealth in
the absence of a revolutionary government tends to have little or no net impact
given countervailing incentives (e.g., the opportunity costs of a potential inter-
ruption in oil exports during a conºict) and the relatively nonaggressive pref-
erences of nonrevolutionary leaders.

Several examples of petro-aggression exist. Saddam Hussein seized power
in Iraq by force, revolutionized his country’s domestic politics, and then used
his country’s oil income to centralize power and build a powerful military ap-
paratus. Under his leadership, Iraq invaded Iran in 1980 and Kuwait in 1990,
but despite the war outcome in each case, Saddam managed to stay in power.
Moreover, Iraq continued through the 1990s to engage in a number of milita-
rized disputes with other states. In Libya, Muammar al-Qaddaª’s revolution-
ary government aggressively engaged in four separate border wars with
neighboring Chad, as well as a variety of militarized disputes with other coun-
tries such as Egypt, Tanzania, and the United States. In Iran, the revolutionary
government under Khomeini did not initiate the Iran-Iraq War, but it did de-
cide to continue the war for many years after Saddam Hussein repeatedly
declared his desire to negotiate for peace in 1982. Further, Iran’s continuing ag-
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gressiveness after Khomeini’s death can be partially attributed to the revolu-
tionary hard-line members of its regime.44

Indra de Soysa, Erik Gartzke, and Tove Lie offer another explanation for
petro-aggression, both complementary to and competing with my own.45 They
argue that powerful oil consumers have an incentive to provide military protec-
tion to petrostates, which creates a kind of moral hazard. According to this view,
powerful states give petrostates greater discretion, which results in the more fre-
quent incidence of radical and aggressive foreign policy among petrostates.

The petro-aggression causal mechanism is especially signiªcant for three
reasons. First, the logical consequence of the resource war narrative, which
guides how most people think about oil in international affairs, is that petro-
states are likely to be the target of an attack rather than act as the attacker. This
mechanism provides an important corrective to that expectation by illustrating
how and why petrostates are often aggressors. Petro-aggression is crucial for
explaining the behavior of states such as Iran, Iraq, Libya, and Venezuela.
Second, petro-aggression appears to be more common than resource wars:
petrostates are statistically more likely to be attackers than defenders in mil-
itarized disputes.46 And third, this mechanism highlights a subcategory of
states that is highly signiªcant for international peace and conºict: the petro-
revolutionary state. Such states have a propensity for international conºict
250 percent higher than that of a typical state.47

The higher and more volatile oil prices observed since about 2000 could be
important for petro-aggression in the future. If high oil prices continue, the re-
sulting revenues could increase the political effects of the resource curse and
the military capabilities of petrostates. Although it is doubtful that high oil
prices will directly lead to conºict in the short term, the revenues associated
with sustained high prices could expand the range of military options avail-
able to aggressive petrostates and destabilize a regional balance of power.

mechanism #5: petro-insurgency. A second mechanism associated with
producer politics is the way oil money facilitates ªnancing and material sup-
port for foreign nonstate actors to wage war.48 For instance, Iran supports
Hezbollah and Hamas in their ªght against Israel; it is believed to provide on
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the order of $200 million annually to Hezbollah.49 Similarly, Saudi Arabia pro-
vided signiªcant ªnances to the Palestine Liberation Organization and later
Hamas. Moreover, the Saudis (and the United States) provided material sup-
port for the mujahideen in Afghanistan during the 1980s as they fought the
Soviets. Venezuela also allegedly provides signiªcant support to rebel groups
in Colombia, including the Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia (FARC).

Of course, many non-petrostates also support foreign insurgent groups. Fur-
ther, tracing money from oil sales directly to foreign insurgencies is difªcult.
Yet petrostates appear to support such insurgencies at a greater rate than non-
petrostates, and it is highly likely that oil money is involved. In the 1980s, a
country with a small population (Libya) provided signiªcant support to more
than thirty foreign insurgencies and terrorist groups worldwide.50 Because oil
income was by far the largest source of government revenue for Libya, it is
likely that oil money was used to fund such groups. Still, terrorism is relatively
cheap, and it would be a mistake to think that driving the price of oil down
would be sufªcient to shut off the ºow of money from petrostates to terrorist
groups.51 Only a severe, prolonged drop in a state’s oil income is likely to re-
duce its support for such groups.

What does the future hold? Since 1945, interstate warfare has become rarer
as the norm of state sovereignty has taken root. By contrast, violent intrastate
conºicts and transnational conºicts by nonstate actors have become more
prominent. Revenues from oil (and other natural resources) are likely to con-
tinue to support such conºicts.52 Addressing these security challenges is com-
plicated because, from the states’ perspective, two different kinds of strategic
games are being played.53 The ªrst is a zero-sum game between opposing
sponsors of conºicts, such as Iran’s support of Hezbollah and Hamas against
U.S. support of Israel. The second is a collaboration game among states with
shared interests in reducing such conºicts, characterized by collective action
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problems. The latter game is pertinent for the loose coalition of states trying to
address terrorist ªnancing through international banking networks.

mechanism #6: externalization of civil wars in petrostates. One of the
symptoms of the resource curse is that petrostates are prone to more frequent
civil wars than non-petrostates.54 This is important because civil wars can in
turn lead to international conºict or military interventions. Because this article
focuses on international conºict, the latter step (civil wars that go interna-
tional) in the causal chain is a crucial element. Yet the ªrst step (oil causing
civil wars) must be understood to fully appreciate the causal chain.

Examples of civil wars in oil-producing states are not difªcult to ªnd: con-
sider Algeria, Angola, Colombia, Iraq (Kurdistan), Libya, Nigeria, and Sudan,
among others. There is some debate about precisely how oil creates the incen-
tives for more frequent civil wars, but scholars have identiªed two basic mech-
anisms: grievances and funding (“greed”).55 Brieºy, oil is believed to create or
exacerbate grievances resulting from signiªcant political and economic in-
equality, environmental hardships, and weak institutions that are often associ-
ated with petrostates. Oil also provides increased funding to rebels during a
rebellion, obtained by various means, including “bunkering” (stealing oil from
pipelines), exploitation, and hostage taking of industry employees.56 Some
scholars have found that other natural resources (e.g., diamonds and timber)
might similarly increase intrastate violence,57 but others argue that the evi-
dence connecting oil to civil war is considerably more robust, and of a larger
magnitude, than the link to any other natural resource.58 Even if oil is not
unique in this regard, it appears to have an especially large role in causing the
onset of civil wars.
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Such conºicts can be a source of international instability and military inter-
vention, in addition to the domestic violence they create. Scholars have re-
cently identiªed processes by which civil wars become internationalized,
including intervention (e.g., a foreign state sends its own military to partici-
pate in the conºict), externalization (e.g., a state experiencing civil war directs
military force outward to retaliate against others for supporting rebels or to
conduct cross-border counterinsurgency operations), and spillover (e.g., a
neighboring state militarizes its borders to prevent the entry of refugees or
transnational rebels).59 In sum, oil creates conditions for civil war, which can
lead to international conºict.

Libya in 2011 is an example of foreign intervention in a petrostate’s civil war.
As pro-Qaddaª forces marched on Benghazi, the United Nations Security
Council authorized military operations to defend civilians, at the request of
the Arab League and other parties. Sudan is an example of externalization, in
which the Sudanese military struck out against Chad for its support of some
parties in the ethnic conºict in Darfur. Both sides of the civil war in Angola
(discussed in detail later) were ªnanced by natural resources (one by oil, the
other by diamonds), and that war drew in foreign armies. The struggle be-
tween the Colombian government and the FARC rebels was complicated by
alleged Venezuelan and Ecuadoran support of the FARC, which swiftly esca-
lated to an international military crisis in 2008 when Colombia raided a FARC
camp on Ecuadoran territory. Other examples abound.

One intriguing question is whether oil acts in not one but two ways in this
mechanism. There is substantial evidence that oil creates conditions for more
frequent civil wars.60 What is less certain is whether oil also makes the interna-
tionalization of such civil wars more likely. It is plausible that foreign powers
might seek to intervene in a civil war to secure relationships and access to oil,
as European countries appear to have done in Libya in 2011. Michael Ross pro-
vides evidence that rebels in other conºicts have even sold future rights to oil
access to secure support and weapons during a civil war.61 Foreign powers
may also be more anxious to bring a civil war in a petrostate to an end (or at
least to control the violence) than they would be in a non-petrostate, so as to
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ensure stability and supply for the oil market. Doug Stokes argues that the U.S.
government’s desire to protect oil pipelines and supply routes was an incen-
tive for its participation in counterinsurgency operations in diverse places in-
cluding Colombia and Nigeria.62

third pathway: consumer access concerns

The third group of causal mechanisms is associated with the ways in which
oil-importing states try to manage the uncertainties of their economic and mili-
tary requirements for oil. This pathway includes two speciªc mechanisms:
conºicts over transit routes, and oil as an obstacle to multilateralism.

mechanism #7: transit routes. For oil-importing countries, one conten-
tious mechanism linking oil to war is associated with pipelines and shipping
lanes. States’ efforts to secure transit routes for oil could create a spiraling
security dilemma that produces or exacerbates international conºict. Even
though the market generally provides reliable oil supplies,63 there is no guar-
antee that it would continue to operate in the same way during a time of
signiªcant political or military conºict that threatened commercial shipping.
Faced with a perceived threat, real or exaggerated, an oil-importing state could
feel compelled to take action to secure its shipping lanes or pipelines.

One contemporary example of this mechanism is the Strait of Malacca and
the South China Sea. The United Sates Navy currently controls the shipping
lanes in this area, and China feels threatened by the possibility that its access to
oil imports through those shipping lanes could be denied. Consequently, as it
grows stronger militarily, China might want to challenge the United States for
control of those shipping lanes. In addition, there are already political tensions
stemming from the efforts by China and other states to exert sovereignty over
territory within or near the shipping lanes. Such tensions could escalate into
armed conºict under the wrong set of circumstances, particularly if sparked by
an outside issue such as Taiwanese sovereignty claims or an effort to exploit
the natural resources near the Spratly or Paracel Islands by one of the other
states in Southeast Asia.64

A second hot spot is the Strait of Hormuz between Iran and the Arabian
Peninsula, through which almost a quarter of the world’s oil supply ºows on a
daily basis. Analysts differ on the degree of risk associated with a closure of
the strait, but all agree that a sustained closure would cause massive damage
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to the global economy.65 Iran has repeatedly threatened to close the strait,
which would almost certainly provoke a military response from the United
States and perhaps other countries. In 2012 these tensions were heightened in
the wake of new U.S. and European sanctions on Iran, which include a boycott
of Iranian oil.

Although I categorize the transit route mechanism as primarily affecting oil-
importing states, it also could apply to oil exporters. One historical example is
the “Tanker War” between Iraq, Iran, and other states as part of the Iran-Iraq
War. The shipping conºict eventually drew the U.S. military directly into the
war. A second example is a recent conºict in Sudan. The transit route under
dispute is the Greater Nile Oil Pipeline that connects the oil ªelds in South
Sudan to the Red Sea. In 2011–12, Sudan and South Sudan went to the brink of
war over the transit fees that Sudan requested in exchange for allowing the
oil to pass over its territory.66 Note that the dispute over the transit of oil is re-
lated to, but conceptually distinct from, another dispute between the two
countries over ownership of the oil ªelds in the Abyei region. The Abyei oil
ªelds straddle the international border and appear to have motivated armed
conºict between the two countries in the past (through mechanism #1).

International oil embargos are related to, but distinct from, the transit route
mechanism. A threat to a shipping lane or a pipeline is a disruption of oil en
route; an embargo is an intentional disruption by the seller of the oil. Interna-
tional oil embargoes are rare and can be ineffective, but occasionally they have
a major impact. If faced with such a threat, states could decide to take costly
steps to avoid an embargo, including war. One example is the U.S. oil embargo
of Japan in 1941, discussed earlier. Another example is the 1973 Arab oil em-
bargo against the United States, which disrupted the U.S. relationship with the
Arab world, and even led U.S. policymakers to (brieºy) weigh the costs and
beneªts of invading Saudi Arabia.67 Ever since, U.S. policymakers have been
fearful of another such disruption: thus every president since Richard Nixon
has vowed to end U.S. oil idependence. Still, Gholz and Press show that the
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actual threat posed by an oil embargo is often exaggerated.68 Embargoes are
typically ineffective because, at least since about 1974, global oil supplies
are fungible: a buyer who faces refusal from one seller can always turn to an-
other. Also, oil importers have created strategic reserves and a set of institu-
tions to try to mitigate the consequences of supply disruptions.

Sea piracy is another phenomenon related to the transit route mechanism,
but it plays an even smaller role in international security. Piracy is a relatively
minor irritant to the shipping industry. In recent years, oil tankers have be-
come targets, especially off the coast of Somalia and in the Gulf of Guinea. Pro-
tecting shipping lanes from piracy has therefore risen in salience and drawn
calls for multilateral cooperation. Still, to date piracy has not formed a sig-
niªcant threat to international security.

The future of conºict stemming from oil transit route disruption, or the
threat of such disruption, depends largely on the structure and nature of
the global political order. As with mechanism #2 (risk of market domina-
tion), the security of pipelines and shipping lanes is a global public good that
in recent decades the United States largely has provided. Whether and how
this public good continues to be provided depends signiªcantly on how the
global political order changes with the rise of China and possibly other states.

mechanism #8: obstacle to multilateralism. The global political order
is involved still more directly in the ªnal mechanism linking oil and security.
Oil importers are often thought to curry favor with petrostates in an effort to
secure access to oil and create commercial opportunities for national compa-
nies.69 Such diplomatic efforts could prevent multilateral cooperation on secu-
rity issues, such as nuclear nonproliferation, the restriction of small arms trade
or the use of land mines, or humanitarian intervention in a troubled state. The
absence of such multilateral cooperation could thus extend, deepen, or ob-
struct the prevention of international conºict.70

Two prominent examples of this mechanism can be observed in China’s rela-
tionships with Iran and Sudan. China has long been protective of the national
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sovereignty norm, but it shows greater ºexibility in some cases than in others.
China has been one of the chief opponents of imposing tougher multilateral
sanctions on Iran as an incentive to give up its suspected nuclear weapons de-
velopment program. While China has allowed some UN Security Council–
sponsored sanctions starting in 2006, it has frequently sought to weaken the
resolutions prior to the vote. It is plausible that one reason China generally op-
poses tougher sanctions is that it does not want to compromise its energy in-
terests in Iran, from which China imports a considerable portion of its oil and
natural gas. China also acted at times to shield Omar Bashir’s government in
Sudan from international pressures to resolve the humanitarian crisis in the
Darfur region and its conºicts with South Sudan. Again, it is plausible that
China’s efforts were motivated in part by Sudan’s role as an important sup-
plier of oil.

Although this mechanism does reºect a potential threat to international se-
curity, it is important to recognize that the causal chain is relatively long, and it
may be difªcult to establish whether and how much the oil sector plays a
causal role. For instance, Iran’s oil may give it leverage to develop a nuclear
weapons program, but such a program is not in itself an international conºict.
Still, Iran’s development of nuclear weapons is an issue that changes and
intensiªes regional security concerns.71 Thus an Iranian nuclear weapon could
affect both the probability and conduct of future conºicts.

Mechanisms in Practice: Wars since 1973

The preceding discussion identiªes a variety of potential causal mechanisms
linking oil to war. Two questions that arise immediately from such an analysis
are: How important are these mechanisms overall, and which are most impor-
tant relative to each other? One way to gain perspective on these questions is
to consider the way that oil has affected recent interstate wars.

The key question in this type of assessment is how to judge whether a causal
mechanism is relevant in a given event. The standard I use is based on a
counterfactual world in which I imagine the oil industry did not exist in the
relevant state/region, and ask whether the course of the war plausibly would
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have been signiªcantly different.72 Note that this standard does not require the
absence of war if there had been no oil. All that is required is that the probabil-
ity of the war’s onset would have been lower or that the conduct of the war
would have been signiªcantly different in the counterfactual world in which
oil and oil money were not present.

In the discussion that follows, I follow James Fearon’s advice to render the
counterfactual as explicit as possible.73 Where needed, I specify the state or re-
gion in which the oil industry would disappear in the counterfactual world. I
also distinguish between direct and indirect effects in conducting the counter-
factual analysis. Direct effects are ones in which the presence of oil or oil in-
come during the war (or at its outbreak) signiªcantly affects the preferences
and decisions by the key actors. Indirect effects are ones in which either the
presence of oil or oil income was important in the past, or the role of oil was
relatively minor for the key actors’ decisions.

Geographic location does not determine the causal effect of oil on interna-
tional conºict. There are some wars that I do not consider oil related, even
though they involve petrostates, such as the Azeri-Armenian war or the
Cenepa Valley war between Ecuador and Peru. Arguably this judgment is too
conservative, as it is possible that the oil industry in Azerbaijan and Ecuador
provided each state with income to purchase weapons, which might have in-
creased the probability of conºict. I would argue, however, that this does not
pass the counterfactual test described earlier: these wars would probably have
occurred even if the state’s oil industry had not existed.74 On the other hand,
combat does not need to occur within a petrostate for the oil industry to have
had a causal effect on a war.

Table 2 shows that nine of the twenty-one interstate wars identiªed by the
Correlates of War (COW) project over the period 1973–2007 are directly or in-
directly connected to one or more of the oil-related mechanisms. I choose this
period because the modern age of oil began with the Arab oil crisis in 1973 and
the end date, 2007, is based on COW data availability. The vast increase in the
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Table 2. Oil Mechanisms in Practice in Interstate Wars, 1973–2007

Name of War
Mechanism
Number Comment

Direct Effect on Probability of War Onset

War over Angola,
1975–76

6 Oil and diamond sales ªnance a civil war; the civil war
becomes externalized, involving Cubans, Soviets, and
South Africans.

Iran-Iraq War,
1980–88

1,4,7 (5, 6) Aggression by Iraq, then Iran, is less likely without oil-
funded revolutionary autocracies; Tanker War threatens
consumer access to oil, drawing the United States into
war; Iran’s oil ªelds are ªrst target of Iraq’s attack;
Kurdish insurgents in each state are supported by the
other.

War over the
Aouzou Strip,
1986–87

4, 5 War is an outgrowth of Qaddaª’s interference in Chad’s
civil wars; Libyan role is petro-aggression: oil reduces
domestic accountability in Libya, facilitating Qaddaª’s
military adventurism.

Gulf War,
1990–91

1, 2, 4 Kuwait’s oil ªelds are part of the incentive for war; risk
of market domination contributes to U.S.-led
counterattack; Hussein’s adventurism is example of
petro-aggression.

Direct Effect on Conduct of War

Yom Kippur War,
1973

7 (4, 5) Arab oil embargo punishes the United States and
others for support of Israel; oil money from Saudis
gives Egypt a war chest and funds Palestine Liberation
Organization activities; Libyan forces are petro-
aggressive once war is declared.

Uganda-Tanzania,
1978–79

4 Petro-aggression: oil reduces domestic accountability in
Libya, facilitating Qaddaª’s adventurism, which puts
Libyan forces on the front lines against Tanzanians.

Indirect Effects

War over
Lebanon, 1982

(5) War leads to the creation of Hezbollah, ªnanced by Iran
and others; high uncertainty about group’s funding, but
money probably derived from oil industry.

NATO-
Afghanistan, 2001

(3) War motivated by al-Qaida’s September 2011 attacks;
al-Qaida partly motivated by grievances explicitly linked
to Americans in Saudi Arabia protecting the oil
industry. Al-Qaida probably also funded by oil money.

Invasion of Iraq,
2003

(4, 7) Oil is not a proximate cause of war, but historically it
motivated U.S. presence in the Middle East.
Motivations for war included U.S. desire to remove
Saddam Hussein, who had a history of petro-
aggression, and U.S. fears that Hussein would
destabilize region, threatening consumer access to oil.

NOTE: Parentheses () indicate indirect effects.



value of oil, both as a share of the world’s total economy and as a source of
massive revenues to a signiªcant number of oil-producing states, dates from
roughly 1973.75 Oil clearly had some effects on wars before the 1970s (e.g., the
Mesopotamia campaign in World War I, the Chaco War, and World War II), but
these were rarer. A full list of the twenty-one wars in this period, which in-
cludes those that are not coded as oil related, is available.76

The key point is not the exact number of oil-related wars but their overall
frequency. I brieºy provide the rationale for each case below. Even if one be-
lieves that there are errors in a few cases, it would remain true that at least one-
quarter of all interstate wars from 1973 to 2007 can plausibly be linked to the
global oil industry. Moreover, no other natural resource or commodity could
credibly make a similar claim. Few if any of these wars could be traced to coal,
diamonds, or other minerals.77 Although analysts are correct to worry about
conºicts arising from diamonds or other resources in some areas of the world,
these do not carry the same signiªcance for international security as oil does.

consideration of oil-related wars, 1973–2007

Consider each of the cases in table 2 in turn. The Angolan War is an example of
a civil war in which other states directly intervened. The two principal combat-
ants of the civil war were the Popular Movement for the Liberation of Angola
(MPLA), which controlled Angola’s oil industry, and National Union for the
Total Independence of Angola (UNITA), which controlled the country’s dia-
monds. The Soviet Union and Cuba supported MPLA, and South Africa (with
U.S. support) fought alongside UNITA. A separatist group called the Front for
the Liberation of the Enclave of Cabinda (FLEC) fought for the independence
of oil-rich Cabinda from the rest of Angola. The oil industry had multiple ef-
fects: it generated critical funding for the MPLA; it created grievances for
FLEC and other separatist groups; and it may have generated incentives
for South Africa and others to intervene, in the hopes of gaining preferential
commercial terms for Angola’s oil in the event of a UNITA victory. Certainly

International Security 38:2 172

75. Prior to that time, most of the revenues associated with oil were concentrated in private inter-
national oil companies, and oil-producing states received relatively little of the proªts. See Yergin,
The Prize.
76. The list is available upon request to the author.
77. I conducted a preliminary assessment of the role of coal, natural gas, and diamonds in the
twenty-one interstate wars since 1973, and concluded that each one had a signiªcant impact on at
most two wars. Admittedly, this assessment was not done with the same thoroughness as the one
I performed for oil. Still, the results are sufªcient to at least shift the burden of proof to those who
would dispute oil’s primacy. Even Thomas Homer-Dixon, an advocate of the role of other re-
sources on conºict, comes to a similar conclusion in Environment, Scarcity, and Violence.



there were other causes of and inºuences on the war, not least the Cold War
rivalry between the two superpowers. Still, the answer to the key counter-
factual question—would the conºict have been different if Angola had no
oil?—is probably yes. That judgment rests in part on the large body of statisti-
cal work that shows that oil-producing states are at a higher risk of civil
wars.78 Although some kind of power struggle was probably inevitable in the
wake of decolonization, that struggle might have been settled peacefully or
at least with less bloodshed if Angola had not had oil (as occurred in many
non-oil-rich African states).

The key counterfactual question for the Iran-Iraq War is similar: Would the
conºict have been different if Iran and Iraq had no oil? Oil appears to have
played multiple roles in this case. First, it altered the domestic politics within
each country, allowing a revolutionary leader to consolidate power and reduce
political accountability for foreign policy risks, thus generating the conditions
for petro-aggression. Both sides were petro-aggressive: Iraq actually initiated
the war, but Iran both provoked and prolonged it.79 Thus petro-aggression
raised the probability of the war’s onset. Second, disrupting oil sales was a
strategic objective for both sides during the war. This led to the Tanker War, in
which each side tried to sink oil tankers that carried shipments of the other
side’s oil. In turn, the Tanker War drew into the conºict the U.S. Navy, which
carried out direct military strikes against various Iranian targets.80 Third,
Iran’s oil ªelds were the ªrst target of Iraq’s attack. Even if Iran’s oil ªelds
were not an incentive for the initiation of war, once war began Iraq chose to at-
tack and try to seize the oil-rich province of Khuzestan. The opportunity for re-
source conquest thus affected at least the conduct of the war. Fourth, the oil
industry affected the Kurdish insurgency that was active in each state. Oil cre-
ated grievances and funding for Kurdish rebels; in addition, oil income in each
state allowed it to materially support the other state’s rebels. In sum, although
the Iran-Iraq War was not principally a war fought for ownership of oil ªelds,
it was deeply affected by the oil industry in each state.

The war over the Aouzou Strip that separates Libya and Chad (the “Toyota
War”) was an outgrowth of Qaddaª’s interference in Chad’s overlapping civil
wars over a period of almost two decades.81 The counterfactual question is: If
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Libya had no oil, would the probability of conºict have been the same? Again,
petro-aggression plays an important role. Qaddaª came to power in 1969 and
led a revolutionary government in Libya that depended almost entirely on oil
revenues. Oil allowed him to consolidate power, pursue a risky and aggressive
foreign policy, and overrule domestic dissent about his military adventurism.
Oil money allowed Qaddaª to materially support multiple sides of Chad’s
civil war, creating the conditions that led to Chad’s attack on the Aouzou.
Moreover, when the situation turned against him, Qaddaª chose to go to
war instead of simply quitting Chad, leading to thousands of casualties and
the loss of military equipment worth an estimated $1.5 billion.82 Although the
conºict could have happened even in the absence of Libya’s oil industry, its
probability would have been substantially lower.

Oil inºuenced the Gulf War of 1990–91 in several ways. One counterfactual
question is: If Kuwait had no oil, would the probability of conºict have been
the same? As argued earlier, it seems plausible that the war would have
been less likely—acquisition of Kuwait’s oil ªelds made conquest more attrac-
tive. A more intriguing counterfactual question is: If Iraq had no oil, would it
still have attacked? This question is harder to assess with certainty, but again,
petro-aggression played a role: the combination of oil income and an ambi-
tious, risk-tolerant, revolutionary leader made Iraq an aggressive state, as it
had already demonstrated in its war with Iran. It is possible that the war was
as much about Iraqi oil as it was about Kuwaiti oil. Finally, the U.S.-led inter-
vention against Iraq was also conditioned by concerns about present and fu-
ture threats to global oil markets, as discussed earlier.

Thus oil plausibly had a direct effect on the probability of four wars since
1973. The next two wars to consider are the Arab-Israeli Yom Kippur War
of 1973 and the Uganda-Tanzania War of 1978–79. In neither case did oil sig-
niªcantly affect the probability of the war’s onset, yet oil does seem to have
had a signiªcant effect on the conduct (and costs) of both wars. Prior to the
1973 war, Saudi King Faisal promised Egyptian President Anwar el-Sadat that
“if Egypt required it, Saudi Arabia would use oil as a weapon against Israel’s
supporters.”83 Oil was crucial: the Arab states would not have enacted an em-
bargo if their chief export had been cotton towels. The embargo caused sig-
niªcant economic harm to the United States and other oil importers, with

International Security 38:2 174

Nebraska Press, 2002); and Geoffrey Leslie Simons, Libya and the West: From Independence to
Lockerbie (London: I.B. Tauris, 2003).
82. Simons, Libya and the West.
83. Bronson, Thicker than Oil, p. 115.



effects lasting even after the end of the war itself.84 Thus, although the em-
bargo had little if any impact on whether Egypt won or lost the war, it did im-
pose additional war costs on Israel’s supporters. Saudi oil money also affected
the preconditions of the war. In the early 1970s, Saudi Arabia gave Egypt
massive subsidies so that it could purchase new weapons and military equip-
ment.85 Thus if Saudi Arabia and the other Arab states involved in the 1973
War had no oil, their strategic choices would have been different (i.e., no em-
bargo), and they would have had less ability to inºict damages on Israel and
its supporters.86

The Uganda-Tanzania War began when rebel forces tried to topple the
Ugandan dictator Idi Amin. Amin’s forces chased the rebels into Tanzanian
territory, which prompted the Tanzanians to declare war against Uganda.
Qaddaª then sent Libyan military forces to aid Uganda, including T-54 and
T-55 tanks, artillery, and an air force including MiG-21 ªghter jets. With
Ugandan forces retreating rapidly, Libyan forces swiftly found themselves on
the front lines. The Libyan forces signiªcantly altered the course of the war:
their ªrepower shifted the balance of power, and Libyan casualties represented
perhaps 20 percent of the total casualties.87 Libya’s actions can again be attrib-
uted, in part, to Qaddaª’s petro-aggression.

In the remaining three wars in table 2, the oil industry had a more indirect
effect. Of the nine wars represented in the table, oil probably played the
smallest role in the Lebanon War of 1982, which led to the creation of the mili-
tant group Hezbollah. Hezbollah was directly inspired by Khomeini and the
Iranian Revolution.88 In July 1982, Iran sent a division of its Revolutionary
Guards (the Pasdaran) to Lebanon to train and support Hezbollah, and it con-
tinues to provide Hezbollah signiªcant ongoing assistance. Iran’s support can-
not be deªnitively linked to its oil industry. Still, it is difªcult to believe that oil
money has nothing to do with Iran’s capacity to fund Hezbollah. If Iran had
not had oil money in 1982, the support that it could have offered to Hezbollah
probably would have been smaller, especially given that it was already ªght-
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ing a war against Iraq. Hezbollah played a signiªcant role in the Lebanon War
and continued a guerrilla campaign even after the Israeli withdrawal in 1985.89

Absent Iranian oil, the Lebanese insurgency might not have been as well
armed or organized, and thus might have inºicted fewer casualties. This
would not necessarily have made the war shorter or less deadly (as Israeli
forces might have stayed in Lebanon longer, absent Hezbollah), but it would
have changed the course of the war by altering the local balance of power.

The U.S. invaded Afghanistan in December 2001 in response to the
September 11 terrorist attacks. The key counterfactual question in this case is:
If Saudi Arabia never had oil, would al-Qaida have carried out the attacks?
The question is not easily answered. The ªrst stage of the counterfactual is the
role of oil in the creation of al-Qaida in the wake of the Afghan-Soviet war in
the 1980s. If Saudi Arabia had no oil, there might have been fewer Arabs will-
ing to travel to Afghanistan and less funding for them to do so. Consequently,
there would have been a smaller pool of potential al-Qaida recruits.90 Ad-
ditionally, Osama bin Laden’s family fortune, which he drew upon at least ini-
tially to fund al-Qaida, surely would have been much smaller in the absence of
Saudi oil. Still, suppose that al-Qaida would have at least existed in a counter-
factual world in which Saudi Arabia had no oil. To carry out the September 11
attacks, al-Qaida needed not just to exist, but to have signiªcant opera-
tional capacity. In the 1990s, the oil industry helped provide recruits, because
al-Qaida stoked social grievances by explicitly linking the jihadi movement to
opposition to the Arab oil industry and its links to the United States.91 The oil
industry also probably provided funds, as many of al-Qaida’s patrons likely
acquired their wealth directly or indirectly from the oil industry. Thus, if Saudi
Arabia had no oil, the September 11 attacks might never have happened,
though admittedly this conclusion is not certain.

Finally, there is the 2003 Iraq War. The role of oil in this war is the subject of
sharp debate. Some argue that America’s oil dependence was a crucial under-
pinning of the war.92 Others, including members of the George W. Bush ad-
ministration, argue that the war had nothing to do with oil.93 I argue that it
was not a classic resource war, in the sense that the United States did not seize
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oil reserves for proªt and control. The awarding of many of the postwar oil
production contracts to non-American companies, including some from China
and Russia, is compelling evidence against the simple war-for-oil hypothesis.

Nonetheless, oil probably did have an indirect effect on the 2003 Iraq War.94

There are three counterfactual questions to explore. The ªrst is: If Iraq’s oil had
magically dried up during the 1990s, would the 2003 war have happened? In
this scenario, the United States would still be concerned about the threat posed
by Iraq, especially in light of Saddam Hussein’s past record of aggressive be-
havior. It is possible that Saddam would have been removed from power in
the 1990s (e.g., in a domestic rebellion), though that possibility cannot be as-
sessed with much conªdence. Assuming he was still in power, a U.S.-led inva-
sion in 2003 seems likely in this ªrst scenario. The second scenario is: If Iraq
had never discovered oil, would the 2003 war have happened? Here, the Iraqi
leader’s history of petro-aggressive behavior might not be relevant, because
those wars would have been less likely to happen (or Saddam might have been
overthrown after one of them). So a U.S.-led invasion in 2003 seems less likely
in this counterfactual scenario, though still possible, especially if the U.S. felt
that Iraq was a threat to its interests in the region. The third scenario is: If oil
had never been discovered in the Persian Gulf, would the 2003 war have hap-
pened? This scenario alters the entire strategic context for the United States. Its
interests in the Middle East would have been smaller, and the Carter Doctrine
probably would not exist. The U.S. Navy’s Fifth Fleet and CENTCOM might
not exist, or would be very different. In addition, al-Qaida might not have ex-
isted and the September 11 attacks might never have happened, as discussed
earlier. Thus the United States would be less likely to intervene in the Persian
Gulf, just as it rarely makes major interventions in Africa. One might argue
that the 2003 war would still have happened because of U.S. concern about
Iraqi proliferation of weapons of mass destruction (WMD). Yet even assuming
that the WMD concern was still present in this counterfactual, the United
States has tolerated the proliferation of nuclear weapons elsewhere in the
world, so it is far from certain that the 2003 war would have been fought
on those grounds alone. The likelihood of the 2003 war is lowest in this
third scenario.
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summary of oil impact, 1973–2007

As the preceding discussion shows, oil has plausibly played a signiªcant
causal role in a sizable number of wars from 1973 to 2007. Again, the exact
number of oil-related wars is not as important as are their overall frequency
and substantive importance.

Of the eight mechanisms, petro-aggression occurred most frequently: at
least four of the nine wars contain some element of petro-aggressive behav-
ior.95 Frequency does not necessarily imply importance, however: other mech-
anisms could have had a larger causal effect even if they occurred less often.
Some mechanisms are clearly underrepresented given the nature of this list:
for instance, the externalization of civil wars (mechanism #6) appears only
twice, but it is probably a large factor in a number of important military
conºicts that fall short of full-ºedged interstate wars (e.g., the NATO-Libyan
campaign of 2011; the U.S. and Venezuelan interventions in Colombia; the
Turkish interventions against Iraqi Kurds; and externalized conºict in East
Timor—in each case, rebels extracted revenues from the local oil industry).
Mechanism #8 (obstacle to multilateralism) is the only mechanism unassoci-
ated with any interstate war during this period. It is, however, linked to two
potential conºicts, one involving Iran (over its alleged nuclear program) and
the other between Sudan and South Sudan (in which the United Nations has
notably failed act over many years).

Conclusion

This article started with the observation that relatively little is known about
the relationship between oil and international conºict: the few scholars paying
serious attention to the issue are divided and even basic propositions are de-
bated. The article has sought to advance that debate by providing a systematic
and comprehensive account of the causal mechanisms linking oil and interna-
tional security, and to show how they operate empirically. It identiªed eight
mechanisms that form three major pathways. Causal mechanisms associated
with ownership and market structure involve actors seeking to alter the struc-
ture of the global oil industry to suit their interests. Causal mechanisms stem-
ming from producer politics capture the ways in which oil income distorts the
incentives of actors inside oil-producing states in ways that lead to violent
conºict. And causal mechanisms stemming from consumer access concerns
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ºow from the ways in which states try to manage the uncertainties of the na-
tional economic and military requirements for oil. Collectively, these multiple
pathways illustrate the shallowness of focusing excessively on resource wars.

This article has focused on oil, but parallel concerns about other forms of en-
ergy and resources exist. The potential for resource wars over undersea natural
gas resources are similar to those over oil reserves; indeed, oil and gas are of-
ten colocated (e.g., in the South China Sea, in the Caspian, and near the islands
claimed by both China and Japan). The political dynamics of natural gas pipe-
lines, however, differ from oil pipelines, in part because the market for natural
gas is much more regional than the oil market. Thus the dynamics of the natural
gas disputes between Russia and its European customers are not analogous to
oil disputes. More broadly, this article should be considered a ªrst step in schol-
ars’ understanding, and it could serve as a template for thinking about the di-
verse causal mechanisms linking other resources to international conºict. For
instance, one can imagine conducting a similar thought exercise to identify the
causal pathways linking water and conºict.96 Such a list would likely be differ-
ent from, though partially overlapping with, the list of pathways identiªed here.

The pathways discussed in this article have at least two major implications
for policymakers. First, the links between energy and international war extend
far beyond the much-discussed goal of energy security in the sense of reliable
access to affordable fuel supplies. This is important in light of recent changes
in the United States, as energy imports are projected to decline and North
America (if one includes the Canadian tar sands) could even achieve energy
independence in the sense of low or zero net imports in the next decade. Yet
this would do little to reduce many of the oil-related threats to international se-
curity so long as the rest of the world remained dependent on global oil mar-
kets. The emergence of aggressive, revolutionary leaders in petrostates would
continue to pose a threat to regional security. Petrostates would continue to be
weakly institutionalized and thus subject to civil wars, creating the kind of se-
curity problems that demand responses by the international community, as
Libya did in 2011. Petro-ªnanced insurgent groups such as Hezbollah would
still exist, as would risks to the shipping lanes and oil transit routes that
supply important U.S. allies, such as Japan. In short, energy autarky is not
the answer.

Fueling the Fire 179

96. Ken Conca, “Decoupling Water and Violent Conºict,” Issues in Science and Technology, Vol. 29,
No. 1 (Fall 2012), pp. 39–48; and Paul R. Hensel, Sara McLaughlin Mitchell, and Thomas E. Sowers,
“Conºict Management of Riparian Disputes,” Political Geography, Vol. 25, No. 4 (May 2006),
pp. 383–411.



Second, the importance of oil for international security will continue into the
future. As mentioned earlier, as many as sixteen countries could become oil ex-
porters in the near future, creating new international dynamics for peace and
security.97 Further, if oil prices remain high, the incentives for additional
conºicts, especially resource wars, cannot be ignored. Resource wars seem
most likely to occur in unpopulated territories or naval zones, as oil can be ex-
tracted from these areas without the need to manage a populated, potentially
hostile territory. Thus policymakers should be most concerned about the dis-
puted territories in the East China and South China Seas and the naval borders
in the Caspian Sea. Moreover, there are already competing sovereignty claims
to the territory in those regions and considerable uncertainty about the magni-
tude of the energy resources, creating conditions ripe for miscalculation and
mutual suspicion.

For researchers, a series of important questions remains. First, what is the re-
lationship between the breakdown of domestic political order and interna-
tional conºict? Two causal mechanisms—petro-aggression and externalization
of civil wars—bear directly on the nexus between domestic and international
conºict, and several others relate indirectly. The research on this question is
still developing, and much remains to be done.98 Insights from that work are
needed to deepen our knowledge of energy and security. Second, under what
conditions do states instigate resource grabs? History shows that classic re-
source wars, though relatively rare, can have devastating consequences. Un-
derstanding the factors that motivate resource wars will grow in importance as
the energy market experiences a series of transitions, leading to geopolitical
concerns about resource scarcity. Finally, how will the transition away from
U.S. global hegemony alter the security dynamics associated with energy, par-
ticularly in regard to the provision of public goods such as the protection of
shipping lanes and enforcement of global competition in the oil market? These
questions are hardly exhaustive of the possibilities for inquiry, but they high-
light the fertile ground for present and future research.
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