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Motivation

Do natural resources impede democracy? (Auty, 1993)

On the one hand, some claim the natural resource curse does not
exist (Liou & Musgrave, 2014; Haber & Menaldo, 2011)

Others find (conditional) evidence of the curse (Jensen & Wantchekon, 2004; Ross,

2001, 2006, 2011; Smith, 2004)

But for a few exceptions, almost all of them use oil revenue (i.e.
resource income) to determine whether there is a curse

Typical mechanism: Corruption (oil revenue allows incumbents to
lower taxes, provide public goods, increase patronage)

Increases value that incumbents place on remaining in office, making
them take measures to stay in power longer

Two main problems:

Ignores informational effects about future revenue
Ignores the mechanism of military coups
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Argument

Exploit the discovery of oil (plausibly exogenous variation of future oil
revenue)

Oil production and associated revenue measures are noisy (Tsui, 2011)

Moreover, oil production is rarely monotonic and is not a good
predictor of revenue (Cotet & Tsui, 2013)

Expectation of future oil income changes the decision calculus of
incumbents

By the time actual oil revenue makes it to the government coffers,
leaders have already solidified their hold on power

Particularly the case for autocratic countries

‘[f]or every Venezuela and Nigeria, there is a Norway or a Botswana’
(Robinson et al. 2006: 451)

Argument: Autocratic leaders use natural resource discoveries to
reduce the likelihood of a coup by buying off the military
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Hypotheses

Hypothesis

(Bigger) oil discoveries results in a country becoming less democratic

Hypothesis

(Bigger) oil discoveries reduces the likelihood of attempted coups,
especially in in autocracies

Hypothesis

(Bigger) oil discoveries increases levels of military spending, especially in
autocracies

S.P.Harish & Joseph Levine (W&M) Slipping into Authoritarianism APSA 2021 4 / 14



Hypotheses

Hypothesis

(Bigger) oil discoveries results in a country becoming less democratic

Hypothesis

(Bigger) oil discoveries reduces the likelihood of attempted coups,
especially in in autocracies

Hypothesis

(Bigger) oil discoveries increases levels of military spending, especially in
autocracies

S.P.Harish & Joseph Levine (W&M) Slipping into Authoritarianism APSA 2021 4 / 14



Hypotheses

Hypothesis

(Bigger) oil discoveries results in a country becoming less democratic

Hypothesis

(Bigger) oil discoveries reduces the likelihood of attempted coups,
especially in in autocracies

Hypothesis

(Bigger) oil discoveries increases levels of military spending, especially in
autocracies

S.P.Harish & Joseph Levine (W&M) Slipping into Authoritarianism APSA 2021 4 / 14



Data

Discovery data from Horn (2004)

Dataset of giant oilfields including information on location, historic
production and discovery year

Better than other sources (in terms of time coverage and information
on size)

Good for our purposes (wide variation in time and space) Link

Has information on estimated oil recovery as well

Main measures:

Number of discoveries in a year
Total estimated oil recovery

Also use Polity, VDEM, SIPRI

Country-Year panel
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Estimation Strategy

Yit = β0 + β1 ∗ Number of Discoveriesit + Xit + γi + θt + ϵit

Yit = ψ0 + ψ1 ∗ Total Estimated Oilit + Xit + αi + ηt + ωit

where Yit is the outcome for country i and year t

Number of Discoveriesit is the number of oil field discoveries and Total Estimated
Oilit is the amount of estimated oil from a discovery in country i and year t

Xit is a matrix of control variables: Population, Oil Reserves, Country Area, Total
Oil Income, Civil War

γi and αi are country fixed effects

θt and ηt are year fixed effects
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Results

Oil Discovery & Democracy Link

Estimated Oil Recovery & Democracy

Oil Discovery & Coups Link

Estimated Oil Coups & Democracy

Oil Discovery & Military Spending Link

Estimated Oil Coups & Military Spending
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Oil Discovery & Democracy

Back to Results Link
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Oil Discovery & Coups

Back to Results Link
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Estimated Oil Recovery & Coups

Back to Results Link
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Oil Discovery & Military Spending

Back to Results Link
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Thank you!
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Oil Discoveries

Back to Data Link
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