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ABSTRACT
This article explores how declining oil revenue might shape the 
amount of international conflict initiated by major oil producers 
(petrostates). We analyze four potential mechanisms through which 
variation in oil prices could affect petrostate conflict initiation: 
emboldenment, battling over a smaller market, signaling strength, 
and diversionary conflict. The empirical findings suggest that higher 
oil prices are associated with lower rates of petrostate conflict initi-
ation. From one standard deviation below the mean oil price to 
one standard deviation above it, the predicted number of milita-
rized interstate disputes declines twofold, from .025 [95% CI: .016–
.034] per petrostate per year to .012 [.007–.016]. Moreover, the 
evidence suggests that petrostates are more likely to target other 
petrostates when oil prices are low. This suggests that the energy 
transition may not be a boon for international peace among petro-
states, and for a time, it may even prove to be the opposite.

RESUMEN
Este artículo explora cómo la disminución de los ingresos petrole-
ros podría influir en la magnitud del conflicto internacional ini-
ciado por los principales productores de petróleo (petroestados). 
Analizamos cuatro mecanismos potenciales a través de los cuales 
la variación en los precios del petróleo podría afectar el inicio de 
un conflicto entre petroestados: envalentonamiento, lucha por un 
mercado más pequeño, señalización de fuerza y conflicto de dis-
tracción. Los hallazgos empíricos sugieren que los precios más 
altos del petróleo están asociados con tasas más bajas de inicio 
de conflictos petroestatales. De una desviación estándar por 
debajo del precio medio del petróleo a una desviación estándar 
por encima de él, el número previsto de disputas interestatales 
militarizadas se reduce a la mitad, de 0,025 [IC del 95%: 0,016-
0,034] por petroestado por año a 0,012 [0,007-0,016]. Además, la 
evidencia sugiere que es más probable que los petroestados 
apunten a otros petroestados cuando los precios del petróleo son 
bajos. Esto sugiere que la transición energética puede no ser una 
bendición para la paz internacional entre los petroestados y, 
durante un tiempo, incluso puede resultar lo contrario.
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RÉSUMÉ
Cet article explore la manière dont la baisse des revenus pétro-
liers pourrait influencer l’ampleur des conflits internationaux 
déclenchés par les principaux producteurs de pétrole 
(pétroétats). Nous analysons quatre mécanismes potentiels par 
lesquels la variation des prix du pétrole pourrait affecter le 
déclenchement d’un conflit pétro-étatique : l’enhardissement, la 
lutte pour un marché plus petit, le signal de force et le conflit 
de diversion. Les résultats empiriques suggèrent que des prix 
pétroliers plus élevés sont associés à des taux plus faibles de 
déclenchement de conflits pétroétatiques. D’un écart type en 
dessous du prix moyen du pétrole à un écart type au-dessus, 
le nombre prévu de conflits interétatiques militarisés diminue 
de deux fois, passant de 0,025 [IC à 95 % : 0,016 à 0,034] par 
pétro-État et par an à 0,012 [0,007-0,016]. De plus, les données 
suggèrent que les pétro-États sont plus susceptibles de cibler 
d’autres pétroÉtats lorsque les prix du pétrole sont bas. Cela 
suggère que la transition énergétique n’est peut-être pas une 
aubaine pour la paix internationale entre les États pétroliers, et 
que, pendant un certain temps, elle pourrait même s’avérer 
être le contraire.

Introduction

In order to meet climate targets, global consumption of fossil fuels will 
have to shrink dramatically by 2050. This can create challenges not only 
for workers and communities that depend on fossil fuel extraction for 
livelihoods, but also for governments that rely on fossil fuel rents for 
revenue. This is especially true for major oil-producing countries (“petro-
states”), for which oil production makes up a huge portion of the economy 
and an even larger share of government revenue (Ross 2012). Generating 
sustainable economic growth in an era of constrained oil revenue is likely 
to require oil producers to diversify their economies. But petrostates’ 
challenges extend beyond domestic politics and economic policy. Oil rev-
enues offer petrostates substantial freedom of action in foreign policy, 
providing them with funds for both economic instruments like foreign 
aid as well as military armaments and war (Ashford 2022).

To shed light on how the energy transition might affect the foreign 
policies of petrostates—the effects of which are not yet observable—this 
article draws on evidence from previous fluctuations in oil revenue. 
Specifically, it does so through the lens of how variation in oil prices 
shapes petrostate conflict initiation. Many observers speculate that petro-
states may be pacified by low oil prices (The Economist 2023). But existing 
scholarship offers surprisingly little evidence to this question. While there 
is a body of research on the relationship between oil wealth and conflict, 
its findings are mixed, and we still know relatively little about how it 
changes with temporal fluctuations in oil prices. Jeffrey Colgan (2010, 
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2011, 2013, 2014) finds that oil wealth is associated with higher rates of 
conflict, especially among petrostates with revolutionary leaders (cf. Strüver 
and Wegenast 2018). But Colgan largely focuses on one mechanism by 
which oil wealth can drive conflict: emboldening petrostates to behave 
more aggressively. Jang and Smith (2021), in turn, suggest that oil pro-
ducers are unlikely to be aggressive because doing so is likely to alienate 
importers and foreign investors. Other scholars examine the extent to 
which oil wealth makes petrostates attractive targets (Ashford 2022; Caselli, 
Morelli, and Rohner 2015; Meierding 2016, 2020).

Moreover, outside of Colgan’s work, there has been less research explain-
ing variation in petrostate conflict involvement.1 While Hendrix (2017) 
investigates whether high oil prices cause petrostates to both be the target 
and initiator of international disputes, his analysis does not investigate the 
mechanisms through which oil prices shape petrostate conflict initiation. 
Like that of Colgan, Hendrix’s analysis relies on a count-level variable of 
militarized interstate disputes (MIDs) as the dependent variable that does 
not distinguish low-intensity and high-intensity disputes. Moreover, 
Hendrix’s evidence is mixed as to whether oil prices affect petrostate 
conflict initiation, as opposed to their conflict involvement.

This article, then, attempts to deepen our theoretical understanding of 
how variation in oil wealth shapes petrostate conflict initiation. To date, 
the literature has been dominated by the “Emboldenment” school, which 
suggests that oil wealth gives petrostates a freer hand to launch conflict 
when they have revisionist ambitions (Colgan 2010). On this basis, one 
might also expect high oil prices to likewise embolden petrostates to 
initiate conflict, and low oil prices to conversely lead them to trim their 
sails. Yet we also have reasons to expect that negative shocks to a country’s 
economic and geopolitical position might cause it to lash out. Different 
bodies of scholarship suggest that periods of weakness can cause states to 
initiate conflict out of desperation, whether to distract domestic audiences 
(Oakes 2012), to seize other actors’ resources and reverse their fortunes 
(Pischedda 2020), or to signal strength and develop a reputation for tough-
ness (Clare and Danilovic 2010). Indeed, perhaps the clearest case of 
petro-aggression we have—Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait (Meierding 2020, chap. 
4)—occurred during a period of comparatively low oil prices.

Using a cross-national dataset of petrostates from 1960 to 2014, along 
with qualitative evidence from the Iran-Iraq War (1980) and Iraq’s invasion 
of Kuwait (1990), this article sheds light on how petrostates might respond 
to changes in their oil revenues by offering novel tests of the different 
causal mechanisms by which fluctuations in the oil prices might shape 

1 Though there is a body of literature on the link between oil prices and civil war (see Andersen, Nordvik, 
and Tesei [2022]).
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petrostates’ propensity to initiate conflict. In particular, the article analyzes 
four competing mechanisms.2 The first is Emboldenment. High oil prices 
enable petrostates to invest in military power and wage war, and thus one 
might expect petrostates to initiate more conflict when oil prices are higher, 
particularly in the presence of a leader with revisionist ambitions (Colgan 
2013; Bell 2015). The second is Battling over a Smaller Market.3 Facing dire 
economic straits and declining revenues during periods of low oil prices, 
petrostates might try to reverse their fortunes by conquering the resources 
of a neighbor (Pischedda 2020). Third, petrostates may initiate more conflict 
when oil prices are low to Signal Strength to rivals who might otherwise 
prey on their weakness. Finally, the Diversionary Conflict mechanism would 
similarly predict low oil prices to be associated with more petrostate-initi-
ated conflict, but instead to distract domestic audiences from problems at 
home by rallying support against a foreign enemy (Oakes 2012).

This article contributes to two bodies of literature. The first is schol-
arship on the geopolitics of oil. To date, scholars have investigated the 
relationship between oil wealth and international conflict (Colgan 2013; 
Hendrix 2017), the ability of oil-rich states to use their exports as leverage 
(Hughes and Long 2015), the vulnerability of the oil market to security 
disruptions (Gholz and Press 2010; Talmadge 2008) and how importers 
can adapt (Cheon and Urpelainen 2015; Kelanic 2020; Lind and Press 
2018). We provide evidence on the conditions under which shifts in oil 
wealth over time shape petrostate foreign policy—including conflict involve-
ment—which has been the subject of less attention. The article’s second 
contribution is to the literature on the consequences of the energy tran-
sition. Scholarship in this area has largely focused on understanding the 
consequences of relying on new sources of energy like solar and wind 
(Habib, Hamelin, and Wenzel 2016; Smith Stegen 2015; Sovacool, Baum, 
and Low 2023). But less has been written about how the decline of oil 
will affect the foreign policies of petrostates, and all of it is speculative 
and forward-looking (Eisen 2011; Overland et� al. 2019; Bordoff 2020). 
This article provides evidence of how oil producers have behaved and 
adapted in response to previous fluctuations in their oil wealth, and dis-
cusses the implications for petrostate behavior during the energy transition.

Oil Wealth and Petrostate Con�ict Initiation: The Emboldenment School

Scholars have long debated whether countries fight over oil. The reasons 
they might do so are straightforward: oil is the most valuable export 

2 Ross (2004) undertakes a similar enterprise for the study of natural resource wealth and civil war by 
testing several competing mechanisms by which resource wealth might affect civil war.

3 The phrase “Battling over a Smaller Market” is based on a similar one used by Van de Graaf (2018).
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commodity in the world, and countries that possess it in large quantities 
can use it as a source of government revenue (Caselli, Morelli, and Rohner 
2015). However, a number of scholars argue that “oil wars” are much less 
frequent than commonly believed, both because of the high costs of con-
quest and occupation and because of the costs that foreign investors and 
the international community might impose upon aggressors (Meierding 
2020; Jang and Smith 2021; Ashford 2022).

But while the prevalence of “oil wars” is contested, an emerging con-
sensus suggests that regardless of whether countries fight over oil, petro-
leum revenues nevertheless embolden petrostates to fight more broadly. 
The basic logic of the “Emboldenment” argument is that oil revenue allows 
petrostates to behave more aggressively by giving them more freedom to 
invest in waging war (Ashford 2022). Colgan (2010), for example, argues 
that revolutionary leaders with revisionist ambitions are more likely to 
initiate conflict when they have access to plentiful oil revenues, such as 
Saddam Hussein’s Iraq or Ayatollah Khomeini’s Iran.

Notably, the Emboldenment mechanism as most notably developed by 
Colgan was intended to explain differences in the conflict initiation behav-
ior of petrostates and non-petrostates—not to explore how variation in 
oil revenue over time shapes variation in petrostate behavior. Nevertheless, 
if one extends the logic of the Emboldenment mechanism to oil prices, 
one might expect petrostates to be more likely to initiate conflict when 
oil prices are higher. For countries that depend on oil as a source of 
government revenue, changes in demand for and the price of oil have 
dramatic implications for their ability to provide public goods, distribute 
patronage, and invest in military and economic instruments of foreign 
policy. Thus, more plentiful revenue can allow petrostates to indulge their 
foreign policy ambitions. By contrast, revenue shortfalls should constrain 
petrostate foreign policy, generating incentives for petrostate to bide their 
time and live to fight another day by conserving resources (MacDonald 
and Parent 2018). The Emboldenment school, then, might expect higher 
oil prices to be associated with more petro-aggression.

Why Low Oil Prices May Not Pacify Petrostates

Yet even if their oil wealth enables petrostates with revisionist ambitions 
to initiate more conflict, on average, than non-petrostates, it does not 
necessarily follow that the effect of temporal fluctuations in that oil wealth 
will be in the same direction—that is, that higher oil prices will necessarily 
mean more petrostate conflict initiation. Constrained resources due to 
declines to their oil wealth may lead petrostates to go on the offensive in 
a desperate effort to stave off decline, discourage other countries from 
preying on their weakness, and distract domestic audiences. This is in 
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effect the inverse of the Emboldenment mechanism, which expects that 
oil revenue empowers petrostates to initiate conflict because they can. 
Instead, drops in their oil revenue may compel petrostates to initiate 
conflict because they feel they must.

Skeptics of the Emboldenment school argue that petrostates have good 
reason to be cautious about attacking their neighbors. Even if they win, 
war and any subsequent occupation of conquered territory is costly, and 
may be especially so for petrostates. Vital oil infrastructure may be dam-
aged due to fighting in contested territory or direct attacks from adversary 
forces, and any foreign investment that could help rebuild this infrastruc-
ture may dry up. Moreover, because petrostates typically depend on their 
oil exports, they are highly vulnerable to international sanctions imposed 
as a result of their aggression (Meierding 2020; Jang and Smith 2021). 
Indeed, if the war goes badly, petrostates risk having their own oil resources 
conquered by their adversary, which may be even more inclined to seize 
them when prices are high (Caselli, Morelli, and Rohner 2015).

When oil prices decline, however, petrostates may feel compelled to 
throw caution to the wind. Low oil prices could increase conflict through 
at least three different mechanisms: battling over a smaller market, diver-
sionary conflict, and signaling strength. First, as Pischedda (2020) suggests, 
actors facing an acute window of vulnerability may be tempted to seize 
the resources of another actor to stave off decline.4 This is the Battling 
over a Smaller Market mechanism, and is similar to the dynamics of what 
Meierding (2020) calls “oil gambits”: oil conflicts fought out of desperation. 
Markowitz and others argue that this sort of conquest is particularly likely 
among countries that depend on rents extracted from land, and when the 
resources in question are more easily lootable (Markowitz 2020; Markowitz 
et� al. 2020; Coe and Markowitz 2021). Altman (2017, 2020) similarly 
shows that conquest attempts since 1945 tend to be characterized by sud-
den land seizures (faits accomplis) rather than through threats.

The Battling over a Smaller Market mechanism would expect greater 
petrostate conflict initiation when oil prices are lower, and would in par-
ticular predict aggression toward other petrostates and oil-rich territory. 
The logic here is that when faced with a negative shock to their oil rev-
enues, petrostates may try to reverse their fortunes. Petrostates might 
expect that seizing additional oil resources will help them weather the 
impact of low oil prices for two reasons. The first is by simply increasing 
the total amount of oil revenue they bring in each year (Meierding 2022). 
The second is by giving the petrostate a greater share of global production, 
and thus allowing them more influence on the oil market and greater 

4 See also the literature on the dynamics of power transitions and declining states (Organski 1958; Gilpin 
1981; Levy 1987; Lemke 2002).
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ability to shape prices unilaterally (Bordoff 2020). During the low oil price 
era of the 1990s and early 2000s, for example, Iran, Iraq, Nigeria, Trinidad 
and Tobago, and Venezuela all initiated disputes over oil-rich territory.5

Second, petrostates might also elect to initiate more conflict when oil 
prices are low to distract domestic audiences. This is the Diversionary 
Conflict mechanism. Because reduced oil revenue constrains petrostates’ 
ability to distribute public goods and patronage at home, low oil prices 
can lead to anti-government opposition and unrest. To sideline and ulti-
mately reduce public dissatisfaction, the government might try to generate 
a “rally-around-the-flag” effect by diverting popular ire toward a foreign 
enemy and stoking nationalism (Lee 1977; Oakes 2012). Like the Battling 
over a Smaller Market mechanism, the Diversionary Conflict mechanism 
is based on a “gambling for resurrection” logic in which petrostates might 
be willing to run great risks in the hopes of staving off a negative outcome 
(Downs and Rocke 1994). But what matters here is not so much the 
military or policy objectives of the war, like in the Battling over a Smaller 
Market mechanism, but rather the existence of the conflict itself, and the 
effects that a sense of common struggle and victory over a common enemy 
has on policymakers’ domestic political fortunes (Meierding 2022). Some 
observers, for example, speculate that Russia’s decision to escalate its 
involvement in Syria was at least partly to divert attention from the coun-
try’s economic woes amidst low oil prices during the mid- and late-2010s 
(Åslund 2016; Petkova 2020).

Finally, negative shocks to their oil revenue may lead petrostates to 
initiate more conflict to show strength, via the Signaling Strength mech-
anism. A large body of literature points to the emphasis that states place 
on cultivating reputations for strength and resolve, as doing so can allow 
them to more effectively use threats of force to deter and coerce other 
countries (Schelling 1966). Scholars debate the degree to which reputation 
“matters” in terms of whether adversaries believe that a country’s past 
behavior is a reliable predictor of its future behavior (Mercer 1996; Press 
2005; Weisiger and Yarhi-Milo 2015; Lupton 2020). However, even repu-
tation skeptics concede that states often believe their reputation matters, 
and act to build and preserve their reputation for toughness (Tang 2005; 
Yarhi-Milo 2018). Clare and Danilovic (2010) find that states are more 
likely to initiate conflict when other states have reason to doubt its will-
ingness to fight.

By a similar logic, one might expect declines in oil wealth to lead 
petrostates to initiate conflict. Because reduced oil revenue constrains 
petrostates’ ability to invest in military power, they might fear that other 
states will be tempted to prey on their weakness. Thus, petrostates may 

5 Correlates of War Militarized Interstate Dispute Data, Version 5.0, November 3, 2020.
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initiate conflict to offset this perceived weakness and signal their willing-
ness to fight. This does not necessarily imply that petrostates will launch 
prolonged, costly wars or engage in a campaign of serial aggression. Rather, 
they may pick targeted fights without necessarily crossing the threshold 
into actual war.

When oil prices are high, by contrast, petrostates may be sufficiently 
self-confident to refrain from picking fights to signal strength. Indeed, 
targets may be more likely to concede to a petrostate’s demands without 
having to fight when oil prices are high because they know that it has 
more resources to draw upon during wartime and is thus likely to be a 
tougher opponent. In other words, targets may effectively self-select out 
of conflict with petrostates when oil prices are high (Fearon 1994, 1995).

Research Design

To test these competing mechanisms for how variation in oil prices shapes 
petrostate conflict initiation, we use cross-national data on 24 petrostates 
from 1960 to 2014, where the unit of analysis is the country-year. We limit 
the sample to countries that are highly oil-dependent—namely, those where 
oil rents account for at least 10% of the country’s GDP. The reason is that 
variation in the oil price is likely to have the most impact on countries 
where oil is a large part of the economy. Following the convention in much 
of the literature, we take the average level of petrostate oil dependence over 
the sample period, as oil revenue is itself endogenous to oil prices and 
some petrostates fall below and above the threshold over time in ways 
correlated with prices (Ross 2012, 2019; Lashitew, Ross, and Werker 2021).

Following the work of Colgan (2013) and Hendrix (2017), our depen-
dent variable is a count of the number of militarized interstate disputes 
(MIDs) initiated by each petrostate in a given year, drawn from Version 
5 of the Correlates of War’s MID Dataset, which has data through 2014 
(Singer 1987).6 The MID Dataset captures “instances of when one state 
threatened, displayed, or used force against another,” which range in 
hostility from 1 (No militarized action) to 5 (War).7 Depending on the 
model, we limit the MIDs to those in which the petrostate’s hostility level 
is at least 2 (Threat to use force), while in other models we only include 
MIDs of level 4 (Use of force) or 5 (War). Doing so avoids including 
small disputes with little-to-no militarized component (the proverbial 
“fishing disputes”).

6 Tables A20–A23 also report results using a binary dependent variable estimated with a linear probabil-
ity model and logistic regression model. The results are consistent with the main results, but are weaker 
when country fixed effects are included due to the limited variation in the dependent variable in some 
country-decades.

7 Correlates of War, Militarized Interstate Disputes (v5.0), https://correlatesofwar.org/data-sets/mids/.

https://doi.org/10.1080/03050629.2024.2352486
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Our primary independent variable is the annual Brent price of crude 
oil per barrel (in constant 2012 USD), using data from BP (2022). We 
choose to focus on oil prices as a source of variation in oil revenue, rather 
than changes in oil production, because the latter could reflect deliberate 
policy change in a way that could confound the relationship between 
revenue and conflict initiation. For example, declining production could 
be paired with efforts to diversify away from oil could reduce a petrostate’s 
dependence on oil production as a revenue source, and thus insulate them 
from the need to gamble for resurrection or signal strength. Moreover, 
we prefer to focus on price levels rather than year-to-year changes for a 
few reasons. The first is that steep year-to-year changes in the oil price 
aren’t necessarily indicative of a high or low price; a steep decline in one 
year could still be during a period of high prices in which petrostate 
revenues are not significantly constrained. The second is that one sharp 
change in the oil price is unlikely to be enough to prompt significant 
policy change unless it is sustained. Third, annual changes in oil prices 
are volatile; the correlation between one year’s change in oil prices is 
barely correlated with the previous year’s (�  = 0.055).8

Some models use different specifications of the dependent and inde-
pendent variables both the test the robustness of the findings and to look 
for evidence of causal mechanisms by exploring the conditions under 
which the relationship is stronger or weaker. The Emboldenment mecha-
nism would expect higher oil prices to trigger more conflict initiation 
among petrostates governed by a “revolutionary government,” and thus we 
interact the oil price variable with a binary revolutionary government 
indicator, using data from Colgan (2012).9 The Diversionary Conflict and 
Signaling Strength mechanisms, in turn, would expect lower oil prices to 
trigger more conflict initiation by petrostates facing greater risk of domestic 
opposition and greater risk of being preyed upon by rival countries, 
respectively, and thus we interact the oil price variable with measures of 
domestic unrest and foreign policy rivalries. Finally, the Battling over a 
Smaller Market mechanism would predict petrostates to initiate conflict 
against other petrostates and to seek conquest of oil-rich territory when 
oil prices are lower.

The analysis poses several potential threats to causal inference. The first 
two are unobserved heterogeneity across countries and temporal shocks 
and secular time trends. Some countries may be particularly conflict-prone, 

8 Table A24 reports results using three- and five-year moving averages of the change in the oil price, 
which gives a better sense of the trend in oil prices over a longer period in a way that is less volatile 
than the annual change. The results indicate that when oil prices decline, petrostate conflict initiation 
increases.

9 Note that Colgan’s (2012) Revolutionary Leader Dataset (v1.1), only extends through 2004, which is why 
we do not include it in the main analysis. As shown in Tables A14–A15, when the analysis is limited to 
this time period, inclusion of the revolutionary government variable does not change the results.

https://doi.org/10.1080/03050629.2024.2352486
https://doi.org/10.1080/03050629.2024.2352486
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and others less so. Likewise, events like the end of the Cold War might 
be correlated both with petrostate conflict initiation and with the oil price, 
and there might likewise be secular trends in conflict and oil prices, with 
both moving in the same or opposite direction over time. We thus include 
country fixed effects as well as decade fixed effects in all models to mit-
igate these concerns. Third is the potential for endogeneity—conflict ini-
tiation may shape oil prices, rather than vice-versa. As an (admittedly 
imperfect) attempt to address this problem, we vary the lag structure for 
oil prices, in some models including the price of oil in year t or t� 1, and 
in others using a 3- or 5-year moving average. Finally, oil prices and 
petrostate conflict initiation might both be correlated with other variables. 
Thus, we include a variety of controls, including GDP, the composite Polity 
score, and GDP per capita.10 We also control for the presence of a defense 
pact, using data from the Alliance Treaties Obligations and Provisions 
Dataset (v5.0) (Leeds et� al. 2002). In other models (see Table A2), we 
control for the average hostility level of ongoing conflict globally, again 
using data from Version 5 of the Correlates of War’s MID Dataset. Conflict 
has the potential both to disrupt the supply of and demand for oil, and 
also to have spillover effects in contributing to conflict outbreak elsewhere. 
In Table A7 we also control for each petrostate’s annual level of oil pro-
duction, using data from BP (2022).

The main model specification used in the article is the following neg-
ative binomial model:

	 ��� �������� �� � � �� � � ��� �  � � � � � � � �� � � ������ � E � E � E � D � E � ] � H� � � � �
	 (1)

Where i indexes countries, t indexes years, MID captures the weighted 
total of militarized interstate disputes initiated by country i in year t, 
OilPrice is the annual oil price, Z is a vector of control variables, �  is a 
vector of country fixed effects, �  is a vector of decade fixed effects, and 
� is a stochastic error term. Standard errors are clustered by country in 
most models, but Table A11 in the appendix shows that the results are 
robust to clustering by year. Different models use different lag structures 
for oil prices (e.g., t� 1) and moving averages.

Our empirical analysis differs from that of Hendrix (2017), who similarly 
explores how oil prices shape petrostate conflict involvement, in several 
ways. First, our data extend to 2014, rather than 2001. Second, for the 
reasons described above, we use a time-invariant measure of petrostate 
status, whereas Hendrix’s varies from year-to-year. Third, we use oil rents 

10 GDP and GDP per capita data are from the World Bank (2022) and are in constant 2012 USD. Polity 
score is from Version 5 of the Polity project (Marshall, Gurr, and Jaggers 2020). Table A13 excludes GDP 
from the model specification, as oil prices and GDP are likely to covary in petrostates in ways that 
might cancel each other out. We thank an anonymous reviewer for this suggestion.

https://doi.org/10.1080/03050629.2024.2352486
https://doi.org/10.1080/03050629.2024.2352486
https://doi.org/10.1080/03050629.2024.2352486
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to define petrostates rather than net export revenues, as the latter over-
weights the oil dependence of countries that are poorer and thus consume 
less oil (Ross 2012, 2019). Nevertheless, our results are robust to using 
net export revenue to define petrostate status (see Table A3). Finally, we 
use a slightly different slate of control variables (e.g., including decade 
fixed effects rather than a Cold War dummy variable), though the results 
are robust to using the same controls as Hendrix.

Quantitative Results

The presentation of the results proceeds as follows. First, we present the 
main results showing the overall effect of oil prices on petrostate conflict 
initiation. Second, we subject the results to several additional checks to 
probe the robustness of the findings. Finally, we probe the causal mech-
anisms by exploring the conditions under which the link between oil 
prices and petrostate conflict initiation is stronger or weaker.

Table 1 presents the main results using incidence rate ratios, where 
values less than 1 indicate a negative effect and those above 1 a positive 

Table 1.  Main results showing the e�ects of oil prices on petrostate con�ict initiation, esti-
mated using negative binomial regression models. Coe�cients represent incidence rate ratios.

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8)
MIDs 

initiated 
(2+)

MIDs 
initiated 

(2+)

MIDs 
initiated 

(2+)

MIDs 
initiated 

(2+)

MIDs 
initiated 

(4+)

MIDs 
initiated 

(4+)

MIDs 
initiated 

(4+)

MIDs 
initiated 

(4+)

Oil price 
(constant 
2012 USD)

0.987* 0.987**
(0.005) (0.005)

Oil price (t � 1) 0.984** 0.982***
(0.006) (0.005)

Oil price (avg 
last 3 years)

0.984* 0.982**
(0.006) (0.006)

Oil price (avg 
last 5 years)

0.984* 0.983+

(0.007) (0.009)
GDP (billions 

USD)
1.007** 1.007** 1.007** 1.007** 1.006** 1.007** 1.007** 1.006*
(0.002) (0.002) (0.002) (0.002) (0.002) (0.003) (0.003) (0.003)

GDPpc 
(thousands 
USD)

0.971 0.975 0.974 0.970 0.981 0.987 0.986 0.980
(0.022) (0.021) (0.021) (0.022) (0.027) (0.025) (0.026) (0.026)

Polity score 0.992 0.995 0.994 0.994 0.972 0.975 0.972 0.971
(0.032) (0.032) (0.032) (0.032) (0.027) (0.025) (0.026) (0.027)

Defense pact 2.145* 2.229* 2.221* 2.239* 1.842 1.942 1.922 1.941
(0.737) (0.773) (0.758) (0.727) (0.890) (0.943) (0.921) (0.897)

Constant 0.028*** 0.029*** 0.030*** 0.037*** 0.014*** 0.014*** 0.015*** 0.018***
(0.010) (0.010) (0.011) (0.014) (0.007) (0.007) (0.007) (0.009)

lnalpha 0.299+ 0.232 0.278 0.334+ 0.442+ 0.324 0.405 0.490
(0.214) (0.238) (0.241) (0.217) (0.213) (0.252) (0.251) (0.244)

N 925 925 919 905 925 925 919 905
Log-likelihood �445.756 �443.352 �442.596 �440.074 �339.737 �336.625 �336.228 �334.380

The dependent variable in Models 1–4 is the number of militarized interstate disputes initiated by petrostates 
with a hostility level of 2 or higher, while the dependent variable in Models 5–8 are those with a hostility 
level of 4 or higher.

Standard errors clustered by country in parentheses.
All models include country �xed e�ects and decade �xed e�ects.
+p < 0.10; *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001.

https://doi.org/10.1080/03050629.2024.2352486
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effect. Across different lag specifications, oil prices have a statistically 
significant, negative association with petrostate conflict initiation for MIDs 
at hostility levels of both 2 or higher and 4 or higher. For example, Model 
1’s coefficient (0.987) indicates that the predicted number of MIDs declines 
by 1.3% for each dollar increase in the oil price. For ease of interpretation, 
Figure 1 presents the predicted number of MIDs initiated per petrostate 
per year across different levels of oil prices.11 Oil prices in around the 
median value of $40 per barrel are associated with .017 [95% CI: .013�.021] 
MIDs initiated per petrostate per year, while those one standard deviation 
below ($10/barrel) are associated with .025 [.016�.034] compared to .012 
[.007�.016] at $70 and .008 [.003�.013] at $100. Moreover, as Table A6 
shows, the effect of oil prices does not hold for conflicts in which the 
petrostate was on the receiving side of the conflict. This placebo test offers 
greater confidence in the main results, as they suggest that oil prices have 
a distinctive effect on petrostates’ behavior that does not hold for non-petro-
states. Table A7, in turn, suggests that the relationship is stronger among 
petrostates that produce more oil, whose revenues one would expect to 
be more affected by changes in oil prices.12

11 Estimates for Figures 1–4 are created using Stata 16’s margins and marginsplot commands.
12 The results are robust to using net oil exports in place of oil production (Table A8), and to using each 
country’s time-invariant average level of production (Table A9).

Figure 1.  Predicted number of militarized interstate disputes initiated by petrostates (hostility 
level of 2 or higher) at di�erent oil prices. Estimated based on Models 1–4 of Table 1.

https://doi.org/10.1080/03050629.2024.2352486
https://doi.org/10.1080/03050629.2024.2352486
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Notably, our results differ from those of Hendrix (2017, 584), who finds 
that lower oil prices are not associated with greater petrostate conflict 
initiation. Several differences between the two analyses can likely explain 
this. The first is that our data extend to 2014, rather than 2001. The 
second is that Hendrix uses a time-varying measure of petrostate status, 
such that countries drop in and out of that classification from year-to-
year. However, as we discussed previously, using a time-varying measure 
risks making inclusion into the sample endogenous to oil prices, as oil 
income rises when the price increases. Indeed, when we limit our sample 
to the pre-2002 period or use a time-varying measure of petrostate status, 
our results, like those presented in Hendrix’s Table 2, are weaker and in 
some cases not statistically distinguishable from zero (see Table A12).

The results are robust to different model specifications, as shown 
in� the online appendix. These include including more control variables 
(Table� A2); using net export revenues of at least 10% GDP or oil rents 
at 20% of GDP as the sampling thresholds (Tables A3–A4); including 
country-decade fixed effects to account for country-specific time hetero-
geneity (Table A5); clustering standard errors by year (Table A11); and, 
following Jang and Smith (2021), controlling for an Iran-Iraq War dummy 
variable (Tables A17-A18).

As a supplementary test to explore the effects of cross-national variation 
in how constrained or abundant each petrostate’s oil revenue is, in 

Figure 2.  Predicted number of militarized interstate disputes initiated by petrostates (hostility level 
of 2 or higher) at di�erent oil prices, conditional on the presence of a revolutionary government.
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Table�A19, we replace oil prices with each country’s reserve-to-production 
(R/P) ratio, which measures the number of years’ worth of oil reserves 
the country has. Like oil prices, the R/P ratio allows us to capture the 
degree to which a petrostate faces structural constraints on its oil revenue. 
The results show that countries with a higher R/P ratio initiate fewer 
MIDs, on average, than those with a lower R/P ratio. This is consistent 
with the main findings, as it suggests that petrostates facing constraints 
on their oil revenue are more likely to initiate conflict.

Taken together, these results offer greater support for the Battling over 
a Smaller Market, Diversionary Conflict, and Signaling Strength explana-
tions than for the Emboldenment mechanism. Across model specifications, 
oil prices reduce the number of MIDs that petrostates initiate. Moreover, 
Figure 2 shows how the predicted number of petrostate-initiated MIDs 
across oil prices varies with or without the presence of a revolutionary 
government. As the results show, high oil prices do not increase petrostate 
conflict initiation even in the presence of a revolutionary government—
though, consistent with Colgan (2013), revolutionary governments are 
associated with more conflict initiation overall.

At present, however, the findings do not allow one to adjudicate between 
the three mechanisms that predict more conflict when oil pries are lower. 
Thus, in the following section, we more directly probe which mecha-
nisms—resource-seeking, distracting domestic audiences, signaling strength 
to rivals—receive greater support.

Probing the Mechanisms

To separate the Battling over a Smaller Market, Diversionary Conflict, and 
Signaling Strength mechanisms, we conduct a series of additional tests. 
First, the Signaling Strength mechanism emphasizes the need to deter third 
party rivals who might take advantage of petrostate weakness when oil 
revenue declines. As a result, one piece of evidence that may be consistent 
with this mechanism is petrostates with more rivals initiating conflict 
more often when oil prices are low. Walter (2006) and Clare and Danilovic 
(2010), for example, find that states are more sensitive about having a 
reputation for strength when they have more rivals. Thus, we interact our 
oil price variable with the number of foreign policy rivals each petrostate 
has, using data on rivalries from Thompson and Dreyer (2012), which 
covers the period through 2010. The results in Figure 3 offer suggestive 
evidence that the link between low oil prices and conflict initiation is 
stronger among petrostates with more rivals. Rivalries are associated with 
more conflict overall, but the difference in conflict initiation rates between 
petrostates with no rivals and more rivals reaches statistical significance 
at lower levels of oil prices (the $30-$50 range). While hardly decisive, 
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Figure 3.  Predicted number of militarized interstate disputes initiated by petrostates (hostility 
level of 2 or higher) at di�erent oil prices, conditional on foreign policy rivalries.

Figure 4.  Predicted number of militarized interstate disputes initiated by petrostates (hostility 
level of 2 or higher) at di�erent oil prices, conditional on the presence of a domestic anti-gov-
ernment campaign.
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this is at least broadly consistent with the Signaling Strength mechanism’s 
predictions.

Next, we perform a similar test for the Diversionary Conflict mecha-
nism, which expects policymakers to initiate conflict to create rally-the-flag 
effects and distract domestic audiences from troubles at home. We interact 
the oil price variable a measure of domestic dissatisfaction: the Nonviolent 
and Violent Campaigns and Outcomes (NAVCO, v2.1) dataset’s coding of 
domestic anti-government movements (Chenoweth and Shay 2019). As a 
robustness check, we use data on political protests from the Mass 
Mobilization Data Project, which has data starting from 1990 (Clark and 
Regan 2022). Figure 4 suggests that petrostate conflict initiation is not 
conditional on the presence of a domestic anti-government campaign, and 
the results are similar using protest data.

Finally, the Battling over a Smaller Market mechanism would expect 
to see evidence of a narrower type of conflict when oil prices are low: 
namely, conflict against other petrostates and efforts to seize other coun-
tries’ oil rich territory. We offer evidence for each, starting with conflicts 
initiated against other petrostates. Table 2 replicates the original results, 
this time using a dependent variable that only captures conflicts initiated 
by petrostates against other petrostates. The dependent variable here is 
binary, as there are very few conflicts initiated by petrostates against 

Figure 5.  Proportion of MIDs (hostility level of 2 or more) initiated by petrostates against other 
petrostates. Each point represents a country-year, while the red line and shaded region repre-
sent a linear prediction (with 95% con�dence interval) of the proportion of MIDs targeting 
petrostates across di�erent levels of oil prices.
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other petrostates.13 The results are broadly consistent with those of Table 
1; on average, petrostates initiate more conflict against other petrostates 
when oil prices are lower. This is true even for higher-intensity conflicts 
(Model 5–8), which are precisely the sorts of conflicts the Battling over 
a Smaller Market model would expect to be most common. Figure 5, 
in turn, shows how the proportion of conflicts that petrostates initiate 
against other petrostates varies with oil prices. As expected, the propor-
tion of petrostate-on-petrostate conflict declines with higher oil prices, 
decreasing from around 10% at lower levels of oil prices to less than 
5% at higher oil prices. As Table A10 shows, both of these results hold 
when only included conflicts by petrostates against weaker petrostates, 
defined as those in which the initiator had a higher Correlates of War 
(COW) CINC score, drawing on the COW National Material Capabilities 
(v6.0) (Singer 1987). This is what one might expect based on the Battling 
over a Smaller Market mechanism, as petrostates may be especially 
tempted to seize the resources of petrostates that are likely to put up 
less resistance.14

As an additional test, we look for evidence of whether petrostates target 
oil-rich territory when oil prices are low. We do so in two ways. First, 
we look for instances where petrostates attempted to conquer oil-rich 
territory. We do so by combining Altman’s (2020, 2021) Modern Conquest 
Dataset (v2.2), which contains a list of all attempted territorial conquest 
from 1918 to 2017, with Lujala, Rod, and Thieme’s (2007) PETRODATA 
dataset (v1.2) on oil and gas fields from 1946 to 2003 (cf. Caselli, Morelli, 
and Rohner 2015). The list can be found in Table 3. Second, we look for 
instances where petrostates fought conflicts over oil-rich territory. Here, 
we use the list of territorial MIDs involving oil-rich territory collected by 

13 For MIDs with hostility level of 2+, 91.13% of country-years initiated zero, 7.69% initiated one, 0.91% 
initiated two, and 0.27% initiated three. For MIDs with hostility level of 4+, 94.14% of country-years 
initiated zero, 5.22% initiated one, 0.55% initiated two, and 0.09% initiated three.

14 The results are robust to controlling for the number of other petrostates each country bordered as well 
(Table A16).

Table 3.  Petrostate attempts to conquer oil-rich territory.
Conquest attempts

Challenger Target Territory Year Oil price

Saudi Arabia United Kingdom Buraimi 1952 $11.89
Egypt Israel Sinai 1973 $13.48
Iraq Kuwait Al-Samita 1973 $13.48
Iraq Iran Khuzestan 1980 $88.77
Iraq Kuwait Kuwait 1990 $37.45
Nigeria Cameroon Diamant; Jabane; 

Bakassi
1993 $24.65

Data on conquest attempts are from Altman’s (2020, 2021) Modern Conquest Dataset (v2.2), while data on oil 
and gas �elds are from Lujala, Rod, and Thieme’s (2007) PETRODATA dataset (v1.2).

Mean oil price during conquest attempts: $31.87
Mean oil price in overall sample: $45.17
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Meierding (2020), shown in Table 4. We limit the list to conflicts initiated 
by a petrostate with a MID hostility level of 4 or 5.

For the oil-related conquests in Table 3, the average oil price was $31.87, 
while for the oil-related MIDs in Table 4, the price was $30.62, on average. 
Both of these are about half a standard deviation below the overall sample 
mean ($45.17). This suggests that far from being more likely when oil 
prices are high, oil-related conflict is if anything more common when oil 
prices are low, which is consistent with the Battling over a Smaller Market 
mechanism.

For example, the evidence suggests that Egypt’s desire for the Abu-Rudeis 
oil fields played a role in its efforts to reclaim the Sinai Peninsula. Egypt’s 
demands for the fields started almost immediately after Israel took control 
of them following the Six Day War in 1967, as roughly half of Egypt’s 
pre-1967 oil production came from Abu-Rudeis, and were a major sticking 
point in the postwar negotiations following the Yom Kippur War. The 
Abu-Rudeis fields were among the first portions of the Sinai returned to 
Egyptian control in 1975, with the date (November 17) commemorated 
as “National Petroleum Day” (Smith 1975; Shipler 1979; Rubinovitz and 
Rettig 2018).

On the whole, then, the evidence offers some support for the Signaling 
Strength and Battling over a Smaller Market mechanisms, though less 
so for the Diversionary Conflict mechanism. Petrostates appear to initiate 
conflict against other petrostates more often when oil prices are low, 
and the effect of oil prices on conflict appears to be at least somewhat 
conditional on the number of foreign policy rivals a petrostate has. But 

Table 4.  Militarized interstate disputes (hostility level 4+) involving oil-rich territory.
MID MID

ID Year Participants Initiator Oil price ID Year Participants Initiator Oil price

122 1961 Iraq-Kuwait Iraq $10.70 2115 1980 Iran-Iraq Iraq $88.77
1035 1966 Egypt-Israel Egypt $9.95 2323 1982 Colombia–

Venezuela
Venezuela $67.67

3387 1970 Egypt-Israel Egypt $8.47 2572 1986 Bahrain-Qatar Qatar $25.93
1046 1971 Egypt-Israel Egypt $10.03 3957 1990 Iraq-Kuwait Iraq $37.45
1135 1971 Iran-Iraq Iran $10.03 3568 1992 Iraq-Kuwait Iraq $28.72
2110 1971 Iran-Iraq Iran $10.03 4114 1994 Saudi Arabia-YemenSaudi Arabia $22.49
1340 1972 Equatorial 

Guinea–
Gabon

Equatorial 
Guinea

$10.60 4068 1995 Chad–Nigeria Nigeria $23.69

1612 1972 Iraq-Kuwait Iraq $10.60 4134 1995 Egypt-Sudan Egypt $23.69
3380 1973 Egypt-Israel Egypt $13.48 4272 1996 Iraq-Kuwait Kuwait $28.25
1613 1975 Iraq-Kuwait Iraq $39.98 4288 1996 Egypt-Sudan Egypt $28.25
1337 1976 Chad-Libya Libya $41.49 4203 1997 Saudi 

Arabia-Yemen
Saudi Arabia $25.63

3631 1977 Chad-Libya Libya $42.08 4546 2009 Iran-Iraq Iran $64.62
2114 1979 Iran-Iraq Iran $82.84

Data are from Meierding (2020). Con�icts limited to cases where the petrostate initiated the con�ict.
Mean oil price during oil-related MIDs: $30.62
Mean oil price in overall sample: $45.17
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there is no evidence that petrostates initiate conflict any more often 
when facing a serious domestic anti-government campaign. It is important 
to note, however, that the evidence here does not allow us to refute the 
Diversionary Conflict mechanism conclusively. Governments might choose 
to initiate diversionary conflict to preempt domestic opposition, rather 
than respond to it. Nevertheless, our evidence is still more consistent 
with the Battling over a Smaller Market and Signaling Strength 
mechanisms.

It is important to emphasize that our claim is not that the conquest 
attempts and initiated disputes were all due to either oil grabs or to a 
desire to signal strength to rivals. No monocausal explanation can explain 
most, let alone all, of these cases. Rather, our claim is a more probabilistic 
one: that petrostates initiate more conflict, on average, when oil prices 
are low; that they initiate conflict against petrostates and attempt to con-
quer oil-rich territory more often when oil prices are low; and that petro-
states initiate more conflict during periods of low oil prices when they 
have more foreign policy rivals (Table 5).

Qualitative Evidence

While the quantitative evidence can establish broad trends in petrostate 
conflict initiation, qualitative evidence is useful for providing additional 
evidence for the causal mechanisms behind the relationship. To this end, 
we present evidence from two brief case studies: Iraq’s invasions of Iran 
in 1980 and Kuwait in 1990. These cases were selected for four reasons. 
First, they hold important potential confounding factors constant—namely, 
the country initiating the conflict (Iraq) and its leader (Saddam Hussein)—
thus allowing us to more directly the observe the impact of varying oil 
prices. Second, until Russia’s invasion of Ukraine, these are the only two 
cases of a petrostate launching a full-scale war since the mid-1970s, making 

Table 5. S ummary of the quantitative results.

Causal mechanism
Predictions for relationship between oil 
price and petrostate con�ict initiation Empirical support

Emboldenment High oil prices associated with higher rates 
of con�ict, especially in the presence of 
revisionist ambitions.

None; high oil prices aren’t associated with 
higher rates of con�ict.

Battling over a 
Smaller Market

Low oil prices associated with higher rates 
of con�ict, particularly with other 
petrostates.

Strong; low oil prices are associated with 
higher rates of con�ict, including with 
other petrostates.

Signaling Strength Low oil prices associated with higher rates 
of con�ict, especially in the presence of 
more foreign policy rivals.

Strong; low oil prices are associated with 
higher rates of con�ict, including 
modest evidence that the relationship is 
conditional on the presence of rivalries.

Diversionary 
Con�ict

Low oil prices associated with higher rates 
of con�ict, especially in the presence of 
domestic opposition.

Weak; low oil prices are associated with 
higher rates of con�ict, but little 
evidence that the relationship is 
conditional on domestic opposition.
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them impactful cases. Third, the two cases feature variation in oil prices, 
which was at a peak in 1980 but at a low point during 1990. Fourth, each 
case represents a potentially “easy” case for one or more of the causal 
mechanisms to explain. Iraq’s invasion of Iran in 1980 should be an easy 
case for Emboldenment, since oil prices were relatively high and Saddam 
had very revisionist ambitions. Meanwhile, Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait in 
1990 should be an easy case for the other mechanisms, since oil prices 
were relatively low and Kuwait was a weaker petrostate. If the expected 
causal mechanism fails to explain either case well, that would cast doubt 
on the ability of that mechanism to explain other cases (Levy 2008).

Iraq’s Invasion of Iran (1979–1980)

The evidence from the origins of the Iran-Iraq War offers at best modest 
support for the Emboldenment mechanism. Saddam viewed himself in 
grandiose historical terms as the natural leader of the Arab world (Colgan 
2013, chap. 5). High oil prices from the mid-1970s through the early 1980s 
enabled Iraq to implement a massive military armament program, which 
in turn led Saddam to see an opportunity to invade Iran (Murray and 
Woods 2014, 59; Tripp 2007, 206–207, 222–224). Doing so would not only 
allow Saddam to solidify his credentials and establish Iraq as the preem-
inent power in the Persian Gulf, but also to settle Iraq’s territorial disputes 
with Iran over the border areas of Zain al-Qaws and Saif Saad and the 
Shatt al-Arab waterway which emptied into the Persian Gulf (Ashford 
2022, 82; Colgan 2013, 111–112; Meierding 2020, 93–95, 99–100; 
Renfrew 1987).

However, Iraq’s invasion of Iran was motivated at least as much by fear 
as it was by opportunity. Because of the Iranian Revolution, Saddam 
worried that the new regime in Iran would foment Shia opposition to the 
ruling Sunni regime in Iraq (Renfrew 1987; Swearingen 1988, 411–412; 
Walt 1996, 238–240; Woods 2008, 36–40; Meierding 2020, 100–101). 
Indeed, border skirmishes escalated throughout 1979 and 1980, and Iranian 
officials indicated publicly that they wanted to liberate Iraq (Renfrew 1987; 
Swearingen 1988, 405–406). There were also bombings in Iraq and assas-
sination attempts made on Iraqi officials (Murray and Woods 2014, 86–90). 
Moreover, while Saddam viewed Iran as having increasingly hostile inten-
tions and as a major long-term threat, he also viewed it as temporarily 
weak in light of the upheaval of the revolution (Tripp 2007, 222–224; 
Woods et� al. 2009, 5–6, 27–34). The window of opportunity that Saddam 
saw for invading Iran thus had more to do with Iran’s weakness than with 
high oil prices; after all, elevated prices buoyed Iran’s revenue as well, and 
Saddam recognized that Iranian reprisals could wreak an enormous amount 
of damage on Iraq’s own oil infrastructure, jeopardizing the country’s 
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revenue flow (Woods, Palkki, and Stout 2011, 127–128; Murray and Woods 
2014, 86–88, 94–95, 129–130).

In short, then, while Iraq’s oil wealth in the wake of high oil prices 
might have emboldened it, its invasion of Iran was at least equally moti-
vated by its perception of Iran as simultaneously menacing and threatening 
in the long-term but vulnerable in the short-term.

Iraq’s Invasion of Kuwait (1990)

The available evidence from Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait in 1990 offers stron-
ger support for the Battling over a Smaller Market and Signaling Strength 
mechanisms and weaker support for the Diversionary Conflict mechanism. 
At the time of the invasion, oil was in its fifth year of persistently low 
prices, and was down to a level that was less than half of its peak in 1980 
(89 vs. 37 USD). In the wake of high oil prices during the mid-1970s 
through early 1980s, Iraq built up large military establishment and incurred 
a substantial amount of domestic spending commitments funded through 
its oil revenue (Woods 2008, 41–42; Meierding 2020, 144–147).

Within this context, Saddam viewed invading Kuwait as a solution to 
the multitude of problems facing Iraq. Seizing Kuwait’s oil fields would 
offer an injection of additional revenue, given that Kuwait produced about 
2% of the world’s annual oil production and controlled nearly 10% of its 
proven reserves, with one of the highest oil production per capita in the 
world (BP 2022). This was important not only considering the diminished 
oil price, but also because Iraq had incurred substantial war debts during 
its conflict with Iran the previous decade that it was short on funds to 
pay off. Moreover, Saddam charged Kuwait with exceeding its OPEC oil 
production quota, which he believed further depressed the price of oil 
and deprived Iraq of revenue (Colgan 2013, 113; Meierding 2020, 146–147, 
151–152; Woods 2008, 52–57; Woods, Palkki, and Stout 2011, 166–167; 
Murphy 1990). Finally, consistent with the Signaling Strength mechanism, 
Saddam feared that Iraq’s rivals—including the United States—were in no 
small part responsible for Iraq’s economic troubles by encouraging other 
oil exports to overproduce. Saddam believed that the United States Israel 
would take advantage of Iraq’s weakness to attack the country’s suspected 
chemical weapons and nuclear sites, and even to remove Saddam from 
power through invasion if necessary (Woods 2008, 150–153; Meierding 
2020, 148, 151; Ashford 2022, 146–148). In this case, then, the Battling 
over a Smaller Market and Signaling Strength mechanisms interacted. 
Saddam viewed the acquisition of Kuwait as a means to bolster Iraq’s 
position so that it could more effectively compete with its rivals.

There is also some evidence that Saddam believed the war might help 
deflect criticism from domestic opponents. At the time, in part because 
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of deteriorating economic conditions brought about by reduced oil revenue, 
the Iraqi government faced unrest at home. Moreover, the regime contin-
ued to face Kurdish separatist pressure. Thus, in Saddam’s view, the war 
would at best allow Saddam to portray himself as a victor, and at worst 
would at least briefly rally the public around the shared struggle (Ashford 
2022, 221–222; Colgan 2013, 113–115; Meierding 2020, 146, 148, 154, 
158–159; Woods, Palkki, and Stout 2011, 168–169).

Conclusion: Implications for the Energy Transition

This article set out to understand the degree to which the foreign policies 
of major oil-producers—and in particular their propensity to initiate 
conflict—are shaped by variation in oil prices. The findings are more 
consistent with petrostates initiating conflict more when oil prices are low, 
than with petrostates being emboldened by oil prices and going on the 
offensive due to being flush with oil revenue. The key implication of the 
findings, then, is that declining oil prices are not necessarily good news 
for “petro-aggression.” Previous periods of low oil prices have not been 
periods of petrostate passivity; if anything, petrostates have initiated more 
conflict when oil prices decline.

Our findings speak to the broader literature on “petro-aggression.” As 
described in the introduction, scholars disagree as to whether petrostates 
are more aggressively overall, and are if anything even more divided over 
whether petrostates fight each other over oil. While our findings do not 
focus on petrostates’ overall levels of aggression, they suggest that petro-
states are, in general, more likely to be aggressive when oil prices are 
lower. Moreover, the findings may help to begin bridging the gap between 
proponents and skeptics of what Meierding (2016) calls the “oil wars 
hypothesis.” Scholars like Meierding (2016, 2020), Jang and Smith (2021), 
and Ashford (2022) point out that would-be conquerors face serious imped-
iments to seeking to seize and profit from the oil resources of their 
neighbors, including the costs of occupation and the risk of international 
reprisals. Our findings suggest that while these arguments may very well 
be correct, these constraints might be less likely to discourage such attempts 
during periods of low oil prices.

A natural question arises as to the degree to which these findings are 
applicable to the energy transition that is likely to put downward pressure 
on oil revenue in the coming years (see e.g. Van de Graaf 2018; Bordoff 
2020). The key ways in which declining revenue during the energy tran-
sition is likely to differ from previous oil busts are twofold. The first is 
that the energy transition’s effects on oil revenue may not necessarily be 
through the mechanism of prices if supply declines at a similar rate as 
demand. Instead, it is more likely to be through the volume of oil sold. 
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Second, price fluctuations are difficult to predict but temporary; petrostates 
could reasonably expect revenue to rebound, as global demand for oil 
continued to climb. By contrast, slowing and ultimately declining demand 
for oil is likely to be a gradual, long-term process which petrostates can 
anticipate with some degree of certainty. Our findings thus cannot nec-
essarily be interpreted as predictions about petrostates behavior during 
the energy transition, as petrostates may be able to proactively adapt by, 
for example, diversifying their economies.

However, this proactive adaptation could also include conflict initiation 
based on mechanisms similar to those described in this paper. But whereas 
we find that petrostates initiate conflict after oil prices decline, having 
knowledge of their impending decline may lead petrostates to initiate in 
the early days of the transition. States facing the prospect of a permanent 
decline may face a “use it or lose it” incentive—to try to take advantage 
of a closing window of opportunity to take advantage of their position 
before it’s too late, whether by engaging in coercion or preventive war 
against rivals or trying to engage in conquest to try and stave off their 
decline (Gilpin 1981; Van Evera 1999; Copeland 2000). Thus, petrostates 
may face the worst of both worlds—declining revenue, and knowledge 
that they may have little to lose since the future may be even more dis-
advantageous. Somewhat counterintuitively, then, the incentives for “oil 
grabs” may be highest during the earlier, rather than later, phase of the 
energy transition.

The article’s findings suggest numerous potential avenues for future 
research. As described above, past declines in oil prices have not pacified 
petrostates, and there may be reason to expect that expectations of declin-
ing revenue during the energy transition could mean even more conflict. 
However, future research should consider the degree to which current 
and future petrostate governments actually do view the energy transition 
as a “use it or lose it” scenario when it comes to drawing on their erst-
while oil revenues to settle disputes with rivals and seize a greater share 
of a declining oil market while they still can.
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