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This article examines the role of economic inequality in influencing the risk of armed 

conflict between communal groups in Africa. We argue that socioeconomic inequality 

can generate inter-group grievances, which, due to the exclusionary legitimacy of the 

African state and elite incentives to engage in competitive mobilization of communal 

groups, precipitate violent communal conflict. To examine this argument, we rely on 

a series of household surveys to construct sub-national inequality measures. For each 

region, we calculated measures of inequality in terms of household welfare and 

education between individuals (vertical inequality) and between ethnic groups 

(horizontal inequality). Combining the inequality data with new geo-referenced data 

on communal conflict in Sub-Saharan Africa for the period 1990–2008, we find that 

regions with strong socioeconomic inequalities – both vertical and horizontal – are 

significantly more exposed to violent communal conflicts. More specifically, regions 

in which the largest ethnic group is severely disadvantaged compared to other groups 

are particularly prone to experience communal conflict. 
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Armed conflict is a prevailing source of vulnerability for many communities in Sub-

Saharan Africa. The direct and indirect costs of armed conflict are staggering, and the 

issue is high on the agenda of policymakers, development agencies and academics 

alike (c.f. World Bank 2011). The bulk of the academic attention has been directed at 

armed conflicts that involve the state as one of the belligerents, partly because these 

conflicts tend to be the most disruptive, and partly because comparable data across 

countries over time have until recently only been available for these forms of 

conflicts. As a consequence, there is a lack of systematic research on armed conflicts 

between groups, without direct state involvement.  

Yet, for many population groups in Sub-Saharan Africa, the largest threat of 

becoming a victim of political violence does not emanate from the state, but from 

violent clashes and armed disputes between local communities. For those affected, the 

consequences of such communal conflicts can be likened to those of civil war, in 

terms of the danger of death, physical injury, forcible displacement, property 

destruction, and the erosion of social trust. Humanitarian agencies working in places 

such as South Sudan (UNMISS 2012), Nigeria (Human Rights Watch 2011), and 

Kenya (UN 2012) have long recognized violent communal conflict as a key obstacle 

to human security and societal development. In several countries, including Côte 

d’Ivoire and Sudan, violent communal conflicts have also evolved to become full-

fledged civil wars. Identifying the correlates of communal conflict is thus particularly 

important from a conflict prevention perspective. This article provides one of the first 

contributions to the emerging quantitative literature on the determinants of communal 

conflict.  
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A recent overview shows that the African continent sees the highest number of 

communal conflicts (Sundberg, Eck, and Kreutz 2012). However, their occurrence 

varies greatly, both across and within African states. Whereas some regions, such as 

the Rift Valley in Kenya and Jos in Nigeria suffer from recurring outbreaks of fierce 

communal violence, other areas display no armed hostility in the relationship between 

communal groups. What explains this variation? We argue that economic inequalities 

play a central role in explaining why some regions are vulnerable to communal 

conflict, whereas others are not. Large disparities in the distribution of wealth give 

rise to feelings of relative deprivation and marginalization that may facilitate violent 

mobilization, often along the lines of communal identities. The exclusionary 

legitimacy of the African state precipitates an intense competition between communal 

groups and also creates elite incentives to foment grievance formation and communal 

tension in order to solidify their own political power. As a result, grievances related to 

economic inequalities may lead to violent communal conflict.   

We examine the relationship between economic inequality and the risk of 

communal conflict in a sub-national study covering Sub-Saharan Africa between 

1990 and 2008. Based on national Demographic and Health Surveys (DHS) we 

construct measures of the level of socioeconomic inequalities within first order 

administrative units of the countries. We couple these measures with new geo-

referenced data on armed conflicts between communal groups from the Uppsala 

Conflict Data Project (Melander and Sundberg 2013). The statistical results show that 

regions with strong economic inequalities have a significantly higher risk of 

experiencing violent communal conflict. This conclusion holds both when we 

measure vertical inequality between individuals, as well as horizontal inequality 

between ethnic groups; and with regard to different dimensions of inequality, such as 
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household wealth and educational attainment. The current study thus provides a 

significant contribution to the evolving literature on violent communal conflict, by 

pointing to the salience of economic grievances. It also contributes to the study of the 

relationship between economic inequality and political violence more generally, as 

this literature hitherto has focused almost exclusively on civil wars (c.f. Boix 2008; 

Cederman, Gleditsch, and Weidmann 2011; Collier and Hoeffler 2004; Østby 2008; 

Østby, Nordås, and Rød 2009).  

In the remainder of this article we first provide a short review of the previous 

research on communal conflict. We move on to expound on our own argument that 

economic inequality is an important factor to understand variations in the occurrence 

of violent communal conflict. We then describe our data and research design and 

present our empirical analyses. Finally, we provide some concluding remarks. 

 

Previous Research on Communal Conflict 

Whereas the quantitative literature on the origins and dynamics of civil war has 

flourished in recent years, far less research has been conducted on armed conflicts 

between non-state groups, where state is not directly involved as one of the 

combatants. One likely reason for this gap is that there has been a general lack of 

comparable data across countries over time on communal conflicts, making it difficult 

to conduct systematic studies identifying general trends. Prevailing claims about the 

origins and dynamics of communal conflict have thus been strongly influenced by 

case-oriented research on individual countries and regions. Two strands of literature 

seem particularly salient (c.f Sundberg et al. 2012).  

First, an influential perspective has emphasized the natural resource dimension 

of violent communal conflict. In particular, violent communal conflict in the African 
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Sahel region and the Horn of Africa are often linked to competition over resources, 

such as water points, cattle, and land for grazing and farming, and involve groups 

with their livelihood base in the subsistence sector (c.f. Fjelde and von Uexkull 2012; 

Meier, Bond, and Bond 2007; Turner, Ayantunde, Patterson, and Patterson 2011). 

Some scholars relate these conflicts explicitly to climate change and a supply-induced 

scarcity of renewable resources (Homer-Dixon 1999; Obioha 2008). Critics note, 

however, that these resource-related conflicts have a long history, sometimes dating 

back to the pre-colonial period, and instead point to changes in property laws, the 

privatization and confiscation of land, weak legal regimes, and state-building 

processes to explain why these livelihood conflicts turn violent (c.f. Benjaminsen and 

Ba 2009; Benjaminsen 2008; Butler and Gates 2012; Eck 2011; Hagmann and 

Mulugeta 2008; Peters 2004; Raleigh 2011; Turner 2004).  

A second strand of literature addresses the causes of violent inter-ethnic riots, 

with much of the empirical evidence drawn from the Indian and Indonesian case. A 

recurrent theme in this literature is the role of national and subnational elites in 

manipulating existing communal tensions to entrench their own power (c.f. Brass 

1997; 2003). Several studies address when and where such political incentives for 

fomenting ethnic violence arise. Wilkinson (2004), for example, argues that local 

level electoral incentives for ethnic violence arise in the more competitive 

municipalities, and that the state will only intervene to protect minorities when these 

constitute an important base of their electoral constituency. Others highlight how 

political transitions create critical junctures in which ethnicity is politicized and 

mobilized by elites seeking to control the benefits of democratization and 

decentralization (Bertrand 2004; Davidsson 2008; Kreutz and Eck 2011; Van Klinken 

2007).  



 7 

In both of the above perspectives, access to resources plays a central role in 

expounding the motivations for violent communal conflict. Some studies also point 

more explicitly to the role of economic marginalization and feelings of relative 

deprivation in explaining individual participation in communal violence (c.f. Bohlken 

and Sergenti (2010) and Justinio (2011) on India, and Barron, Kaiser, and Pradhan 

(2009) and Tadjoeddin and Murshed (2007) on Indonesia). Based on his comparative 

study, Horowitz (2001) argues, however, that economic downturn is a poor predictor 

of communal violence. A couple of case studies have looked specifically at the role of 

economic inequality, which is the focus of the present study. While Mancini (2008) 

finds a positive relationship between measures of inequality between groups and 

ethno-communal violence across Indonesian districts, Østby, Urdal, Tadjoeddin, 

Murshed, and Strand (2011) find that inequality between groups matters only in the 

context of high population growth.  

A limitation of much of the case-based literature on communal conflict is the 

tendency to select on the dependent variable and to focus only on the cases where 

violence was widespread (Fearon and Laitin 1996; Wilkinson 2004). The comparative 

studies that do exist have tended to focus on explaining spatial and temporal variation 

in communal conflict within individual countries, rather than making systematic 

comparisons across a broader set of cases. As a result, our general knowledge about 

the causes of communal conflict is limited, and there is a need for large-N studies that 

can examine insights emerging from the case-based literature on a larger set of 

countries. This study addresses this gap. 

In the following section we develop the argument that economic inequality 

between groups is a central factor in explaining why some areas experience violent 

communal conflict, whereas others do not. We focus our discussion on Sub-Saharan 
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Africa, as this is the scope of our empirical analysis, but we believe that the logic is 

not necessarily restricted to this region.  

 

  Economic Inequality and Communal Conflict 

A remarkably diverse literature, theoretical as well as empirical, has coalesced on the 

proposition that economic inequality influences the risk of political violence (c.f. 

Lichbach 1989; Moore, Lindström, and O’Regan 1996). Early, scholars of social 

revolution and civil war suggested that economic grievances give rise to frustration 

and discontent that fuel violent mobilization. Davies (1962), for example, argues that 

revolutions resulted from an intolerable gap between what people expect and what 

they get. Gurr (1970) places a similar emphasis on subjective feelings of relative 

deprivation, i.e. a perceived mismatch between resources and entitlements, in his 

explanation for why men rebel. Whereas large-N studies have largely failed to find a 

significant relationship between inequality between individuals and civil war (c.f. 

Collier and Hoeffler 2004; Fearon and Laitin 2003), a number of recent studies 

corroborate that inequality between groups increase the risk of rebellion (Buhaug, 

Gleditsch, Holterman, Østby, and Tollefsen 2011; Cederman et al. 2011; Østby 2008; 

Østby, Nordås, and Rød 2009). 

 Empirical investigations of the inequality-conflict argument have almost 

exclusively focused on armed rebellion against the state (c.f. Boix 2008; Buhaug et al. 

2011; Cederman et al. 2011; Collier and Hoeffler 2004; Fearon and Laitin 2003; 

Østby 2008; Østby et al. 2009). 2  However, the scope of the inequality-conflict 

argument does not restrict itself to cases where the state is a participant in the 

                                                 
2 In some countries, such as Sudan and DRC, ethnic groups active in civil wars are also involved in 

armed conflict with other ethnic groups. Yet, frequently communal conflicts occur in countries and 

regions without ongoing ethnic insurgencies, such as in Kenya and Ghana. The two phenomena are 

thus often distinct, and studying them as such facilitates our knowledge about the determinants of 

different types of violence. 
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violence. 3 Violent mobilization related to collective demands for redistribution or in 

defense of the status quo distribution could also lead to inter-group competition. 

Economic inequality could thus increase the risk of armed conflict between 

communal groups, without the direct involvement of the state.  

 

 

Economic Inequality and Group Mobilization 

Collective economic grievances and frustrated aspirations often stem from inter-group 

comparisons (c.f. Cederman et al. 2011; Stewart 2008). Though self-categorization, 

feelings of economic deprivation become linked to social identities – such as ethnic, 

religious, regional or other communal affiliations – which invite individuals to make 

social comparisons in terms of “us” and “them”. Tajfel and Turner (1979) discuss 

how conflicting interests over the distribution of scarce resources reinforce processes 

of self-identification within a group, precipitate ethno-centrism, and thereby induce 

more antagonistic out-group behavior. Unequal distributions of scarce resources – 

whether power, prestige or wealth – are hence likely to lead to polarization and 

intensify intergroup conflict between privileged and non-privileged groups (ibid; 

Horowitz 1985).4  

 The resentment stemming from such inter-group comparisons often provokes 

group mobilization. Many scholars note how ethnicity represents a particularly potent 

resource in the mobilization for collective action in Africa (Fearon 2006; Kimenyi 

1989; Posner 2004; Scarritt and McMillan 1995). 5  Bates (1983) describes this 

                                                 
3 Gurr’s (1970) original formulation of relative deprivation theory focused on explaining race riots in 

U.S. cities, not civil war. 
4 The above argument assumes the presence of groups. While this in itself is not a trivial assumption, 

most scholars acknowledge social categories and group membership as an intrinsic part of social and 

political life (c.f. Gurr 1993; Horowitz 1985).  

5 Scholars suggest that ethnic political coalitions endure because they are functional (Eifert et al. 2010). 

First, shared language, cultural ties, and high levels of interaction reduce transaction costs in within-

group mobilization, increase trust among co-ethnics, and facilitates collective action along ethnic lines 

(Fearon and Laitin 1996). Moreover, the ascriptive mark of ethnicity makes it easier to police group 
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formation of political coalitions along ethnic lines as a rational response in the 

competition for scarce goods. Ethnic coalitions, Bates argues, develops as a form of 

minimum winning coalitions to secure the benefits of modernization, such as 

education opportunities, control over markets, land, and jobs. Unequal access to these 

goods across groups breeds tension and hostility against those who are wealthier and 

more educated (ibid: 155). Indeed, rivalry between groups over access to resources is 

a prevalent theme in the accounts of social and political life in Sub-Saharan Africa, 

for example the competition between Yoruba and Hausa for control over trading 

routes; land conflicts between the Kikuyu and the Masai in the Rift valley of Kenya; 

and between Dinka and Nuer over resources and political power in Sudan. In these 

cases, groups that become disadvantaged in the distribution of resources share both 

common grievances and a common identity. This, in turn, facilitates recruitment for 

radical action to assert and protect group interests (Stewart 2008). Because economic 

grievances and collective identities are so closely intertwined, economic inequalities – 

both at the individual and group level – provide a strong mobilizational resource for 

collective action. 

Why would frustrations related to economic inequality trigger violence against 

other communal groups, and not be channeled through regular institutional avenues or 

become targeted against the state? One answer is that these communal constituencies 

might in fact be less costly to target than agents or institutions of the state. Anything 

else equal, there should be lower organizational barriers for violence against other 

groups than for creating and sustaining an armed challenge against the state. Yet, we 

also emphasize two interlinked factors characterizing state-society interactions across 

                                                                                                                                            
boundaries and prevent free riders in ethnic coalitions (Chandra 2004). Yet, most scholars also 

recognize groups as social construct, and explicitly note that the binding agent in group-formation may 

come from different sources, including ethnicity, religion, regional identities, livelihood, or 

indigenousness  (c.f. Gurr 1993; Stewart 2008). 
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much of Sub-Saharan Africa, to explain why communal conflict becomes a prevalent 

response to economic inequality:  first, the exclusionary political legitimacy of the 

African state and second, elite incentives for competitive mobilization of communal 

identities.  

 

The Exclusionary Political Legitimacy of the State 

State policies in the allocation of state resources and deliverance of public goods are 

fundamental in explaining the sources of economic inequalities. Such policies are 

rarely neutral in the allocation of resources across society. In many states in Sub-

Saharan Africa, political coalitions tend to be structured along ethnic lines, and 

political elites in control of the government often seek legitimacy by favoring co-

ethnics in the distribution of state patronage and provision of collective goods 

(Wimmer 1997; Wimmer, Cederman, and Min 2009).  Some areas, for example those 

belonging to the political leadership’s home communities, are perceived as having 

constituencies that are critical to appease because their support are deemed necessary 

for regime stability, thus providing incentives to channel public goods provisions, 

developmental projects or even private goods to these constituencies. As a 

consequence, access to resources is often seen to depend crucially on ethnic belonging 

(Posner 2007). Co-ethnics in control of state bureaucracies are likely to imply 

disproportionate access to pork and privileges for the group, whereas a group’s 

exclusion from power is associated with economic marginalization (Bates 1983; 

Fearon 2006; Scarrit and Mc Millan 1995). Since the state directly or indirectly 

controls significant parts of the formal economic sector and market access across 

much of Africa, the material well-being of the group is seen to depend on having one 

of “their own” in power. 
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 Because ethnic group belonging and political power are often closely aligned 

the state is often not a neutral agent, but perceived to act in defense of particular 

group interests. As a result, frustrated aspirations and perceived injustice will often be 

blamed on the group(s) that control(s) the state. Where actors controlling state power 

are seen to favor their own group, for example in public sector employment, granting 

of government contracts, with impunity for crimes, or in the allocation of land rights, 

frustrated aspirations are likely to target members of these advantaged groups. This 

implies that violence against groups that are politically and economically advantaged 

becomes closely interlinked with the struggle over political power and even the state 

as such.  

 The link between economic inequalities, the notion that politics is as a zero-

sum contest between communal groups and the outbreak of communal violence can 

be illustrated with one example Nigerian town of Zango Kataf. In 1992 violent 

conflict erupted between the Muslim Hausa-Fulani and Christian Atyap communities 

over the location of a market. The Atyap, who claim to be the indigene group and see 

themselves as economically marginalized by Hausa-Fulani, used their newfound 

position in the local government council to forcefully relocate the market away from 

the Hausas’ land (Bah 2005: 49).  The Hausa Fulani saw this as an attempt to 

undermine their economic privileges and the decision sparked a violent communal 

conflict between the two communities.  Also recurrent clashes between the Ijaw, 

Itsekiri and Urhobo communities in the Nigerian town of Warri display similar 

dynamics. The Urhobo and Ijaw communities complain that the Itsekiri, through their 

control over local government structures, benefit disproportionately from state 

patronage, employment opportunities etc. (Human Rights Watch 2003). In 1997, 

fierce intergroup clashes were ignited by the re-location of a new government 
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headquarter from an Ijaw to an Itsekiri area, as Ijaw and Urhobo groups feared further 

discrimination (UCDP GED 2011; Ukiwo 2008). 

We argue that communal conflict often reflect an underlying struggle for 

political power and thus economic privileges between the groups involved. 

Meanwhile, these violent campaigns against other local groups are also likely to also 

serve more immediate redistributive aims. Individuals might participate in communal 

conflict in pursuit of private economic agendas (Brass 1997). In the face of economic 

inequalities, violence can be a tool to forcefully capture the assets controlled by 

others, and thus shift the distribution of resources. Indeed, communal conflicts are 

often sparked by competition to control economically important areas, such as market 

places, transportation hubs, fertile land, water wells, or development investments. 

  

Elite Incentives for Competitive Mobilization of Communal Identity 

Frustrations resulting from group inequalities are not sufficient to cause violent 

communal conflict. The outbreak of violence depends crucially on the existence of 

elite level entrepreneurs that foment the process of grievance formation and group 

mobilization (Brass 1997, Fearon and Laitin 2000). We argue that the exclusionary 

political legitimacy of the state and the zero-sum character of the political competition 

also create elite incentives for fomenting communal violence. In the patrimonial state, 

the amount of resources directed to local strongmen, political elites and ethnic leaders 

is dictated by the weight and importance of the constituencies that these 

intermediaries represent, as well as the ability of the local patrons to “deliver” these 

constituencies in the competition for political power. The alignment between political 

loyalties and ethnic divisions thus give political elites inside and outside of power 
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strong incentives to exploit communal divisions and instigate communal violence to 

further their own agenda. 

In the competition for scarce resources local elites look for low-cost strategies 

to mobilize their own communities, and in turn appeal to ethnic solidarity, regional 

identity, indigenous claims to land, or other communal divisions to secure resources 

for themselves and the group (Arriola 2009; Bienen 1993; Kahl 1998). Putting the 

blame for the predicament of their ethnic following on other groups, or portraying 

other groups as threats to their own legitimate economic privileges, facilitates the 

competitive mobilization of their own ethnic constituency (Bates 2008; Kahl 1998; 

Wimmer 1997. See also Wilkinson 2004).  While the political manipulation of 

ethnicity helps to entrench the power of the political elites within the system, it also 

increases the risk of ethnic tensions and communal conflict. In this context, armed 

conflict between communal groups in Sub-Saharan Africa becomes one expression of 

the intense struggle over resources not only among these groups, but also the elites 

that represent them. 

 

Hypotheses Linking Economic Inequality to Communal Conflict 

The above argument suggests that economic inequality will be associated with a 

higher risk of violent communal conflict as the exclusionary legitimacy of the African 

state both give rise to intense inter-group competition and creates elite incentives to 

foment grievance formation and communal tension.  

Previous research has questioned the association between vertical inequality 

(i.e. inequality between individuals) and civil conflict (c.f. Collier and Hoefler 2004; 

Fearon and Laitin 2003; Østby 2008). Yet, the argument presented above suggests 

that vertical inequality might drive collective violence at a lower level of aggregation 
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(i.e. involving communal groups and not the state) due to the strong association 

between individual grievances and collective identities of group belonging within the 

African context and the lower organizational threshold for such violence. The 

interplay between a political economy that gives rise to zero-sum distributional 

conflicts between groups and elite incentives to use communal divisions as a vehicle 

in their own quest for power makes conditions ripe for armed conflict between 

communal groups in areas where economic inequality is high. Based on this argument 

we derive the following hypothesis: 

 

H1: The higher the level of vertical inequality the higher the likelihood of a 

communal conflict event in the region. 

 

The expectation of a relationship between horizontal inequality (i.e. inequality 

between groups) and communal conflict follows even more directly from our 

argument presented above. Strong communal affiliations, particularly in the form of 

ethnic belonging, imply that economic inequalities are intimately linked to collective 

identities, which, in turn, facilitates violent mobilization. Group resentment stemming 

from a sense of relative deprivation can be targeted against other groups that are more 

closely associated with the regime in power or command greater economic resources. 

Deprived groups can engage in communal violence to directly alter the distribution of 

economic goods, for example access to farming land, but also to more indirectly 

extract state patronage through restiveness. However, as noted by Stewart (2008) one 

cannot assume that it is only resentment by the disadvantaged that may cause political 

instability. The relatively privileged can also attack the unprivileged. Although the 

relatively privileged groups might have little direct material gains to acquire from the 

very deprived, they might instigate violence to secure their own privileged status, 
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fearing that the more deprived may gain political power and demand more resource 

redistribution, or turn to armed aggression to redress their grievances. Our data allows 

us to unpack the concept of horizontal inequality and test the impact of such 

inequalities in either direction. We therefore include the following hypotheses:  

 

H2. Regions in which the largest ethnic group is strongly disadvantaged compared to 

other groups are particularly prone to communal conflict 

 

H3. Regions in which the largest ethnic group is strongly privileged compared to 

other groups are particularly prone to communal conflict 

 

 

  Data and Research Design 

We examine the above hypotheses in a cross-sectional time series analysis. The 

dataset is constructed by yearly observations of the first-order administrative units in 

Sub-Saharan Africa between 1990 and 2008. The turn to a sub-national level of 

analysis is appropriate both from a theoretical and empirical perspective. Communal 

conflicts tend to be local phenomena that rarely engulf the whole country. Since 

wealth distributions also tend to vary considerably within countries, the use of 

national level indicators of inequality to explain variations in intergroup conflict 

seems inappropriate. A disaggregated research design is thus consistent with the local 

level character of the process we are interested in, while also helping to minimize 

measurement error. 

The data is based on time varying data from the Global Administrative Unit 

Layers (GAUL) (EC-FAO 2008). While the significance of these sub-national 

administrative units varies across countries, depending, for example, on the level of 

political decentralization, they nevertheless tend to play a significant role in the 
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political process; they are often a site of electoral contest; they often see 

administrative bodies with important roles in the collection of tax-revenue and 

provision of public goods; and local government authority structures are often 

constructed based on these divisions. 

 

Dependent variable 

For our dependent variable, we rely on a dataset on non-state conflict from the UCDP 

Geo-referenced Event Dataset v.1.0 2011 (UCDP-GED) (Sundberg and Melander 

2013). A non-state conflict is defined by the Uppsala Conflict Data Program (UCDP) 

as a conflict between two organized armed groups, neither of which is the government 

of a state, which results in at least 25 battle-related deaths in a year (Sundberg et al. 

2012). Organized groups in the UCDP data might refer both to rebel groups, political 

parties, or groups identified by their ethnicity, clan, or other communal based 

affiliations. In line with our theoretical framework, we focus on the subset of non-

state conflicts that involve communal groups, and do not include fighting between 

rebel groups engaged in a civil war, nor clashes between political parties as part of the 

electoral process. In the UCDP GED, the non-state conflicts that meet a threshold of 

25 annual battle deaths are geo-referenced. All events that involve at least one 

casualty are coded by perpetrator and are given a geographical location in the form of 

latitude/longitude coordinates and a date. By means of spatial overlay operations 

using GIS software, we assign non-state conflict events to the polygons representing 

first order administrative units on an annual basis. Our dependent variable takes the 

value of 1 if there is a non-state conflict event in the locality that year and 0 

otherwise.  
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The UCDP-GED data set builds on an automated event data search, which 

retrieves news articles from international news agencies and local media sources. 

News articles are complemented with case-specific sources, such as reports from 

international non-governmental organizations, including Human Rights Watch, 

Amnesty International and local NGOs. 

   

Independent Variables 

 Our explanatory focus is on inequalities in the distribution of socioeconomic welfare. 

To overcome challenges of finding reliable sub-national data on economic inequality 

we rely on household survey data. Our inequality estimates are based on data from a 

total of 70 Demographic Health Surveys (DHS) conducted in 34 countries during the 

period 1986–2008.6 In a standard DHS survey the definition of a sub-national ‘region’ 

is often broader than the official first-level administrative units. However, during the 

last decade, the DHS has begun to include detailed information about the exact 

location of each sample cluster, providing geographical coordinates for each 

Enumeration Area (EA), or each surveyed location (village/town/city). This opens up 

the possibility to aggregate specific region-level measures. By means of GIS tools we 

overlay the point data from the DHS surveys with polygons for administrative 

boundaries from GAUL, and are hence able to identify the region within which every 

EA is located in each year. Next we couple this information with the full DHS 

surveys and are hence able to assign regional affiliations of each survey respondent. 

 The theoretical discussion emphasizes the conflict-inducing effect of 

inequalities perceived at the group level. Yet, since data challenges are so substantial 

                                                 
6  59 of these surveys (covering 30 countries) are geo-referenced, i.e. they include geographical 

coordinates for each surveyed town/village (‘enumeration area’, or ‘EA’). The remaining 11 surveys 

(covering 8 countries) are not geo-referenced, but nonetheless include information of the particular 

region surveyed. 
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in terms of analyzing economic inequalities at the sub-national level, we propose two 

measures to examine the hypothesis: one group-level measure of economic 

inequalities and one that calculates inequalities across individuals. Although the 

former represents the more intuitive test of our argument, we believe that the latter 

still represents a valid operationalization given this study’s empirical context. In 

societies defined by salient identity groups based on clear social cleavages, economic 

desperation felt by individuals more easily translate into group grievances (Kahl 

1998; Stewart 2008).  

 For our group-based measure of economic inequality we focus on ethnic 

groups. Many observers of politics in Sub-Saharan Africa have taken note of how 

individuals compete for resources through ethnically defined coalitions, and how 

group affiliations strongly influence access to political and economic power (Bates 

1983; Kimenyi 1989; Posner 2004). The salience of ethnicity is also reflected in the 

communal conflict data, where a vast majority of the conflict actors that are not 

defined through permanent fighting organizations with a self-announced name, are 

identified through their ethnic affiliations (Sundberg et al. 2012). 

 To examine our hypotheses, we thus measure vertical inequalities (VI) in 

economic welfare between individuals and horizontal inequalities (HI) between ethnic 

groups using DHS data by first order administrative region. The DHS surveys lack 

information on household income or consumption expenditures. Instead we use the 

questionnaire to generate a household asset index, based on information on whether 

the household has electricity, a radio, a television, a refrigerator, a bicycle, a 

motorcycle, and/or a car. In developing countries, where a large share of the 

population is part of the informal sector, households assets might better capture 

variation in welfare than conventional GDP pc measures (Filmer and Pritchett 2001). 
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As an alternative welfare indicator we use data on completed years of education. To 

calculate vertical inequality, we calculate Gini coefficients for household assets and 

education years for each administrative region.7 A higher score on the Gini coefficient 

denotes higher levels of inter-personal inequality in asset distribution or educational 

attainment.  

To calculate regional-level measures for horizontal inequality (HI) we focus 

on systematic inequalities between ethnic groups in a given region when it comes to 

average household welfare or education. A large fraction of the DHS surveys contains 

information about the ethnicity of the respondent, allowing us to construct group-

based measures of inequality. We apply the asymmetric inequality measures from 

Cederman, Gleditsch, and Weidmann (2011), which allow us to measure the relative 

wealth of the poorest and richest groups in the regions separately. The two measures 

are given by: 

 

 low =  G/g if g < G, 0 otherwise                                              (1) 

 high =  g/G if g > G, 0 otherwise                                                 (2) 

 

where g is the average wealth of the region’s largest ethnic group and G is the average 

wealth of the remaining population of the region. These measures are quite 

straightforward and easy to interpret. For example, if the largest ethnic group in the 

region is twice as poor as the rest category, its low value is 2, while its high value is 0. 

Conversely, if the largest group is three times richer than the rest its low value is 0 

                                                 
7 This approach is similar to the study by Østby, Nordås, and Rød (2009), although they study civil 

war; construct inter-regional inequality measures; and include a more limited set of cases. 



 21 

while its high value is 3. We construct these measures for both household assets and 

education years.8 

A clear advantage and innovation with our data is that we measure HIs 

between ethnic groups within each subnational region. Studying HIs and civil war, 

Østby et al. (2009) compare regional welfare to the welfare of the capital region (i.e. 

they measure inter-regional inequality), and Cederman et al. (2011) compare ethnic 

group scores with the national average. Yet, the experience of horizontal inequality is 

often rooted in locality and day-to-day interactions (Brown 2008). Hence, we are 

interested in the consequences of inter-group inequalities at the local (not national) 

level. Our novel approach should be particularly pertinent with regard to communal 

conflicts, which tend to be localized phenomena. 

Ideally, for each subnational region, we would generate regional HI measures 

that take all groups into account, for example a group-weighted coefficient of 

variance. Yet, in some regions there may be several small groups with quite few 

respondents per group in a given DHS survey. In these cases, there are too few 

respondents in the smallest groups to draw valid conclusions about the mean scores of 

each group on a set of indicators. Hence, we focus on the largest group vs. the rest of 

the population within each region, which is a deliberate choice to minimize problems 

of representativity. The same reason prevents us from constructing measures of 

subnational intra-group inequality, even though such a measure would be theoretically 

interesting. 

The full list of countries included in the analysis and the year(s) of the 

respective DHS surveys are listed in the Table 1. The table also denotes whether 

ethnicity was included in the survey, thus allowing us to construct group-based 

                                                 
8 See Appendix A for more details on the generation of the inequality variables. 
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measures of inequality.9 For our sample, the number of DHS surveys conducted by 

country varies from one to three. For each of these, the scores on the various 

inequality measures were imputed to subsequent years.10 This can be justified since 

inequality and identities are not expected to change radically over time.  

 

   [Table 1 in here] 

 

Control Variables 

To estimate the impact of economic inequality on the risk of communal conflict it is 

important to control for potentially confounding variables. Previous research has 

found a robust, positive relationship between population and political violence 

(Raleigh and Hegre 2009). Population density is also associated with geographical 

patterns of wealth distribution. We control for population using data from the Gridded 

Population of the World dataset, v.3.11  Spatial variation across regions in terms of 

urbanization, industrialization, and socio-economic development is likely to influence 

levels of economic inequality (Boix 2008). Low income also increases the risk of 

political violence (c.f. Buhaug et al. 2011).  To parse out the influence of economic 

inequality from the influence of income per se, we include a control for absolute level 

of income, using data from the G-Econ project (Nordhaus 2006). The G-Econ dataset 

provides estimates of the gross cell products within 1° x 1° grid cells. We overlay 

                                                 
9 For our sample, the average number of DHS respondents by region is 662 individuals (ranging from 

13 to 6,348). We censor regions with less than 30 respondents (which constitute less than 1% of our 

sample). For ethnically homogeneous regions in which the rest category consists of 10 individuals or 

less we set the HI measures to ‘0’. See online Appendix B1 for robustness checks in which we censor 

out these homogeneous regions. 

10 More specifically, in order to maximize the data coverage cover the whole dataset, we held the value 

observed constant for observations prior to the first, or after the final observation. Due to frequent 

regional border changes we did not interpolate values between survey points but rather copied the 

value of the first region year in subsequent years until a region-year with either a border change or a 

new survey. See the online Appendix A3 for more details and an example of this procedure.  

11 See http://sedac.ciesin.columbia.edu/gpw 
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administrative polygons with G-Econ cells, and aggregate income data to the level of 

the administrative units as the area weighted sum of the cell areas that fall within the 

administrative polygon. We divide this estimate by population size to construct our 

per capita income measure. Both the above variables are reported in five-year 

intervals, beginning in 1990, and we linearly interpolate in-between the five-year 

observations. 

To control for spatial dependence in the dependent variable we construct a 

spatial lag on the dependent variable, which takes the value of 1 for all units of 

analysis that fall within a radius of 50 km of the communal conflict event and enter 

this variable at t-1. To control for temporal dependence we follow the advice of Beck, 

Katz, and Tucker (1998) and include a variable counting the number of years since 

the past occurrence of intergroup violence alongside three cubic splines.  

In addition to these core control variables, we also ensure that our results are 

robust to the inclusion of a number of other additional potentially confounding 

variables. First, the outbreak of communal violence might break out where the state 

lacks the institutional presence and administrative strength to mitigate armed conflict 

between groups. Since patterns of economic marginalization among ethnic groups 

might also co-vary with the lack of developed state institutions in state peripheries we 

control for state capacity. Sub-national data on institutional strength, such as 

government spending, is not available for Sub-Saharan Africa, so we proxy the 

institutional capacity and outreach of state institutions using the (minimum) distance 

from the administrative region to the capital. The data is taken from the PRIO-GRID 

(Tollefsen, Strand, and Buhaug 2012).  

Second we have included a control for temporal proximity to administrative 

border change, ‘Proximity to border change’, as 2^(-years since any administrative 
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border change/X). We chose 2 as the value of X, which assumes that the impact of an 

administrative border change on the probability of communal conflict is initially high 

and then falls at a constant rate with a half-life of two years. We consider all types of 

border changes, i.e. when administrative units split, joined or when borders are 

justified. 

Third, our theoretical framework emphasizes the close association between 

political power and economic position within the political economy of the Sub-

Saharan state. We therefore include a control for whether any group inhabiting the 

region is politically marginalized. To map political exclusion at the sub-national level 

we use geo-referenced data on the political status and settlement patterns of ethno-

political groups from the Ethnic Power Relations (EPR) dataset (Wimmer et al. 2009; 

Wucherpfennig, Weidmann, Girardin, Cederman and Wimmer 2011) Our dummy 

variable for political exclusion takes the value of 1 if an ethno-political group 

excluded from executive power lives in the administrative region that year and 0 

otherwise.  

Fourth, we control for local configurations in ethnic group settlements using 

data from the digitalized Peoples Atlas of Africa (Felix and Meur 2001). We combine 

this with spatially disaggregated population data to estimate the number of people 

from each group living within the administrative units, and calculate an Ethnic 

Fractionalization index denoting the probability that two randomly drawn people will 

be of the same group belonging.12   

Finally, temporal and spatial dependence may not be limited to communal 

violence. We include a spatial lag of civil war events with a 50 km radius using data 

from UCDP GED (Sundberg and Melander 2013). 

                                                 
12  The ELF index is given by 1 − ∑ p

2
k

K
k=1  where pk indicates the share of group k in the total 

population 
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  Empirical Analysis 

We proceed to empirically examine the argument that inequality in socio-economic 

welfare between individuals and across ethnic groups within regions increases the risk 

of violent communal conflict. We begin by evaluating our first hypothesis that 

suggests a positive relationship between vertical inequalities and the occurrence of 

communal conflict. The results are reported in Table 2, Models 1 to 4. Model 1 and 3 

report reduced models with only essential control variables, whereas Models 2 and 4 

report models with a more comprehensive set of controls.  

 

[Table 2 in here] 

 

The results support our argument that socio-economic vertical inequality within a 

region increases the risk of armed conflict between groups. The coefficient for the 

asset inequality measure is positive and statistically significant at the 1% level. The 

influence of vertical asset inequality on the risk of violent communal conflict is 

significant also in substantive terms. With all remaining variables in Model 1 held at 

their mean, a move from the 10th to the 90th percentile on the asset inequality variable 

that the predicted annual risk of communal violence increases from 0.6% to 2%.13 The 

result for vertical education inequality, reported in Model 3, is also supportive of H1. 

The coefficient is positive and significant at the 1% level. The substantive impact is 

comparable to that of asset inequality: comparing a region at the 10th percentile with 

a region at the 90th percentile on the education inequality variable, the predicted 

annual risk of communal conflict increases from 0.7% to 1.8%. The results for both 

                                                 
13 All substantive effects are calculated using CLARIFY (King, Tomz, and Wittenberg 2000). 
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measures of intra-regional vertical inequality hold up when a full range of control 

variables are included in Model 2 and 4: Both coefficients remain significant at the 

1% level. This finding is in contrast to most recent studies of civil war, which mostly 

fail to find a significant impact of vertical inequality (e.g. Østby 2008). 

Testing our second hypothesis, we focus on horizontal inequality between the 

largest ethnic group and the rest of the population in a region. The results are reported 

in Table 3. We begin with examining whether regions in which the largest group is 

economically marginalized compared to others are more likely to see violent 

communal conflict (H2). The results indicate that this seems to be the case: the 

coefficient for Regional HI, asset (low) is positive and significant in both the model 

with a reduced set of control variables (Model 5), and in the model with a more 

comprehensive set of controls (Model 6). The substantive effect is not as strong as for 

vertical inequality.14 Based on the results estimates in Model 5, a shift from the 10th 

to 90th percentile on the Regional HI, asset (low) variable is associated with an 

increase in the predicted annual risk of communal conflict from 0.5% to 0.8%.  

 

[Table 3 in here] 

 

For comparison, Model 7 reports the corresponding results when we look at regions in 

which the largest ethnic group is relatively wealthy compared to the rest (H3). The 

coefficient for Regional HI, asset (high) is negative but not significant. These results 

thus suggest that it is marginalization of the largest ethnic groups, rather than regional 

horizontal inequality per se that increase the risk of communal conflict.  

                                                 
14 This can also be due to the smaller sample with regard to HI data. 
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 The results from using intraregional HI measures based on education levels 

are virtually the same, as demonstrated in Models 8–10. The areas where the largest 

group is more marginalized have a higher risk of communal violence. However, in 

Model 10, the negative term for Regional HI, education (high) is significant at the 5% 

level. This, however, is not so surprising. Since regions in which the largest group is 

strongly disadvantaged are more at risk of communal conflict (Model s 10 and 11) it 

is not so surprising to see the opposite results for regions in which the largest ethnic 

group is privileged (i.e. not disadvantaged). 

 The results for the inequality measures in Tables 2 and 3 are consistent across 

a number of different model specifications. 15 These additional robustness checks are 

reported in online Appendix B. First, we have explored alternative operationalizations 

of the independent variable, where we instead of setting very ethnically homogenous 

regions to zero on the inequality measures have chosen to exclude these regions from 

the sample. Second, we have ensured that our results are robust to the inclusion of 

additional control variables suggested to influence communal conflict. We have 

controlled for climate-induced resource scarcity by including a variable capturing 

negative deviations from normal rainfall patterns; for the presence of natural resource 

wealth by coding variables for the presence of oil and diamonds in the region; as well 

as the regime type of the country. We have also ensured that our results are robust to 

the inclusion of random effects grouped by region, which controls for time-invariant 

unobserved heterogeneity across our units. The results remained largely unchanged 

with all these specifications.   

Across our models, the control variables behave largely as expected. In line 

with the findings on socioeconomic inequality and the conflict inducing effect of 
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economic marginalization, we find that regions inhabited by politically excluded 

groups see a higher risk of communal violence. The results thus point to a significant 

role of political and economic grievances in understanding the sources of communal 

conflict in Sub-Saharan Africa, at least within this time period. There is no consistent 

effect of the income variable across our models. Whereas low income per capita is a 

robust predictor of political violence in cross-country comparisons, sub-national 

studies also suggest that pockets of wealth within poor countries attract violence 

(Buhaug et al. 2011). This might explain the lack of significant and consistent 

findings, as countervailing effects might cancel each other out. Also, some of the 

influence of absolute poverty is likely to be picked up by our inequality measure. We 

find that more populous areas have a higher risk of armed conflict between groups, 

which is in line with what we know about the determinants of civil conflict (Raleigh 

and Hegre 2009). In line with the expectation that state capacity mediates the risk of 

communal conflict, we find that distance to the capital - and presumably weaker 

institutional presence - is a positive predictor of the risk of communal conflict. The 

ethnic fractionalization measure is not significant in any of our models. As expected, 

we find evidence of both temporal and spatial correlation in our data. The spatial lag 

is a significant predictor for the occurrence of communal violence the preceding year. 

The time since past occurrence of communal violence is negative and significant 

across all models, suggesting that the risk of renewed violence decreases with the 

passing of time since the last outburst. Also the spatial lag for civil war events is 

positive and significant across some of the models, suggesting that there are 

dependencies between different types of violence.  Finally, the effect of proximity 

since border change is negative and significant in Models 1 and 3, suggesting that the 

shorter the time since there was a regional border change, the smaller the probability 
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of communal conflict. This result is not so surprising, as in many cases border 

changes can result from conflict and not vice versa. 

 

Conclusions 

A closer look at the policy discourse in many developing countries, such as Kenya, 

Mali and Nigeria, reveals that communal conflict is often considered a key obstacle 

for development. Yet, in spite of its high costs in terms of human lives, humanitarian 

suffering and destruction of social and physical infrastructure, the phenomenon of 

armed conflict between societal groups has received surprisingly little attention by 

quantitative conflict scholars. Our knowledge about the determinants of this form of 

violence is largely based on a limited selection of in-depth studies of a few high-

profile cases.  Addressing this significant gap in the literature on collective violence, 

this paper presents one of the first time-series, cross-country disaggregated studies of 

communal conflict. 

Focusing on the political economy of Sub-Saharan African states, we argue 

that an important cause of subnational communal violence is unequal access to socio-

economic welfare between groups. We argue that a political rule, prevalent across 

African states, based on combining corruption and ethnic favoritism, creates 

incentives for individuals to mobilize collectively and violently against other groups 

in order to secure access to scarce economic benefits. The larger the difference 

between the haves and the have-nots, the more competitive these distributional 

conflicts will be, the more likely is armed communal conflict. We examine the 

relationship between socio-economic inequality and communal conflict in a statistical 

analysis using sub-national data. Our results are consistent across a number of 

different model specifications: inequality – both between individuals and between 
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ethnic groups within a region – increases the risk of armed conflict between societal 

groups. From an academic point of view, these results add an important piece to the 

debate about the role of inequality in producing violent conflict.  

From a policy perspective, our results contribute to enhance our knowledge 

about the correlates of communal conflict. For poor countries striving to escape a 

vicious circle where political violence and low economic development feed on each 

other, working to reduce socio-economic inequalities between groups might be an 

important step forward towards a more stable society. Unfortunately, though, there is 

no one-size-fits-all solution to this challenge, and one needs to introduce policies with 

care and sensitivity. Policies developed to correct socioeconomic horizontal 

inequalities can be tricky, and in the worst case they might have the opposite effect 

with regard to conflict (Stewart 2008). Any appropriate policies depend on the main 

variants and root sources of the inequalities in each society. However, without 

economic growth, redistribution is potentially conflict provoking, so a key priority 

should be to promote more inclusive and sustainable growth. 
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