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Introduction
Oil, Arms, and Influence examines how the pursuit, control, and protection of
hydrocarbons have shaped the modern Middle East’s wars. This book argues that
energy wealth has not merely financed conflict; it has structured the alliances that
deter or invite war, determined which insurgents can endure, and drawn outside
powers into local struggles under the banner of stability. By tracing the money, the
weapons, and the shipping routes, we can see how barrels translate into bargaining
power—and how that power is contested on battlefields, in ministries, and across
maritime chokepoints.

The analysis begins with the political economy of oil: who controls the rents, how
those rents are spent, and why that spending often privileges security over social
contracts. From early concessionary regimes to nationalization and OPEC’s formation,
producers learned to leverage scarcity and price for geopolitical ends, while importers
sought assured access through bases, defense guarantees, and arms sales. These
bargains created “petro-security complexes” in which state survival and external
energy needs became tightly intertwined. In practice, that meant robust militaries with
imported kit, domestic policing anchored in revenue rather than taxation, and
diplomatic alignments that could shift with markets and leadership changes.

Yet oil’s influence was never confined to states alone. Insurgent movements have
repeatedly tapped hydrocarbons—by seizing fields, taxing transport, tapping pipelines,
or smuggling refined products—to finance organization and sustain campaigns.
Control over energy infrastructure confers not just cash but leverage: a well-timed
attack on a terminal or tanker lane can impose costs far beyond the battlefield.
Sanctions, too, rewire incentives, spawning shadow fleets, front companies, and barter
arrangements that reconfigure conflict economies while complicating outside efforts to
punish or deter.

Foreign intervention has likewise been inseparable from the geography of energy.
Naval patrols in the Gulf protect tankers as much as territory; airstrikes often center
on depots, refineries, and storage nodes; and diplomatic crises routinely hinge on the
security of straits and pipelines. Great-power competition overlays regional rivalries,
with arms-for-energy arrangements entrenching dependencies on both sides. Even as
some importers reduce direct reliance on Middle Eastern crude, their exposure to
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global prices, allied security, and maritime stability keeps the region central to their
strategy.

This book is investigative in method and synthetic in scope. It draws on declassified
records, corporate filings, trade and shipping data, conflict-event datasets, and a wide
corpus of regional scholarship to connect micro-level decisions—such as which field to
defend or which route to sabotage—to macro-level outcomes like war onset, alliance
durability, and market volatility. Case studies from Iraq, Iran, Syria, Libya, Yemen, the
Kurdish regions, and the Eastern Mediterranean are paired with thematic chapters on
sanctions, insurgent finance, and arms transfers to show recurring patterns across
time and space.

Finally, the book looks ahead to the coming energy transition. Declining long-term oil
demand, expanding natural gas and petrochemicals, and the rise of renewables will
not automatically dissolve the security dilemmas forged in the hydrocarbon age.
Instead, they may redistribute leverage, create new chokepoints in minerals and grids,
and test rentier political bargains at home. The concluding chapters outline pathways
to de-escalation—greater transparency in energy governance, smarter sanctions
design, maritime confidence-building, and regional integration—that can temper the
combustible mix of oil, arms, and influence even as the world moves beyond the
dominance of the barrel.

CHAPTER ONE: Wellspring of Power: The Discovery
of Oil and the Remaking of the Middle East
The sands of the Middle East, for millennia, held secrets far older and more profound
than any ancient civilization. Empires rose and fell, prophets walked its dust-blown
paths, and trade routes etched their way across vast deserts, all largely oblivious to
the black gold slumbering beneath their feet. For centuries, the region’s strategic
importance lay in its crossroads location, connecting East and West, facilitating the
flow of goods, ideas, and armies. But with the dawn of the 20th century, a new kind of
treasure was unearthed, one that would irrevocably alter its destiny, transforming
barren landscapes into geopolitical battlegrounds and shifting the global balance of
power: petroleum.

Before oil, the great powers of Europe viewed the Ottoman Empire, which then
encompassed much of the modern Middle East, primarily through the lens of decline
and strategic access. Britain eyed the Suez Canal, France held sway in the Levant, and
Russia sought warm-water ports. Their interests were diverse, but none truly
anticipated the seismic shift that crude oil would bring. The initial explorations were
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often driven by intrepid adventurers, geologists with a keen eye for subtle geological
clues, and ambitious entrepreneurs willing to risk fortunes on a hunch. These early
pioneers were searching for something largely unknown to the local populations, a
substance whose true value was only just beginning to be understood in the
industrializing West.

The first significant discovery to truly ignite the region’s oil age occurred not in the
Arabian Peninsula, but in Persia (modern-day Iran). In 1901, William Knox D’Arcy, an
Australian mining magnate, secured a concession from the Shah of Persia, granting
him exclusive rights to search for, obtain, exploit, process, and sell petroleum and
natural gas throughout most of the country for sixty years. It was a staggering grant,
covering an area of 480,000 square miles, larger than France and Germany combined.
For years, D’Arcy’s efforts yielded little more than mounting debts and frustrations. His
team faced harsh desert conditions, logistical nightmares, and the constant threat of
tribal unrest. The financial strain was immense, pushing him to the brink of
bankruptcy.

Just as D’Arcy was about to throw in the towel, a desperate plea to the Burmah Oil
Company in 1905 brought a crucial injection of capital and expertise. This lifeline
allowed operations to continue, and the drilling persisted in the remote southwestern
region of Persia. The geologists, led by George Bernard Reynolds, believed strongly in
the prospects of an area called Masjid-i-Sulaiman, or the “Mosque of Solomon.” It was
here, on May 26, 1908, after seven long years of fruitless searching and at the
eleventh hour of D’Arcy’s financial viability, that oil finally gushed forth from a well at
1,180 feet. The eruption of black crude was not merely a commercial success; it was a
geostrategic earthquake.

The discovery at Masjid-i-Sulaiman instantly transformed Persia into a territory of
immense interest to the British Empire. The Royal Navy, under the visionary
leadership of Winston Churchill, was then in the process of converting its fleet from
coal to oil. Oil offered greater speed, efficiency, and range, but its supply chain was
entirely reliant on foreign sources. The prospect of a secure, British-controlled oil
supply, free from the vagaries of international markets and the control of rival powers,
was irresistible. This direct link between energy and naval power laid the groundwork
for decades of British intervention and influence in the Middle East.

The Anglo-Persian Oil Company (APOC), formed in 1909 to exploit D’Arcy's concession,
quickly became a cornerstone of British foreign policy. The British government,
recognizing the strategic imperative, acquired a controlling 51% stake in APOC in
1914, a move driven by Churchill himself. This unprecedented intervention of a state
directly into a commercial enterprise underscored the strategic importance of oil. It
was no longer just a commodity; it was a matter of national security, a vital fluid for
imperial power projection. This act also established a precedent for the intertwined
relationship between Western governments and oil companies that would define the
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industry for much of the 20th century.

The Ottoman Empire, though vast, was largely late to the oil rush. While there were
sporadic reports of oil seepages for centuries, and even some rudimentary exploitation
in areas like Mesopotamia (modern-day Iraq) for asphalt and fuel, a systematic
exploration for commercial quantities of oil did not begin in earnest until the early
20th century. German interests, keen to secure resources for their own burgeoning
industrial and military might, played a significant role in these early investigations.
The construction of the Berlin-Baghdad Railway, a grand imperial project, was not
merely about trade; it was also about establishing a physical conduit for German
influence and, potentially, for future oil extraction.

The outbreak of World War I further amplified the strategic significance of Middle
Eastern oil. The war was the first major conflict to be fought with significant reliance
on petroleum-powered machines – tanks, aircraft, and naval vessels. Control over oil
supplies became a critical factor in military success. The Ottoman Empire, allied with
Germany, found itself a target for Allied ambitions, not least because of its suspected
oil reserves in Mesopotamia. British forces, advancing from India, swiftly moved to
secure Basra and the surrounding oilfields in what is now southern Iraq. This military
campaign was a clear demonstration of how energy considerations could directly
shape wartime objectives and territorial ambitions.

Following the collapse of the Ottoman Empire at the end of World War I, the victorious
Allied powers, particularly Britain and France, began to redraw the map of the Middle
East, carving out new states and spheres of influence. The Sykes-Picot Agreement of
1916, a secret pact between Britain and France, had already laid the groundwork for
this division, largely ignoring existing ethnic and sectarian lines in favor of strategic
interests. Oil was an unspoken, yet profound, factor in these geopolitical calculations.
The newly formed mandates – British Mandates for Mesopotamia and Palestine, and
the French Mandate for Syria and Lebanon – were not merely administrative divisions;
they were, in many ways, an attempt to secure access to and control over potential oil-
rich territories.

The former Ottoman provinces of Baghdad, Basra, and Mosul were controversially
merged to form the new state of Iraq under British mandate. The inclusion of Mosul,
with its promising oil prospects, into the British sphere of influence was a hotly
contested issue, particularly with France. Eventually, through complex negotiations
and the redrawing of some borders, an agreement was reached that granted France a
share in the Turkish Petroleum Company (later renamed the Iraq Petroleum Company
or IPC), which held the concession for oil exploration across most of Iraq. This
arrangement, often referred to as the "Red Line Agreement" of 1928, effectively
cartelized the development of Mesopotamian oil, ensuring that a consortium of British,
French, and American companies controlled its exploitation.
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The discoveries in Iraq proved to be equally momentous. In 1927, the Baba Gurgur
oilfield near Kirkuk erupted in a spectacular gusher, confirming Iraq's immense oil
wealth. This discovery, even larger than Masjid-i-Sulaiman, solidified Iraq’s place as a
major player in the nascent global oil industry. The subsequent development of Iraq's
oil infrastructure, including pipelines to the Mediterranean, further entrenched the
region's importance as a source of energy for Europe. The control of these pipelines
and the stability of the territories they traversed would become recurring themes in
the region's tumultuous history.

Meanwhile, on the Arabian Peninsula, the search for oil was just beginning. The vast
desert landscapes, ruled by tribal leaders and nascent kingdoms, presented a different
set of challenges and opportunities. American companies, late to the game in Persia
and Iraq, were particularly keen to establish a foothold in this unexplored territory. The
arrival of American wildcatters and diplomats would introduce a new dynamic to the
region’s energy politics, challenging the established dominance of British and French
interests. The rivalry between these powers for concessions and influence would
become a defining feature of the interwar period.

The story of oil in the Middle East is not just one of geology and engineering; it is a
story of contracts and concessions, of diplomatic maneuvering and imperial rivalries.
The initial agreements often reflected the vast power imbalance between the
technologically advanced Western nations and the less developed, often nascent,
states of the Middle East. The terms of these concessions were overwhelmingly
favorable to the foreign companies, granting them extensive rights and leaving a
relatively small share of the profits to the host nations. This unequal distribution of
wealth would, in time, become a source of immense resentment and a catalyst for
future conflicts and movements for resource sovereignty.

The discovery of oil fundamentally reshaped the strategic calculus of the Middle East.
It transformed a region primarily known for its historical and religious significance into
a vital reservoir of the world's most critical resource. The seemingly endless supply of
cheap oil fueled the industrial expansion and military might of the West, but it also
sowed the seeds of future instability within the Middle East itself. The wealth
generated by oil, rather than uniformly developing the region, often exacerbated
existing inequalities, fueled internal power struggles, and created a new set of
dependencies on external powers who sought to secure their access to this vital
commodity. The stage was set for a century of intricate geopolitical dramas, where the
flow of oil would often dictate the flow of arms and the exercise of influence.
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