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Lecture 5 – The Correlates of Conflict
There have been a fairly large number of studies applying cross-country regression techniques to civil war.  Much of this is summarized in chapters 3 and 4 of Breaking the Conflict Trap, The World Bank, 2003 (WB) and again in *Collier, Paul and Anke Hoeffler, 2004, “The Challenges of Reducing the Global Incidence of Civil War, http://www.copenhagenconsensus.com/Files/Filer/CC/Papers/Conflicts_230404.pdf. 

This work employs a fairly standard definition of civil war which requires that an identifiable rebel group presents a military challenge to a government that is sufficiently serious that there are 1,000 battle deaths and sufficiently competitive that each side suffers at least 5% of the casualties.  Unfortunately, much of the work on which WB is based has used a dataset called Correlates of War which has a number of serious problems (see Lacina, Bethany and Gleditsch, Nils Petter, 2004, “Monitoring Trends in Global Combat: A New Dataset of Battle-deaths,”   http://www.prio.no/cscw/cross/battledeaths/Monitoring%20Trends%20in%20Global%20Combat.pdf.
What factors are associated with civil war?  Before proceeding, note that I was careful in this question not to say “causes”.  Following the discussion of the endogeneity issue in seminar 2 we should be cautious about causality.
WB stresses four, sometimes five, correlates of civil war:  a history of conflict, low income, stagnant income, primary commodity dependence and unequal income distribution.  
One thing that jumps off of this list is how four out of the five are economic factors.  The only non-economic factor is a history of conflict, although this is the one that has the strongest association with conflict.

The association of past war with future war presents a special dilemma that WB refers to as “the conflict trap”.  This means that it is difficult to escape conflict.  As Al Pacino laments in “Godfather III”, “Every time I try to get out, they pull me back in.”  

It is worth thinking about how the conflict trap might operate.  First, of all conflict might worsen some of the conflict correlates mentioned above, i.e., conflict might decrease income and increase primary commodity dependence and income inequality.  Second, a recent war history might be due to some unmeasured factor that is still present despite a recent peace accord.  For example, anger over the assassination of a political leader might have contributed to the start of a war and even after both sides agree to stop fighting the anger might linger on.  Third, a war can build up future risk factors; atrocities cause grievances, guns imports remain inside countries, and former guerrillas do not forget how to organize insurgencies.  Also, refugees might accumulate wealth in their new countries and be ready to finance future rebellion back home.  Finally, the perception that there is a conflict trap can be self-fulfilling.  For example, investors might shun a country thought likely to return to war, keeping the country poor and increasing the chance of a relapse into war.
It is interesting that both low income and low growth of income are associated with war. It is easy to imagine how these relationships can work.  Poor people might have few attractive options other than rebelling.  Low growth might translate into low hope, contributing to a perception of joining an armed group as a relatively cost-free alternative.  Poverty and a stagnant economy might also engender a sense of grievance against the government for not effectively helping ordinary people.  Note, however, that these factors are highly subject to the endogeneity critique.  There has been some recent work on this issue but it is beyond the scope of this course.
Primary commodity dependence means that a high percentage of exports are accounted for by simple commodities such as diamonds, gold, oil or agricultural raw materials.  Such an export profile is correlated with poverty but even accounting for the effect of poverty there seems to still be a primary commodity association with war.  It is likely that this is due to the “lootability” of primary commodities.  That is, with sufficient firepower it is possible to gain control of, for example, a diamond mine.  These resources are often located in remote areas and are, therefore, hard for weak governments to defend.  Ruthless people struggle over these resources sometimes to the point of war.  Manufacturing operations, on the other hand, are typically located in big cities, i.e., at the heart of government power.  Moreover, manufacturing is generally more sophisticated than primary commodity production and, therefore, difficult for powerful but primitive armies to really control.
 
Unequal income distribution is a sort of fifth wheel in this report.  It is sometimes mentioned among the key correlates and sometimes disappears.  This is because regression studies have generally found only weak effects for income inequality.  Nevertheless, it still might be a significant factor.  Income distribution data is notoriously unreliable.  There have been data improvements in recent years but to my knowledge no one has yet tried to use this data in civil war research.  The failure to date to find strong effects for income distribution might simply reflect data problems.  
Some recent cross-country work, http://www.stanford.edu/group/ethnic/workingpapers/apsa011.pdf, has stressed the importance “rough terrain” which, in practice means mountain cover.  There may be an effect here although it does not appear to be especially strong.  Many people think that the presence of jungles is also important but there has not been sufficient data to really test this hypothesis as of yet.  
It is striking that ethnic problems do not appear on the list since many people assume that these are a big factor in most wars.  But WB and Collier have argued that ethnicity has been overplayed by many analysts.  It argues, plausibly, that we should look beyond the rhetoric of revolutionary movements.  Propaganda language of ethnic grievance might obscure other more fundamental, often economic, motives of guerrilla leaders.  After  all, few warriors want to announce publicly that they have formed an armed group just to take over a diamond mine.  

That said, most of the work that downplays ethnicity has used an inappropriate concept of ethnic diversity, specifically ethnic fractionalization rather than ethnic polarization.   The difference is simple but important.  A society displays maximal ethnic fractionalization if every citizen belongs to his own ethnic group.  A society exhibits maximal polarization if there are two ethnicities of equal size.  Of course, those were not full definitions but they suffice to convey the main point: high fractionalization can be a recipe for peace while high polarization can be a recipe for war.  A weakness of WB is that much of the discussion of how weak ethnicity effects are boil down to the straightforward claim that high ethnic fractionalization is not associated with war.  But polarization is still important.
There is another serious problem with empirical work that finds ethnicity to a small risk factor for civil war.  The Correlates of War Dataset systematically excludes conflicts between ethnic groups unless one of these groups is identified with a State.  Civil war, in this definition, must involve a State as one actor so cases where to ethnic groups are killing each other below State level simply do not appear on the radar screen, although there are many such situations.  Ethnic differences are almost surely a big risk factor for violent conflict even if this conflict is not classified technically as civil war.

What factors are associated with civil wars lasting a long time?  Poverty, inequality, ethnic polarization and weak government (the last almost by definition).  Note that inequality and ethnic problems now appear as key factors in contrast with before.
WB is very helpful in stressing the importance of studying the financial and recruitment basis of rebel organizations.  It is a simple fact that rebellion costs money and requires soldiers.  
Money can come from a variety of sources including foreign governments, foreign diasporas, the illegal narcotics trade, kidnapping, extortion and robbery.  

On soldiers, WB makes the important point that a rebel group can do a lot of damage with only a small fraction of the country’s population.  Rebel groups differ fundamentally from politically parties.  They do not need a majority.  It is enough to have a few thousand supporters who are prepared to take big risks.  
Unemployment and poverty help rebel recruitment.  Rebels tend to recruit lots of young men who may be attracted to the ideas of independence and adventure.  Also group membership should guarantee food.  In some situations guerrillas might even be safer than civilians.  Forced recruitment is also common and often involves children.  This preference for children may be motivated by the expectation that children will be easier to dominate than adults.  The promise of revenge is also a common recruiting tool.  Common ethnicity is surely important in many cases for holding rebel groups together.
� Oil is something of an exception since it is a primary commodity that can be well extracted only with the use of sophisticated technology.  On the other hand multinational oil companies operating in remote parts of war-torn countries are often subjected to extortion.





