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Introduction:

DEMOCRACY IN
DANGEROUS PLACES

v soN DANIEL, Now AGE seven, may live to see the

eradication of war. Or he might die in one. Why each

of these is a realistic prospect for today’s children is the
subject of this book. War, like disease, has been endemic since the
dawn of man. Diseases are now being conquered: in 1977 scientific
advance and public action in combination eradicated smallpox. For
the first time in history, the world economy looks capable of deliv-
ering the material conditions necessary for global peace. But global
prosperity also increases the risks: an interconnected world is more
vulnerable to any remaining pockets of chaotic violence. Just as the
eradication of smallpox depended upon harnessing science through
public action, so rising prosperity must be harnessed to secure the
prize of global peace.

Wars, Guns, and Votes is about power. Why focus on power? Be-
cause in the impoverished little countries at the bottom of the world
economy that are home to a billion people, the predominant route
to power has been violence. Political violence is both a curse in itself
and an obstacle to accountable and legitimate government. It is a
curse because the process of violent struggle is hugely destructive.

[t is an obstacle because where power rests on violence, it invites an
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arrogant assumption that government is there to rule rather than
to serve. You only have to look at the official photographs of politi-
cal leaders to get the point. In the mature democracies our political
leaders smile: they are desperate to ingratiate themselves with their
masters, the voters. In the societies of the bottom billion the leaders
do not smile: their official portraits stare down from every public
building, every schoolroom, with a menacing grimace. They are the
masters now that thankfully the colonialists have gone. Wars, Guns,
and Votes investigates why political violence is endemic in the bot-
tom billion and what can be done to curtail it.

Since the end of the Cold War two extraordinary changes have
occurred, each of which may be opportunities for a decisive shift
away from political violence. Both were consequences of the fall of
the Soviet Union.

Elections spread across the bottom billion. The image of the
popular uprisings in Eastern Europe inspired pressure for political
change around the developing world. In the early 1990s national
conventions sprang up around West Africa. By 1998 Nigeria, Afri-
ca’s largest society, sprang out of military dictatorship. Just as around
the first millennium the leaders of Europe’s petty states had sud-
denly all converted to Christianity to get in step with the times, so
around the second millennium the leaders of the petty states of the
bottom billion all converted to elections. Prior to the end of the Cold
War most leaders of the bottom billion had come to power through
violence: success in armed struggle or a coup d’état. Now most are
in power through winning elections. Elections are the institutional
technology of democracy. They have the potential to make govern-
ments both more accountable and more legitimate. Elections should
sound the death knell to political violence.

The other encouraging change is an outbreak of peace. For the
thirty years prior to the end of the Cold War, violent conflicts were
breaking out more rapidly than they were ending, so that there was

a gradual proliferation of civil wars. Once started, civil war proved
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highly persistent: a civil war typically lasted more than ten times
as long as an international war. But then, one after another of the
ghastly and persistent civil wars came to an end. The war in South-
ern Sudan was closed by a peace settlement. The war in Burundi
was similarly coaxed into a negotiated peace. The war in Sierra Le-
one was ended by international peacekeepers. The end of the Cold
War unblocked the international community to exert itself against
the continued struggle for power by means of violence.

The wave of peace settlements reinforced the wave of elections
and promised a brave new world: an end to the pursuit of power
through violence. How can we tell how these changes will play out?
Can we do more than speculate? I think we can. Although the co-
incidence of these shocks is unprecedented, each can be analyzed
based on how they have played out in the past. There have been
previous experiences of electoral competition in the bottom billion.
There have been many post-conflict situations. This book uses those
experiences to analyze history in the making. As you read Wars,
Guns, and Votes you may be struck by how fast the research frontier
is moving. I get that sense morning by morning as I walk to work
wondering whether, during the previous evening, Pedro, or Anke,
or Dominic, or Lisa, or Benedikt, or Marguerite has cracked what-
ever problem we had crashed into by the time I left for home. I hope
you get a sense of it too.

Political violence is one variant of the struggle for power. We
now see it as illegitimate: might does not make right. In the high-
income societies over the past century we have internalized the prin-
ciples of democracy, and gradually we have come to regard them
as universal. Ballots, not bullets, should pave the route to power.
Since the end of the Cold War the high-income democracies have
taken a further step: from merely regarding these standards as uni-
versal to actively promoting them. Despite the tensions over Iraq
about whether active promotion should go all the way to enforced

regime change or stop short at nonviolent encouragement and in-
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ducements, the international community is agreed on the goal. And
it has largely succeeded: in the brief period of less than two decades
democracy has spread across the low-income world. So what have
been the consequences for peace?

The good news is that the world has been getting safer. In fact,
despite the catastrophic period of the world wars, it has unsteadily
but gradually been getting safer ever since humanity started. Con-
trary to all those images of the noble savage, early societies were
murderous. There never was a peaceful Eden from which we have
fallen: peace is something that has gradually been built, millennium
by millennium, century by century, and decade by decade. The need
for security from political violence has always been fundamental to
human society. The great archaeological legacies of antiquity, such as
the Great Wall of China and the massive barrier constructed across
Jutland by the ancient Jutes against the Germanic tribes, stand as an
enduring testimony to the overwhelming priority afforded to col-
lective defense. This priority continued until very recently: for forty
years the richest society on earth, America, devoted up to 9 percent
of its national income to defense spending to meet the security threat
from the Soviet Union.

With the collapse of the Soviet Union an era is over. Despite
appearances, the last decade has been rather peaceful. The measure
used in this grim academic niche is battle-related deaths. The Armed
Conflict Data Set keeps a running tally both of the really large con-
flicts, those that cause at least a thousand such deaths during a year,
and of the smaller ones that nevertheless caused more than twenty-
five deaths. Here is what happened according to these measures.

Back during the time of late colonialism—1946 to 1959—the
number of wars was running at around four a year and the minor
conflicts at around eleven. From decolonization to the end of the
Cold War in 1991 there was a pretty remorseless escalation. By 1991
there were an astonishing seventeen wars and thirty-five minor con-

flicts in various parts of the world running at the same time. If vio-
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lence had continued to spread at that rate, by now we would be fac-
ing a nightmare. Instead, 1991 turned out to be a peak. The world
is not as peaceful as during late colonialism but we are down to five
ongoing wars and twenty-seven minor conflicts. So this break in
trend looks to be consistent with the triumph of democracy: where
people have recourse to the ballot they do not resort to the gun.

I have come to regard this comforting belief as an illusion. Our
approach to political violence has been based on the denial of real-
ity. In consequence there is a brave new world of electoral competi-
tion in ethnically divided societies, some of which have just emerged
from years of civil war. From 1991 onward the visible trappings of
democracy became increasingly fashionable. A president who had
not been elected began to look and presumably to feel like the odd
one out. It went beyond fashion: many donors began to skew their
aid away from unelected governments. And so incumbent presi-
dents braced themselves and decided to face the voters, sometimes
emboldened by the knowledge that their people loved them. Some-
times the voters did not do the decent thing.

In the face of voter ingratitude presidents gradually learned how
to adapt to the new circumstances. One or two got caught out before
they could win. The first was the decent autocrat Kenneth Kaunda
of Zambia, who staged an election and lost resoundingly in 1991. At
the time of writing, the most recent elections in a society of the bot-
tom billion were those in Kenya, in December 2007. Shortly there
will be an election in Zimbabwe. In the years following the defeat
of Kaunda, incumbent presidents learned how to win. The Kenyan
elections were won by the incumbent, President Kibaki. But within
Kenya this was not hailed as a triumph of democracy. Koki Muli, the
head of Kenya’s Institute for Education in Democracy, had offered

3%

the following description: “It is a coup d’état.” As for the elections

in Zimbabwe, you have the advantage over me since you know the

* “Kabaki Win Spurs Kenya Turmolil,” Financial Times, December 31, 2007, p. 6.
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result. I had no idea who would win the American election of 2008,
but I had a pretty clear idea about the outcome of the Zimbabwean
elections: I confidently expected that President Mugabe would be
reelected. Presidents have discovered a whole armory of technology
that enables them to retain power despite the need to hold elections.
These elections play out in the context of weak checks and balances,
ethnic divisions, and post-conflict tensions.

The triumph of the post—Cold War international community,
settlements of the accumulated civil wars of the post-colonial era, is
at the same time an alarming point of fragility. Post-conflict situ-
ations are dangerous. Historically, many of them have reverted to
violence within the first decade. Increasingly since the 1990s, the
healing balm for post-conflict tensions and hatreds upon which the
international community has relied, and indeed insisted, has been
an election. After all, an election should confer legitimacy upon the
victor, and the need to secure votes should ensure that the victor has
reached out to be inclusive. That comforting strategy has been based
upon the denial of an increasingly evident reality.

If the problem of political violence is going to be addressed, we
have to understand why small and impoverished countries are so
dangerous. To face the reality of political violence we need to un-
derstand its technologies: guns, wars, and coups. I know that guns
don’t kill people: people kill people. A government can conduct
a very effective pogrom without any guns at all. The slaughter in
Rwanda was done with machetes. But in a violent struggle between
organized groups, the one with more guns will tend to win: guns do
make violence a whole lot easier. And so I start with guns: both their
supply and their demand turn out to be bizarre stories. There is an
illicit trade in Kalashnikovs that furnishes supplies, and arms races
in Lilliput that drive demand.

War has not yet passed into history, but it now happens “else-
where.” Rich countries no longer fight each other, and they no lon-

ger fight themselves. Among the middle-income countries war has
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virtually disappeared. Even the big poor countries are now pretty
safe: China and India have massive armies, but they haven’t used
them against each other for more than forty years. The world may
not hold the line on nuclear proliferation: from time to time more
middle-size powers may wish to posture on the world stage by ac-
quiring nuclear capabilities. But over the past sixty years the first use
of nuclear weapons has built up into a formidable taboo that I can-
not see any state breaking.

With the arrival of peace among the more powerful countries,
the scale of warfare has diminished: we now have small wars in
small countries. Usually the violence is internal: the country tears
itself apart while the rest of the world watches. Sometimes the vio-
lence draws others in, mostly the neighbors, and sometimes the lo-
cal regional power. Occasionally the international powers intervene:
to prevent internal mayhem, as in the Democratic Republic of the
Congo; to expel an invader, as in Iraq 1; or to force regime change,
as in Iraq 2. The uncomfortable fact is that a large group of im-
poverished little countries remain structurally dangerous. Wars in
the bottom billion are nasty, brutish, and long. They are civil wars;
their victims are mostly civilians and they last more than ten times
as long as international wars. Although the incidence of civil war
has dropped, this is because of a wave of peace settlements: there is
still the same momentum for new conflicts to start. Quite aside from
the conflicts that were not settled, in 2004 four new wars started up.
The following year looked a little better, just one new war. But this
was not a peaceful year: there were eight new minor conflicts. Wars
were back in business in 2006 with three new ones.

Political violence does not have to take the form of warfare
with its attendant “battle-related deaths” to achieve its goal of at-
taining power. Indeed, the most common and effective form of
political violence often succeeds without any deaths at all: it is the
surgical strike in the form of a coup d’état. The military, whose pur-

pose is to defend citizens from organized violence, is sometimes in
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a splendid position to perpetrate it. Globally since 1945 there have
been some 357 successful military coups. And for each successful
coup there are a lot of failures. For Africa, the one region for which
there is a comprehensive tally, in addition to the 82 successful coups
there were 109 attempted coups that failed and 145 coup plots that
got nipped in the bud before they could even be attempted. That is
around seven planned surgical strikes for the average country. In
many societies presidents are more likely to lose power to their army
than through any other route.

Guns, wars, and coups have been the reality of the bottom bil-
lion. They have destroyed societies that were confidently expected to
develop. The meltdown of Cote d’Ivoire, once the most celebrated
society in Africa, shows all three of these technologies in ruinous ac-
tion over the course of a decade.

Does it matter if political violence in its various manifestations
continues to be the predominant route to power? Perhaps the whole
notion of exporting our democratic values to these societies was
merely a comfortable delusion and they are better left as they were?
Of course it matters.

For one thing our democratic values are universal. Govern-
ments are not there to command their citizens: they are there to
serve them. The journey from citizen servitude to government ser-
vitude has been a long one in our own societies. [t will probably be a
long one in the societies of the bottom billion. We have most surely
underestimated the degree of difficulty and promoted the wrong
features of democracy: the facade rather than the essential infra-
structure. I will argue that in situations in which it is not feasible
to build the infrastructure, creating the facade is likely to frustrate
democratic accountability rather than fast-track it.

It matters because in the divided societies of the bottom billion,
when political power is won through violence, the results are usu-
ally awful. The political strongman in a divided society is seldom a

visionary leader; he is more likely to be self-serving, or in thrall to
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the interests of a narrow support group. Visionary leadership is im-
portant, but its role is to turn states into nations. The fundamental
mistake of our approach to state building has been to forget that
well-functioning states are built not just on shared interests but on
shared identity. Shared identity does not grow out of the soil; it is po-
litically constructed. It is the task of political leadership to forge it.

It matters because the process of violent struggle for power
is hugely costly. Wars and coups are not tea parties: they are de-
velopment in reverse. Wars may now be small in the sense of few
“battle-related deaths,” but the increasing involvement of civilians,
and indeed the blurring of the distinction between civilians and
combatants, implies that even small wars can have highly adverse
consequences. Political violence is not just a curse for the societies in
which it occurs; it is an international public bad. Most particularly,
it damages the neighbors, something that has profound implications
for sovereignty.

The overarching problem of the bottom billion is that the typi-
cal society is at the same time both too large and too small. It is too
large in the sense that it is too diverse for cooperation to produce
public goods. It is too small in the sense that it cannot reap the scale
economies of the key public good, security. But the only point of un-
derstanding the nature of the problems is that it helps in the search
for effective solutions. If the problem is that societies are too large
to have an inherited sense of common identity, state building is not,
fundamentally, about institutions, which is the fashionable nostrum.
There is a prior essential stage of nation building that takes more
visionary leadership than has been forthcoming in most of these so-
cieties.

If the problem is that societies are too small to supply key public
goods, then it is pointless to place national sovereignty on a pedestal.
Given the structural deficiencies in their states, the citizens of the
bottom billion have little choice but to have recourse to the interna-

tional supply of essential public goods. To some extent they can do
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this by pooling their sovereignty, something that to date they have
singularly failed to do. But that failure is itself symptomatic: much of
the supply of the international public goods that the bottom billion
need is going to have to come from the countries that already know
how to cooperate to supply such goods: the high-income countries.
Yet the indignant defense of sovereignty by the governments of the
bottom billion, combined with the pusillanimity and indifference of
leaders in high-income countries, radically constrains what interna-
tional action can realistically achieve. The core proposal of this book
is a strategy whereby a small intervention from the international
community can harness the political violence internal to the societ-
ies of the bottom billion. This powerful force that to date has been
so destructive can be turned to advantage, becoming the defender of
democracy rather than its antithesis.

To harness the political violence inherent in the societies of
the bottom billion as a force for good, we will need a very limited
use of international force. After Iraq, international peacckeeping
provided by the forces of the high-income countries is unpopular,
both with voters in the high-income world and with alarmed gov-
ernments of the bottom billion. But military intervention, properly
constrained, has an essential role, providing both the security and
the accountability of government to citizens that are essential for
development.

[ am aware that I walk a tightrope. Those who regard the so-
cieties of the bottom billion as an irredeemable quagmire will be
predisposed to regard the proposals in this book as costly idealism.
Those who regard these societies as the victims of neo-imperialism
will be predisposed to regard the proposals as imperialism in dis-
guise. Above all, those who regard internal political violence in any
form as illegitimate will be predisposed to regard the proposal for
harnessing it as breaching a fundamental tenet. But the proposals in
this book are not costly idealism: they are grounded in analysis and

evidence. Nor are they a backdoor form of imperialism. Citizens of
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the bottom billion have the same rights as the rest of us, including
a legitimate aspiration to nationhood. Nor do they undermine the
tenets of democracy. My message is that the aspirations to national-
ity and democracy cannot be achieved by the path currently being
taken: fake democracy protected by the sanctity of sovereignty is a
cul-de-sac. Just as the high-income world should provide a vaccine
against malaria for the citizens of the bottom billion, so it should
provide them with security and accountability of government. All
three are public goods that will otherwise be chronically undersup-
plied. Only once they are properly supplied can the societies of the
bottom billion achieve their aspirations to genuine sovereignty.

The defeat of political violence is where our illusions are most
inextricably bound up with our hopes and our strategies. And it
is where our errors, grounded in those illusions, are proving most
costly. Each of the changes I analyze is potentially hugely hopeful.
But it turns out that each is a two-edged sword. They might well
trigger processes that substantially increase violence. But it is not
simply a story of “things might go wrong.” Within the limits im-
posed by modern research methods, I think I can show what will
determine whether democracy is going to be transformative or de-
structive. More alarmingly, to date democracy in the societies of the
bottom billion has increased political violence instead of reducing it.
But my message is not meant to denigrate the efforts of brave people
who have struggled for their democratic rights: I am not an apolo-
gist for dictatorship. Only by moving on from illusion can we work
out what practical measures could harness the undoubted potential

of democracy as a force for good.
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Chapter 1

VOTES AND VIOLENCE

UR TIMES HAVE SEEN A great political sea change:

the spread of democracy to the bottom billion. But is it

democracy? The bottom billion certainly got elections.
They were heavily promoted by American and European pressure,
and, as the most visible feature of democracy, they were treated as
its defining characteristic. Yet a proper democracy does not merely
have competitive elections; it also has rules for the conduct of those
elections: cheating gets punished. A proper democracy also has
checks and balances that limit the power of a government once
elected: it cannot crush the defeated. The great political sea change
may superficially have looked like the spread of democracy, but it
was actually the spread of elections. If there are no limits on the
power of the winner, the election becomes a matter of life and death.
If this life-and-death struggle is not itself subject to rules of conduct,
the contestants are driven to extremes. The result is not democracy:
[ think of it as democrazy.

The political system that preceded democrazy was personal
dictatorship. Usually it did not have even the veneer of an ideol-
ogy. Personal rule reached its apogee in President Mobutu of Zaire,
whose extraordinary system of government is depicted in Michela

Wrong’s In the Footsteps of Mr. Kurtz. Personal rule meant ethnic



16 WARs, GUNS, AND VOTES

favoritism and the erosion of the institutions of the state. Mobutu’s
power came to rest on greed and fear: his patronage might reward
loyalty with unseemly wealth, and his thugs might punish suspected
opposition with torture. Where there was an ideology it was Marx-
ist, such as the Derg regime in Ethiopia, and the MPLA in Angola;
grim and ruinous regimes that attracted a predictable swath of sup-
port among the Western left. More commonly the Marxist ideology
was a decorative veneer, a language of politeness appropriate for the
circles in which political leaders mixed, much as Christian senti-
ments must have been de rigueur in a nineteenth-century drawing
room. In Zimbabwe, where this make-believe blossomed, there was
a politburo and everyone was referred to as comrade. Such undemo-
cratic regimes looked as though they were inviting violent opposi-
tion. Mobutu and the Derg were both overthrown by rebellions, and
the MPLA faced a huge uprising from UNITA.

Across Africa, Latin America, and Asia during the 1990s, au-
tocracies fell like ninepins. Sometimes citizens took heart from the
example of Eastern Europe and massed in the streets, the most stun-
ning instance being the overthrow of President Suharto in Indonesia.
Sometimes aid donors made further funding conditional upon democ-
racy, the best-established instance being Kenya, where the diplomatic
community recognized that President Moi could be pressured. Some-
times autocrats saw which way the wind was blowing and decided
to go with the flow. Autocrats commonly surround themselves with
sycophants, and this probably helped the process of democratization
on its way. Imagine what an autocrat who is contemplating democra-
tization is going to ask his entourage. There is really only one ques-
tion: if I hold an election, would I win? And what can a sycophant
say? Quite possibly the sycophant has no clue: it has not been his job to
gauge public opinion. However, even if he suspects that people detest
the president, he has a problem. Hasn’t he been telling the president
for years how much his people love him? Those advisers who told the

president the truth tended not to last long as advisers.



Votes and Violence 17

At least three autocrats got caught this way, Suharto in East
Timor, Kaunda in Zambia, and Mugabe in Zimbabwe. All let citi-
zens vote because they were sure they would win. Suharto lost East
Timor as a result: people voted overwhelmingly for independence.
Kaunda did a little better than Suharto: he managed to get about
20 percent of the vote, so some people did indeed love him, namely
those in his home region, which he had favored with public spend-
ing. As the results came in he was naturally outraged that citizens
had been so ungrateful. Quite what might have happened at that
point we will never know. Fortunately, Jimmy Carter was in the
country leading a team of election observers. As the results started
to come in, Carter sensed what to do. Rushing to the presidential
palace, he felt Kaunda’s pain and stayed there until it was too late to
annul the election. After all, he had lived through a similar experi-
ence. With Carter there in the palace, Kaunda had little choice but
to accept the defeat. Whether he would have done so without Carter
is an open question: reputedly he then went around the capitals of
Africa advising presidents not to make his mistake.

And President Mugabe? By the mid-1990s President Mugabe
had followed the fashion, adopting a constitution in which there
were multiparty elections and term limits on the presidency. Many
dictators agreed to term limits, confident that by the time the limit
was due to bind they could change the constitution by one means
or another. And so term limits turned into time bombs. President
Putin of Russia is, of course, the most spectacular example of a suc-
cessful constitutional side step: don’t even bother to change the term
limit, make yourself prime minister and shift effective power from
the presidency to the new position. President Obasanjo of Nige-
ria tried but failed to extend his term, as did President Chiluba of
Zambia. Presidents Deby of Chad and Museveni of Uganda were
more successful. President Mugabe decided to change the constitu-
tion, removing the term limit and drastically increasing presidential

powers. To do this he needed a referendum. It was this that he lost.
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Unfortunately, the referendum did not coincide with a presidential
election, and so Mugabe continued as president, now knowing that
he would lose a democratic election. I will return to the problem he
faced shortly. For the present I want to stay with the spread of de-
mocracy. Country by country, governments subjected themselves to
competitive elections. Sometimes they won, sometimes they lost, but

either way, opposition was now better able to express itself.

So How HAs THIs sPrREAD of democracy affected proneness to
political violence? Pretty obviously violence should go down. It may
be obvious, but in general it helps to spell out the basis for what we
think we know. There seem to me to be two reasons for expecting
democracy to reduce the incidence of political violence. I will call
them accountability and legitimacy, and they are complementary
and so reinforcing. The accountability effect works as follows. In
a democracy a government has no choice but to try to deliver what
ordinary citizens want. If it is seen to perform sufficiently well, then
it gets reelected; if it is judged to be inferior to alternatives, then it
loses. Either way, government strives to perform because it is ac-
countable to voters. A dictator might choose to deliver performance
that is just as good as this, but for the dictator it is just that, a choice.
The democratic government has no option. And in practice, all too
often dictators choose to do something completely different, as with
Mobutu. So democracy tends to improve government performance
by subjecting leaders to the discipline of being accountable. Why
might this in turn reduce political violence? Well, obviously, be-
cause there is less basis for grievance. If the government performs
better for ordinary people, then they are less likely to take up arms
against it.

So much for the accountability effect, how about legitimacy?
Being elected is now widely seen as the only basis for government

legitimacy. In turn, at least according to democratic theory, a le-
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gitimate government thereby acquires certain rights. A legitimate
government has a mandate to do what it said it would do, and this
entitles it to face down opposition to the implementation of its pro-
gram, at least within limits. In a democracy citizens agree to these
rules, and so opposition to a government’s elected program cannot
legitimately extend to the use of violence. This provides a further
reason for the reduction in political violence. Even if the most ex-
treme opponents of the government do not accept that the govern-
ment is entitled to enact its program, they will find it more difficult
to enlist mass support for violent opposition. They can no longer
reasonably claim that their struggle is just.

Democracy should thus deliver a double whammy against po-
litical violence: there is less objective basis for grievance, and for any
given grievance it should be harder to persuade people to resort to
violence against the government.

So confident have we been in asserting that democracy is the
answer to political violence that it seems almost churlish to look at
the evidence to test whether it is right. The peace-promoting ben-
efits of democracy have become one of the fundamental certainties
of the policy world, indeed perhaps one of the few unifying beliefs
across the political spectrum. George Soros and George Bush have
not agreed on much, but I suspect that they would be on the same
side on this one, along with millions of other people.

When the countries of the bottom billion started to democra-
tize I was as enthused as anyone. However, the ensuing years have
been more difficult than I had expected. I have little time for outside
commentators who turn into tut-tutting judges. Change is difficult
and there are strong forces resisting it. It is not that the societies of
the bottom billion have failed to live up to my expectations. Rather,
[ was coming to suspect that [ had missed things that in retrospect
were becoming evident. Indeed, there had surely been people with
doubts all along, but their voices had been drowned out in the ca-

cophony of enthusiasm for democracy. Essentially I came to suspect
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that theories that were entirely appropriate for countries that were
more developed might have been overextended. The societies of the
bottom billion may simply be lacking the preconditions whereby the
accountability and legitimacy effects were going to work very well.
I have to say that I came to these doubts with deep reluctance. But it
was time to turn to the evidence.

You might expect that the relationship between democracy and
political violence would be settled academic territory. But somewhat
to my surprise I found that it was not. It was, in fact, about as close
to terra incognita as modern social science gets: I could not find a
single published paper. I teamed up with Dominic Rohner, a young
Swiss researcher, and got to work.

We got data on virtually all the countries in the world for the
period since 1960. Controlling for the other characteristics that were
likely to matter, how did democracy affect the incidence of political
violence? At first we could find no relationship. To me this nonre-
sult seemed intrinsically unlikely: surely something as salient as the
political regime simply had to matter. Then it occurred to us that the
relationship might well not be the same across the entire range of
economic development. After all, the societies of the bottom billion
were highly distinctive in being far poorer than the other democra-
cies. Maybe in poor countries the effect of democracy on violence
was not the same as in rich countries. Once we introduced this pos-
sibility we found that the political regime always mattered. In fact,
democracy had the opposite effect in poor countries to that in rich
countries. It was because the two effects were opposing that there
had appeared to be no effect at all. So what were the two opposing
effects?

We found that in countries that were at least at middle-in-
come levels, democracy systematically reduced the risk of political
violence. The prediction of the accountability-and-legitimacy view
of how democracy should make a society more tranquil was borne

out. But in low-income countries, democracy made the society more
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dangerous. As if poverty was not miserable enough in itself, the ef-
fect of democracy adds insult to this injury. Whereas in societies that
are not poor it enhances their already safer conditions, in poor soci-
eties democracy amplifies the already severe dangers.

If democracy makes poor societies more dangerous, but societ-
ies that are not poor safer, there must be some threshold level of in-
come at which there is no net effect. The threshold is around $2,700
per capita per year, or around $7 per person per day. The societies
of the bottom billion are all below this threshold: most of them are
a long way below it.

To my mind the key implication of these results was that the
accountability-and-legitimacy theory of how democracy would help
the societies of the bottom billion must be missing something. In-
deed, it must be missing an elephant. Much of this book is devoted
to flushing out that elephant. But I have not quite finished with the
results of our investigation.

Recall that at higher levels of income societies are safer. It turns
out that all the benign effect of higher income depends upon the
society being democratic. Indeed, it is more striking than that: in the
absence of democracy, as a society starts to get rich it becomes more
prone to political violence. Democracies get safer as income rises,
whereas autocracies get more dangerous. If it helps, you can think of
this as two lines, an upward-sloping one showing how democracies
get safer as income rises, and a downward-sloping one showing how
autocracies get less safe. The level of income at which democracy
has no net effect on violence, $2,700, is simply the point at which
these two lines cross over. Applying this to the society with the most
astounding income change of our times, China has now passed the
income threshold—per capita income has soared past $3,000. So, if
China runs to form, year by year its spectacular economic growth is
now making it more prone to political violence unless it democra-
tizes.

Our initial work had been pretty heroic in the sense that we
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had hastened over a host of statistical cans of worms. Much of our
work now turned to opening these cans and seeing if the results
survived. For example, income is likely to be affected by both con-
flict and the political regime. Causality might in fact be running
in the opposite direction to our interpretation. We checked on this
and satistied ourselves that this was not the explanation: our results
were not spurious, at least not on this count. In the small world of
the statistical study of political violence, the foremost rival team has
been James Fearon and David Laitin at Stanford. Like us, they had
a model of the factors that tend to produce violence, but it differed
in detail from our own. We decided that a good test of the result
that democracy increased the risk of violence for the bottom billion
would be to see whether it survived if we introduced it into their
model. Unfortunately for these societies, it did survive. To my mind
the most remarkable result came when we investigated a range of
different forms of political violence. We looked at assassinations, ri-
ots, political strikes, and incidents of guerrilla activity as well as full-
blooded civil war. To my amazement, the same pattern was true for
them all: at low income, democracy increased political violence.

I do not believe that these results reveal unalterable relation-
ships: later I will argue that democracy can be made to work in the
societies of the bottom billion. But consider for a moment what
would be the implication if they were unalterable. They would im-
ply that judged by the objective of peace, there would be a preferred
sequence for economic and political change. The ideal stage at
which to democratize would be once a society had already reached a
moderate level of development.

As Dominic and I digested these results we started to puzzle
over the obvious question: why? The question actually decomposes
into three distinct puzzles. First, why was the benign effect of de-
mocracy that reduced the risk of political violence dependent upon
the level of income: what was it about income that made democracy

differentially peace-promoting in richer societies? The second was
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the converse question of why autocracies become more dangerous at
higher levels of income. Finally, and most mysteriously, once these
income-related effects of democracy and autocracy were allowed for,
there remained a further pure effect of democracy that was making
societies more at risk of violence. Like some unobservable dark mat-
ter it was lurking as a constant across societies. What was it? These
were not easy questions.

The key insight came by the simple psychological technique of
imagining myself in the position of being a former dictator in one
of the countries of the bottom billion who had caved in to pressure
from donors to democratize. How had I kept the peace before and
how did democratization change my problem? I was evidently not
the first person to wonder about how a dictator might best stay in
power. Herodotus reports that when Periander became the young
dictator of Corinth, he sent a messenger to the old and experienced
dictator of Miletus, Thrasybulus, for advice. Thrasybulus had clung
to power very effectively; had he any tips for someone just start-
ing out on the same career? Thrasybulus took Periander’s messen-
ger into a field of corn and, as he talked, repeatedly and systemati-
cally snapped off the heads of all the tallest stems. The messenger
returned baffled, but Periander got it. Although social science has
advanced in the two and a half thousand years since Herodotus,
I think that this still gives a pretty fair take on the technology of
power retention. If we are to generalize from Thrasybulus, the key
is to be preemptive: purge potentially dangerous people before they
act. Does democracy affect my ability to undertake such purges?
Well, the awkward problem with preemptive purges is that they are
not compatible with the rule of law: the technique depends upon
punishing people even though they haven’t done anything. This sort
of conduct collides with even fairly modest levels of democracy.

The idea that the ability to mount a purge would be reduced as
a result of democracy was a plausible explanation for the dark mat-

ter. If leaders could no longer mount preemptive purges they might
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be less able to keep the lid on political violence. This might be why,
over and above those effects of democracy that depended upon the
level of income, there was the pure effect that increased political
violence. Herodotus had given us an idea; now it was time to test it.

We turned to a large political science data set on purges. Believe
it or not, these things are measured, country by country, and year by
year. We wanted to see whether democracy made purges more dif-
ficult, controlling for other possible influences. Sure enough, even
a modest degree of democracy radically reduces the frequency of
purges. From the perspective of keeping the peace through repres-
sion, democracy is a massive technological leap backward.

If you want a practical, real-world, up-to-the-minute example
of how democratization can make it harder to keep the peace, try
Iraq. Whatever the limitations of the present regime, it is clearly
massively more democratic than that of Saddam Hussein. Yet Hus-
sein presided over a relatively peaceful country. It was not an attrac-
tive peace, but it was a peace of sorts, and it most surely depended
upon preemptive repression rather than citizen consent.

So a weakening of technologies of repression is, I think, a likely
explanation for the dark matter: the higher risk of political vio-
lence that comes from democracy. Why, then, should the net effect
of democracy be increasingly favorable as income rises? I think the
answer lies in those effects that I started with: accountability and
legitimacy.

The stark and straightforward reason that in the bottom billion
the accountability and legitimacy effects of democracy do not reduce
the risk of political violence is that in these societies, democracy does
not deliver either accountability or legitimacy. So why does it fail to

do so?

Over THE YEARS | HAVE had some very smart students, but un-

doubtedly the smartest was Tim Besley, now a highly distinguished
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professor at the London School of Economics and a former editor of
the American Economic Review. Tim’s book Principled Agents? is the
most serious theoretical attempt to answer the question of whether
having to face voters actually disciplines politicians. It is a compli-
cated book, but I think I can give you the gist of it. In our own
societies the answer to Tim’s question seems pretty obvious. If an
incumbent politician had not even #ried to deliver what people want,
electors would notice. The actions of political leaders are scrutinized
by the media, and if a politician were consistently to advance his
own interests at the expense of ordinary citizens he would not be
reelected. Politicians want to stay in power. Partly, let us hope, this
is because they feel a sense of vocation to do good, but also pretty
obviously because it is their choice of lifestyle: it is their profession,
and they do not want to be unemployed. And so, between media
scrutiny and politicians’ appetite for power, political leaders are pin-
ioned to trying hard for the common good.

But in the societies of the bottom billion conditions are often
not like this at all. Suppose that voters have precious little knowl-
edge about the choices they face. Even the past performance of the
incumbent, which voters have just lived through, will typically be
open to multiple interpretations. Perhaps bad outcomes were due to
mitigating circumstances; perhaps the government was not to blame.
All too often, in the volatile economies of the bottom billion, this is
genuinely the case: the economy frequently gets derailed by shocks
beyond local control. A typical shock is that the price of the coun-
try’s export good crashes and the economy consequently collapses. I
can think of three African democracies in which this happened in
the run-up to an election. In each case the incumbent government
had done a pretty good job. One was in Benin during the run-up
to the 1996 election, removing a reforming president. It happened
again in Uganda in the run-up to the 1998 election: the world price
of coffee crashed. And it happened in Madagascar before the 2006

election with a combination of falling export prices and soaring costs
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of imported oil. How was the electorate to tell whether the economy
crashing around their ears was crashing because of an unavoidable
external shock or because the government had been incompetent?
Of course, the government tried to explain, but governments had
always made excuses. How were they to know what to believe?

In addition to the problem of lousy information, perhaps some
voters are going to vote for or against the incumbent regardless of
performance because of their ethnic identity. Identity is the basis of
most voting in the bottom billion. Their societies are usually divided
into competing ethnic identities, and as a result ethnicity is by far the
easiest basis on which to organize political loyalty. The problem with
it is that because the loyalty isn’t issues-based, it isn’t performance-
based either. Votes are simply frozen in blocs of rival identities. A
consequence of having great blocs of votes frozen into support or
opposition is that the vote that an incumbent politician attracts is not
very sensitive to performance: few votes hinge on whether he has
done a good or a bad job. So not only do people lack the information
on which to judge performance, but relatively few are going to base
their votes on this judgment.

Perhaps also, the scope for the government to produce a good
performance is really quite modest, maybe due to its own limita-
tions. Especially after years of poor performance, a government may
simply lose faith in its own ability to make a decisive difference to
economic events.

Finally, suppose that if the government does choose to be good
it has to forgo behavior that is decidedly lucrative. Messing about
with the economy may be detrimental to ordinary citizens, but it
opens up many little niches and crannies for personal enrichment,
and for rewarding loyalty among followers. If all these opportuni-
ties are closed off, the leader has no means of maintaining loyalty.

So how does this stack up? As the quality of voter information
is made weaker, as identity politics freezes more and more votes, as

the government’s confidence in its own ability to shape events di-
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minishes, and as the costs of forgoing bad governance are increased,
a point is reached at which facing an election simply does not dis-
cipline an incumbent politician into trying to perform well. And
if politicians can still face a reasonable chance of winning without
bothering to deliver good performance, then—and this is Tim’s
killer point—the sort of people who seek to become politicians will
change. If being honest and competent does not give you an elec-
toral advantage, then the honest and competent will be discouraged.
Crooks will replace the honest as candidates.

One depressing indicator of such a process is that democratic
politics in the countries of the bottom billion tends to attract candi-
dates with criminal records. You might reasonably expect that having
a criminal record would make running in an election a nonstarter. [
think it would in America or Britain, and indeed across most of the
rich world. But in the societies of the bottom billion it simply isn’t so.
Electors just don’t have enough information to sort out the accusa-
tions from reality: either the press is muzzled or it is too free—there is
so much mud being slung without recourse to verification that voters
discount whatever they are told. Or electors are frozen in ethnic loyal-
ties and so support their own politicians even if they are criminals.

Evidently, one reason elected office is more attractive to crimi-
nals than to the honest is that only the criminals will take advan-
tage of the opportunities for corruption. But there is sometimes a
further reason: elected office provides immunity from prosecution.
Ask yourself for whom this is particularly valuable. For the honest,
it merely protects from mischievous attacks that, in the end, they
could probably resist anyway. But for the criminal, immunity from
prosecution is likely to mean the difference between freedom and
jail. Sometimes this turns to farce. Following the Nigerian guberna-
torial elections of 2007 there was a race between the police and a vic-
torious deputy governor as to whether he could get himself sworn
in before they could reach him to arrest him. It was touch and go

whether home would be jail or the deputy governor’s villa.
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If honest people realize that they are unlikely to win and so do
not come forward as candidates, then voters lack even the choice of
a decent leader. There is really not much point in finding out about
the candidates, and this adds a further twist to the vicious circle.

Tim’s analysis is about at the frontier of serious work on democ-
racy. But even Tim’s world is thoroughly sedate when compared to the
election campaigns familiar to the bottom billion. Basically, in Tim’s
world politicians still play by the rules; it is just that they face badly in-
formed electors. Again, I put myself in the situation of an old autocrat
now having to retain power in a democracy. What options do I face?
Hard as it is to bear, I have to be honest with myself that my people
do not love me. Far from being grateful for the wonders that I have
achieved, they may increasingly be aware that under my long rule our
country has stagnated, whereas elsewhere initially similar countries
have transformed themselves. There are even a few cogent voices out
there explaining why this is my fault. I shake my head in disbelief that
it has come to this, seize my gold pen, and start listing the options. I

decide to be systematic, in each case putting down the pros and cons.

OPTION 1: TURN OVER A NEW LEAF AND BECOME A GOOD

GOVERNMENT

Pros: This 1s probably what most people want. It would make
a change, I might start feeling better about myself, and I might

even leave a legacy that my children could be proud of.

Cons: I haven’t much of an idea how to do it. The skills I have
developed over the years are quite different, essentially how
to retain power through shuffling a huge number of people
around a patronage trough. My God, I might have to read those
damned donor reports. And even if I worked out what needed

to change, the civil service isn’t up to implementing it. After all,
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I've spent years making sure that anyone who was exceptional
or even honest was squeezed out: honest people cannot easily
be controlled. Yes, I too read Herodotus. Even worse, reform
might be dangerous. My friends, the parasitic sycophants with
whom I have surrounded myself, might not put up with it: they
might decide to replace me in a palace coup. They would proba-
bly dress it up to the outside world as reform! But suppose I did
it; suppose I actually delivered good government. Would I get
reelected? I start to think through all those rich-country politi-
cal leaders who, over the years, have met me, often lecturing me
on the need for good governance. What became of them? What
was their record of electoral success? I do a rough tally—they
seemed to win their own elections only around 45 percent of the

time. So, if I pull it off, I have a 45 percent chance of winning.

Option 1 does not seem that attractive, whatever the foreign
ambassadors might imply with their incessant homilies about good
governance. The evident difficulties of governing well make your
electoral task daunting relative to that of your fortunate rich-coun-
try counterparts. You contemplate having a comforting sulk about
the inequities of life, but put self-indulgence behind you: you have
to make the best of what you have. And then it strikes you that com-
pared with your rich-country counterparts you have one potential
advantage. Although you are going to have to win an election, you
are not subject to much effective scrutiny as to how you go about it.
Does this open up any strategies that might enable you to win de-

spite continuing to be a bad government?

OprTION 2: LIE TO ELECTORS

Pros: You control most of the media, so it is relatively easy. What

is more, your citizens have neither education nor good refer-
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ence points by which to tell how bad things really are. So you

can tell them how fortunate they are to have you as president.

Cons: You have been doing this for years and so people heavily

discount anything you say.

On balance, although lying seems to be worth doing, you sim-

ply cannot rely on it to deliver victory.

OPTION 3: SCAPEGOAT A MINORITY

Pros: This one works! You can blame either minorities within
your country or foreign governments for all your problems:
that President Mugabe of Zimbabwe is a role model. The
politics of hatred has a long and electorally pretty successful
pedigree. Most of the societies of the bottom billion have un-
popular ethnic minorities to pillory, and failing all else you
can always blame America. You can also promise favoritism

for your own group.

Cons: Some of your best friends are from ethnic minorities. In
fact, they have been funding you for years in return for favors.
You prefer business people from ethnic minorities because
however rich they become, they cannot challenge you politi-
cally. It is the core ethnic groups that you want to keep out of
business. If you scare the minorities too badly they will move

their money out.

So, although scapegoating works, beyond a certain point it gets

rather costly.
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OPTION 4: BRIBERY

Pros: Bribery plays to one of your key advantages over the op-

position—you have more money.

Cons: Can you trust people to honor the deal? If you pay them
money will they actually vote for you? After all, there are some

pretty unscrupulous people out there.

On balance you are not sure. If only there was some reliable
research evidence! You search the Net and stumble on something
by someone called Pedro Vicente, of the Centre for the Study of Af-
rican Economies at Oxford. You start to skim it and rapidly become
riveted, as well you might. Pedro has conducted a randomized, con-
trolled experiment on electoral bribery in Sio Tomé and Principe,
which is just off the coast from your own state.

Tiresomely, you find that the main thrust of his research is to
investigate whether bribery can be countered. Then, however, you
find the pertinent gem. In some districts bribery was restrained by
external scrutiny, whereas in others it was not. Systematically, the
candidate who was bribing gathered more votes in those districts
where bribery was not restrained. Bribery works!

In fact, bribery comes in two modes: retail and wholesale. Re-
tail bribery is expensive and difficult but may still be worthwhile. Its
advantage is that you can target pockets of voters who are critical for
success. For example, President Moi of Kenya managed by astute
attention to key votes to win an election with only 37 percent sup-
port. Why doesn’t bribery backfire? If the British Labour Party was
caught offering money to individual voters in exchange for their
support the electoral damage would be massive. But in many so-
cieties elections are viewed differently. Politicians deliver nothing
during their period in office, and so people expect that during the

one brief moment when they exert some power politicians should
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dispense patronage, and hard cash in the pocket is better than prom-
ises. But even if politicians can offer bribes without provoking criti-
cism, how can they enforce the deal? After all, the vote is secret.
What is to stop voters from accepting the money and then voting
for the opposition?

In Kenya the opposition recognized that telling people that tak-
ing bribes was wrong would be a vote loser and so did not even
attempt it. Instead they proposed that people should take the bribe
from the government but vote for the opposition. Why is such an
opposition message not a very effective counter? The government
has two points of discipline. One, paradoxically, is morality: often,
ordinary decent people feel bad if they take someone’s money but
then renege on their undertaking. The opposition argument that
one wrong neutralizes the other is smart, but it is morally a little
tortured. The other is fear of detection: how secret is the ballot? In
Zimbabwe President Mugabe’s street boys spread the word that the
government would know how votes were cast, and in the prevail-
ing conditions of misgovernance this could not be treated as an idle
threat.

It is not as if one individual vote will determine the choice of
government: realistically, it will have no effect whatsoever on the
outcome. And so even if there is only a small risk that a vote against
the government may be detected, it may not be worth taking. It
might land the voter in trouble and so be irresponsible for an adult
struggling to bring up a family in conditions that are already dire.

Having got this far in his train of thought, the president will
perhaps be counting his fortune. How much does it cost to bribe
the typical voter, how many votes does he need to buy, and how
much can he afford? In some societies he will sit back contentedly:
this strategy is within his budget. In others he may be pondering
whether there is a cheaper way of buying votes. There is: it is time
for wholesale bribery.

Wholesale bribery works by paying for votes delivered in blocs



Votes and Violence 33

rather than individually. Bloc voting is very common in impover-
ished traditional rural societies: the local big shot gives the lead and
his advice is not seriously questioned. When votes are counted it is
common for many villages to have voted 100 percent for one candi-
date. If the big shot determines the voting, it is obviously cheaper to
buy his support directly rather than try to attract individual votes.
Overall, you conclude that bribery is your kind of strategy. The
only problem is whether you have enough money to win with it.

This inspires you to carry on thinking.

OpTION 5: INTIMIDATION

Most politicians try to ingratiate themselves with voters, but a

radically different technique is to intimidate them.

Pros: Most people are not particularly brave, and when con-
fronted by thugs threatening personal violence, they back
down rather than stand up for themselves. One big advantage
of intimidation is that even if you cannot observe Aow people
vote, you can observe whether they vote. Given that you are
playing in identity politics, you know perfectly well the iden-
tity of those who intend to vote for your opponent. So you can
threaten them that if they vote they will suffer. Does it work?
In Kenya President Mot used it to force a mass of Kikuyu living
in the Rift Valley who were likely to vote against him to move.
In moving they went to areas where they were not registered
to vote, so he no longer had to worry about them. He claimed
the violence was just a local dispute about land rights, but a
careful statistical study by two Kenyan researchers, Mwangi
Kimenyi and Njuguna Ndung’u, gave the lie to that one. They
show that “the central rationale of the violence appears to have

been to maintain the political and economic status quo in the
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region during the run-up to the general elections.”” Indeed, the
bows and arrows ostensibly used by irate and untamed tribes-
men turned out to have been manufactured in East Asia and
presumably planted by the government. You also recall that
President Mugabe has not been reticent in using intimidation

against opposition voters.

Cons: If politics turns violent there is no knowing where it might
stop. The other side might turn violent. After all, the other side
has the advantage of numbers: if they didn’t, you would not
have to worry about winning the election. You don’t want to

risk losing a contest in violence.

Overall, violence might turn out to be a can of worms. The oppo-
sition might be even more violent than you are. This is not reason for
not doing it: you may well need to do it simply to counter the violence
that is coming from the opposition, who are, after all, making the same

calculation. But violence may not be enough to ensure that you win.

OPTION 6: RESTRICT THE FIELD TO EXCLUDE THE STRONGEST

CANDIDATES

Pros: This is particularly appealing because not only do you in-
crease your chances of winning but you hit directly at the people
you most hate: your personal opponents. You have to find some
reason for excluding them, but that is not particularly difficult.
You can accuse them of corruption—after all, it is quite likely

to be true. A delicious nuance is that since the donors are always

* Mwangi Kimenyi and Njuguna Ndung’u, “Sporadic Ethnic Violence: Why Has Ke-
nya Not Experienced a Full-Blown Civil War?” in Understanding Civil War (Volume 1:
Africa), ed. Paul Collier and Nicholas Sambanis (Washington, D.C.: World Bank, 2005).
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urging you to be tougher on corruption, they can scarcely object
to this option. Even the challengers to those international role
models Presidents Obasanjo in Nigeria and Mbeke in South
Africa were prosecuted. Admittedly, those prosecutions were
probably warranted, but you can still claim to be following their
precedents. If corruption is too sensitive an issue to open, you
can try citizenship. Given the considerable ethnic diversity of
most countries of the bottom billion, and the large migrations
of peoples, it should be easy to trump up some ancestry that
debars them from citizenship. Potentially, you can go the whole
hog, like President Abacha of Nigeria, and debar everyone. Im-
plausible as it might seem, it is still possible to hold a contested
election. Failing all else, someone might assassinate your op-
ponent, as happened in the run-up to the Pakistani elections of

2007, which Benazir Bhutto might otherwise have won.

Cons: Unless you go the whole hog, voters inevitably have some
alternative to your own good self, however awful. They may be
sufficiently foolish to opt for it. You think mournfully of Presi-

dent Guei of Cote d’Ivoire, whose sad story must wait a little.

So banning key opponents makes sense, but cannot be relied
upon to be sufficient. Worried, you wonder whether there is any
strategy that you have overlooked. And then you heave a long, deep
sigh of relief.

OpTION 7: MISCOUNT THE VOTES

Pros: At last you have found a strategy that sounds reliable.
With this one you literally cannot lose: incumbent one, oppo-
nent ten million; headline: “Incumbent Wins Narrowly by One

Vote.” It also has advantages in reinforcing the other strategies.
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Once people get the sense that you are going to win anyway
and that their true votes will not be counted, they have even less
incentive to forgo the bribes and take the risks of opposition.
You can also keep this one in reserve until you see that you are
losing. In the Kenyan elections of December 2007, as one by one
the parliamentary constituency results were declared, the op-
position looked set to win the presidency. Yet by the time these
constituency votes were added up to the national total by the
electoral commission to determine who should be president, lo

and behold, the incumbent president had narrowly won.

Cons: The international community won'’t like it if you push it
too far. Better be a bit careful: after the Kenyan election results
the European Union got upset about discrepancies. In one con-
stituency the vote for the president had unfortunately first been
announced as 50,145 before being entered as 75,261 in the final
tally.

THIs ONE IS DEFINITELY FOR you. Just remember not to push it
too far: not 99 percent; it should not look like a Soviet election.

So much for putting oneself in the position of the president.
What struck me was how much superior, from the point of view of
a self-interested political leader, some of the other options were to
the tough and unreliable option of trying to be a good government.
In the typical election in one of the developed countries, as defined
by membership in the Organization for Economic Cooperation and
Development (OECD), the incumbent government has a chance of
reelection of around 45 percent. In the average election held in a
society of the bottom billion, despite the fact that voters usually have
many more grounds for complaint, it is a much healthier 74 percent.
Political scientists have developed a scale of democratic governance

called Polity 1V, starting at —10, which characterizes political hell,
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and going right through to +10, which is political heaven. Among
those countries of the bottom billion in the range —10 to zero, the
president has an even healthier chance of electoral victory: an amaz-
ing 88 percent. Somehow or other, incumbents in these societies re-
ally are very good at winning elections.

I decided that it was time to investigate the winning strategies
more systematically, and for this work I turned to Pedro Vicente,
who already had experience from Cape Verde and Sao Tomé, two
little islands off the coast of West Africa. I persuaded Pedro that
we should be ambitious: little islands provided neat natural experi-
ments, but we should try working on one of the major new democra-
cies. We chose Nigeria, where elections were due during the course
of 2007. Despite its evident importance as Africa’s largest society,
there is amazingly little quantitative field research on Nigeria. It has
a reputation for being a difficult, and indeed a dangerous environ-
ment, and it is also astonishingly expensive.

All the gossip was that the Nigerian elections would be nasty.
President Obasanjo had set his sights on changing the constitution
so as to have a third term. The vice president, who had aspirations to
the top job, set about blocking this strategy, which needed approval
from the Senate. In a close and bitterly contested Senate vote the vice
president succeeded in blocking the third term. This left President
Obasanjo without an heir apparent of his own choosing: for obvi-
ous reasons he had not wanted there to be any alternative to himself.
Worse, the vice president had entrenched himself as the likely win-
ner, using the vice presidency to benefit from his own powers of in-
cumbency. If there was one person President Obasanjo did not want
to succeed him, it was the vice president. So, with less than twelve
months before the election, he was going to have an uphill struggle
to take someone from zero to victory over the vice president. As the
election campaign approached he told his party it was a “do or die” af-
fair. Everyone understood what “do or die” meant: it meant no-holds-

barred. In turn, this meant “refer to the above list of options.”
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On one of my visits to Nigeria I had met Otive Igbuzor, an out-
spoken political activist who impressed me. Although I thought that
some of his views on the economy were wrong, his concerns about
the lack of political accountability were cogent and passionate. He
was also sufficiently open that he did not dismiss me simply because
I was a foreigner. We decided to join forces. I brought a research
group able to conduct a scientific field experiment; he brought a
vocal local NGO that he headed, Action Aid, with a field network
of committed people. Together we designed a field experiment to
measure three of the illegitimate winning options: bribery, intimi-
dation, and vote miscounting. We were also able to join forces with
the team from Michigan State University that runs the Pan-African
Afrobarometer survey of political attitudes. The heart of our experi-
ment was to see whether voter intimidation could be countered. On
a randomized basis across Nigeria, Action Aid organized powerful
local campaigns against intimidation.

Manifestly, a research project aimed at trying to counter po-
litical violence during a Nigerian election campaign that was an-
ticipated to be particularly nasty was pushing the limits. Quite apart
from the physical dangers for all the participants, Pedro had to di-
vert from the safe strategy of using his time to write up his existing
research for publication into this highly risky undertaking. There
might easily be nothing to show for months of work, and he would
need publications to get another job once the funding for his re-
search post expired. Even I had to find a modicum of courage: reas-
suring research foundations that they were not pouring their money
down a particularly expensive drain. In the event, the elections were
indeed marred by irregularities. The monitors sent by the European
Union described it as “not credible,” and Human Rights Watch de-
scribed it as a “farce.” As I write, five of the governors elected have
been stripped of office by the Nigerian courts. For Nigerians the
election was evidently flawed, but these very flaws made it well-

suited to our research.
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We found clear statistical evidence of all three strategies. The
Action Aid campaign against voter intimidation had a remark-
ably large effect. In those randomly chosen locations in which the
campaign was conducted, more people found the courage to vote.
We interviewed people both before and after the election: where
the campaign was conducted many more people who had initially
decided not to vote changed their minds. What is more, despite this
overall increase in turnout, the vote for those politicians perceived as
espousing violence fell. People who had initially intended to vote for
these candidates changed their minds and stayed at home.

That one campaign by one NGO could have such a big effect
against such an apparently intractable problem is surely remarkable.
But that was not the only surprise. We found that bribery and vote
miscounting went hand in hand: they were complementary strate-
gies. We measured them by asking people how serious they per-
ceived bribery and ballot fraud to have been in their constituency.
We found that ballot rigging favored the local incumbent party.
Evidently, local incumbency is what matters for controlling the vote
count. But the surprise was that voter intimidation was high when
bribery and miscounting were low. It turned out that, at least in the
Nigerian election, violence was predominantly a strategy of the po-

litically weak, perhaps somewhat analogous to terrorism.

So 1N NiGeria poLiTICIANS HAD clearly resorted to socially
dysfunctional strategies of vote winning. Now think of the implica-
tions. With these options available, electoral competition is simply
not going to deliver accountability. Nor, if politicians win by these
unscrupulous means, is democracy going to confer much in the way
of legitimacy. Losing opponents are not going to say, “Fair enough,
you now have a mandate”; they are going to say, “You cheated” and
resort to violence. In other words, democratic elections cannot pos-

sibly, in themselves, be a solution to the problem of violence, or to
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the larger problem of decent government. In themselves they are a
recipe for driving political leadership into the gutter. It is not even a
matter of maybe. Electoral competition creates a Darwinian strug-
gle for political survival in which the winner is the one who adopts
the most cost-effective means of attracting votes. In the absence of
restraints the most cost-effective means are simply not going to be
good governance: that option is surely way down the list.

An example from the Nigerian gubernatorial elections stared me
in the face. This had been the campaign for reelection by the incumbent
minister for the federal capital territory of Abuja, Nasir el-Rufai. Con-
trary to most of his colleagues, he had governed well. His ability was
recognized by ordinary Nigerians: in 2006 he had won the prestigious
Silverbird Man-of-the-Year Award. Indeed, by any standards he was
competent. He had managed to get into Harvard Business School, no
mean feat for a young Nigerian, and had duly come to the top in his
year. Also exceptionally, he had decided not to exploit the potential mul-
tiple advantages of incumbency and conducted an honest campaign. He
lost: in fact he didn’t even manage to win the nomination of his own
party in the primary that preceded the gubernatorial election. Given the
potency of the dishonest options, the honest and decent have so much

stacked against them that that is all too often their fate.

So rar [ HAVE comE at this from the perspective of how to game
an election. The punch line I have been working toward is that in the
typical society of the bottom billion, electoral competition, far from
disciplining a government into good policies, drives it into worse
ones. But even if incumbent politicians resort to mischief when they
come to an election, in the meantime they might also decide to do
their best. In other words, being a good government and all the
other options may not be alternatives they may be complementary: a
scared politician may try them all. It is time to look, and for this we

need to observe not the electoral strategies but the policy choices.
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Undoubtedly, during the period of electoral competition which
began in the early 1990s, economic policies in the countries of the
bottom billion have tended to improve. Is this causal: has democracy
driven governments into better economic policies despite the mis-
chief over how they win elections? It seems a plausible hypothesis.
I had already worked on the preconditions for the reform of poli-
cies and governance with a young French economist, Lisa Chauvet.
The issue of how democracy and elections affected the chances of
reform was a natural extension of this earlier work, and so she was
the obvious person to work with. The only problem was that she
was pregnant. We raced against the arrival of little Diego to get the
results [ now report.

Our universe of observations was all the countries that at some
stage or other had been impoverished and had had seriously dys-
functional policies and governance. From this universe, the task is to
try to explain why some countries at some particular time managed
to reform out of the mess, and in particular, to investigate whether
democracy in general, and elections in particular, seemed to help or
hinder the process. The phrase “policies and governance” is easy to
write, and within reason people can agree on what they mean by it.
But it is a difficult concept to measure with any precision. Further,
we needed a measure of policies and governance that was available
on a consistent basis for as many countries as possible, for as long a
period as possible. There are only two possibilities, one put together
by the World Bank, called the Country Policy and Institutional As-
sessment, and the other put together by a commercial company, the
International Country Risk Guide. They are both based on judg-
ments of a professional staff, a little like the process by which Stan-
dard and Poor’s assigns credit ratings to country debt. We chose the
World Bank rating, mainly because it started seven years earlier
than the commercial rating agency and so covers a longer period.

We had already found that there were some clear preconditions

that made reform easier. The larger a country’s population was, the
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faster it reformed. I think that this is because a large population sup-
ports a market for specialized publications that can discus economic
policy. India has a newspaper, The Economic Times, with a circula-
tion of 1.2 million. It can afford to send its correspondents around
the world. If Zambia had the equivalent with the same density of
circulation, sales would be under ten thousand, and so Zambia has
no Economic Times. It also helped to have donor technical support,
the much-despised form of aid whereby skilled foreigners are sent
to help governments. But now we looked at elections and democ-
racy.

One problem with elections is that they are often not held ac-
cording to a set calendar but occur due to circumstances that might
themselves affect the chances of reform. Let me give you a simple
example of how an unsuspecting researcher could get into trouble.
Suppose that what is really going on is that periodically the peo-
ple pressing for change in their society manage to break through
politically. They believe in economic reform and they also believe
in democracy. So they hold an election and they also reform the
economy. If the researcher is not careful, this is going to look as if
elections cause reform. So how can the researcher be careful? The
answer 1is to find something that is a reasonable predictor of when
the next election will be held but that does not itself influence cur-
rent prospects of reform. The best we could think of for this was to
predict the timing of the election on the basis of the time lapse be-
tween the two preceding elections. The idea is that in many societies
there is a fairly fixed frequency of elections. Indeed in some it is set
in concrete, as in America. Repeating the analysis just using these
countries where the government cannot choose the election date is a
simple way of checking the reliability of the results.

We then asked how the amount of time left until the next elec-
tion affected whether policy and governance improve or worsen.
We found a clear and unambiguous relationship. For the first few

years after an election the chances of policy improvement got better,
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year by year. And then, as the next election approached, the chances
of reform started to get worse again, year by year. Two years before
the election the chances of reform slipped, and the year before the
election reform was highly unlikely. What the results were telling us
was that the chances of reform were at their peak when the society
was as far away from an election—in either direction—as possible.
Why might this be? Perhaps, in the first year or so after an election,
the government was too new to be able to implement reform, and
as the election approached it was too preoccupied by the need to
win the election to bother with reform. After all, the payoff to most
reforms takes several years, and any payoff that does not arrive until
after the election has little political benefit.

This was not really encouraging: it suggested that elections
were to an extent a distraction rather than a stimulus. I recalled my
friend Ngozi Nkonjo-Iweala telling me when she became Nigeria’s
finance minister that although the government was at the start of
a four-year term, she had been given only three years for reform.
“The last year will be politics,” the president had explained to her,
and, as [ have just described, so it had proved. However, it might
nevertheless be that all the election effect showed was a variant of
the political business cycle. The political business cycle was the game
that rich-country politicians used to play with their own electorates,
pumping money into the economy just before an election: whoever
won would then have to clean up the mess in the next couple of
years. Damaging as the political business cycle was, it did not mean
that democracy was worse than autocracy. It just showed that it
wasn’t perfect. So the election results in themselves did not say any-
thing about whether, if your society needed reform, democracy was
better or worse than autocracy.

To investigate this deeper question, Lisa and I then introduced
measures of the polity. How democratic was it? Was government
power limited by checks and balances? In particular, were elections

well conducted? Fortunately, all these characteristics are now classi-
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fied and coded by political scientists. For example, we used a standard
measure known as Polity IV, which you have already come across.
This arrays the degree of democracy on a scale from 0 to 10, alongside
a scale for autocracy, which is ranged from —10 to 0. So the people’s
paradise of North Korea scores —10, the squeaky clean democracies of
Norway and Switzerland score +10, and a messy electoral competi-
tion typical of the bottom billion would score at best around +2 or +3.
Prior to the wave of democratization the societies of the bottom bil-
lion had on average been around —6: in other words, they were mostly
autocracies. Currently, the average score is around zero. When we
added these characteristics they mattered: the electoral cycle overlaid,
and potentially confused, these deeper effects. Elections can poten-
tially spur a government to adopt reforms, but they can also drag it
further down the road to bad governance. Which effect predominates
depends partly upon structural features of the society, and partly upon
the design of the polity. Elections tend to work better in societies that
have larger populations and fewer ethnic divisions. They also tend
to work better in polities with checks and balances on the power of
government, and in particular where the elections are properly con-
ducted. On the evidence, elections without properly enforced rules of
conduct in small, ethnically divided societies typically retard reform
rather than accelerate it.

So the implication is that to date the process of democratiza-
tion in the bottom billion has remained within the range over which
better is worse: the increased democracy has quite probably re-
tarded the reform of economic policies and governance. It has gone
far enough to lose whatever might be the advantages of autocracy,
while not yet having gone far enough to gain the benefits of democ-
racy, and the typical society of the bottom billion remains well short
of the point at which democratization would lead to improvement.
It has proved much easier to introduce elections than checks and
balances. Presidents quite enjoy being anointed by the holy oil of an

electoral victory, whereas they find the prospect of effective checks
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and balances truly alarming. But above all, they have woken up to
implications of the lack of checks and balances for their ability to
survive elections.

Taken together, the results on elections and democratization are
consistent: if democracy means little more than elections, it is dam-
aging to the reform process. I do not like these results. It would be a
much happier story if at every step along the way to fully fledged de-
mocracy the consequences got better and better. But unfortunately
this does not seem to be the world as it is.

The results on the dysfunctional consequences of partial de-
mocracy for reform are also consistent with the evidence on how
elections are actually won in the societies of the bottom billion. The
six nefarious options for winning an election not only dominate the
option of trying to be a good government, collectively they consti-
tute an alternative. So why don’t more governments hedge their bets
and do both: win by foul means, but improve their chances that ex-
tra bit by also trying to be a good government? I think it is because
the other options depend upon bad governance. If you want to use them
you have to sacrifice the strategy of being a good government even
if you recognize that otherwise it might be worth doing.

One reason for the conflict between decent governance and the
other options is money. When President Obasanjo realized that he
would not be able to stand for a third term, he knew that he was in
for a very tough contest. How do you win a Nigerian election for an
unknown candidate in only a few months, facing an entrenched op-
ponent? The answer is you probably need a lot of money. Yet over the
previous three years President Obasanjo had started to put in place
the rudiments of accountable government finances. He had entrusted
the ministry of finance to Ngozi Nkonjo-Iweala, and public procure-
ment to Oby Ezekwesili. These two tough, able, Christian women
had shut down the sources for the sort of slush money that a political
campaign was likely to need. Within a month of the Senate decision

to deny President Obasanjo a third term, he had shifted both of them
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well away from control of government money. The one high-profile
fighter against corruption who was not shifted was Nuhu Ribadu,
head of the Economic and Financial Crimes Commission. Bravely,
in late 2007, he launched a prosecution against James Ibori, the key
financial backer of President Obasanjo’s chosen successor. Ribadu
lasted only a further three months before being ousted.

The more effective strategies are also incompatible with the
rule of law. When President Mugabe discovered that he had lost
the referendum on removing the term limit, and so realized that he
would lose the next election, he set about the process of dismantling
the rule of law, starting by forcing the chief justice into early retire-
ment and appointing a placeman. As the rule of law was gradually
lifted, new options opened up for snatching revenues at the expense
of the economy and President Mugabe duly took them: property
rights were ignored, and finally he resorted to hyperinflation. In
other words, the government needs to remove checks and balances
in order to use the other electoral options, and with checks and bal-
ances removed, other policies are very likely to deteriorate.

This is, unfortunately, consistent with some new work by Mas-
ayuki Kudamatsu that carefully tries to investigate whether the
introduction of elections in Africa has led to a reduction in infant
mortality. Reducing infant mortality is surely about the most basic
concern of ordinary citizens, and across the bottom billion, infant
mortality has been avoidably high. An election should surely em-
power citizens to force governments to reduce the risk that their
young children will die. He concludes that only following those rare
elections in which the incumbent president was defeated did infant
mortality fall. In the more normal situation of incumbent power,
elections achieved nothing.

So both the evidence on how elections are actually won, and the
actual policy performance of democratic governments in the bot-
tom billion, point to the same conclusion: in the conditions of the

bottom billion, electoral competition is not producing accountable
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government. [ started by noting that there had been a considerable
improvement in economic policies and governance across the bot-
tom billion coincident with the spread of electoral competition. So,
if elections have not caused the improvement, what has?

I think there are two likely explanations. The simpler, and
therefore probably the better, is that societies have learned from past
mistakes. Experience is a hard school, but all the societies of the bot-
tom billion have been through it. The high-income world has obvi-
ously learned from its mistakes: the inflation of the 1970s is a thing
of the past because electorates in the high-income societies will no
longer put up with it and governments have learned how to tame it.
Quite probably the same process has been going on in Africa. With
the exception of Zimbabwe, inflation rates are now far lower than
they used to be. Whether or not electorates in the bottom billion
have much influence on their governments, elites may well have
woken up to the fact that inflation and some other dysfunctional
economic policies are not worthwhile.

The other possible explanation is that donor conditionality has
imposed discipline on governments, forcing them into reform even if
they did not want to do it. I do not entirely discount this explanation.
It 1s very difficult to sort out the motivations behind actions. To an
extent donor conditionality might have forced reform. But the statis-
tical evidence if anything suggests that it has delayed reform rather
than accelerated it. Governments do not like being made to do some-
thing against their will and they are remarkably ingenious at finding
ways of not doing it. Donors are also amazingly bad at enforcing their
agreements with governments. So my own judgment is that donor
conditionality on economic policies is not the explanation for policy

improvement. I would put my money on learning from failure.

[ REALIZED THAT IF THIs critique of electoral competition was

right it had huge implications. The whole modern approach to-
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ward failing states had been based on the premise that they would
be rescued by democratic elections. The approach had seemed to be
vindicated by the enthusiastic take-up of elections even in the most
unpromising circumstances. Afghanistan, among the most back-
ward societies on earth, was able to run an election within months
of the expulsion of the Taliban. Irag, about the most violence-torn
place on earth, was able to conduct an election with quite a high
turnout. The Democratic Republic of the Congo, a society with the
staggering misfortune of Belgian colonialism, followed by Mobutu,
followed by civil war, was still able to hold a competitive election.
The dread shown by the Soviet authorities to any form of competi-
tive election has, I think, confused us into thinking that achieving a
competitive election is in itself the key triumph. The reality 1s that
rigging elections is not daunting: only the truly paranoid dictators
avoid them.

Why is it so easy to hold elections even in unpromising cir-
cumstances? Surely it is because both political parties and voters
face strong incentives to participate in them. For political par-
ties the incentive is that the election is the route to power. For
the governing party it is a fair bet that the election will consoli-
date power and gain legitimacy in the eyes of the donors. For
opposition parties there is at least a chance of power, and with
the governing party mobilizing its supporters, even if victory is
unlikely it is important to have a countermobilization of sup-
port, otherwise it will drain away. Why do voters bother to vote?
Economists have tied themselves in knots here, missing the obvi-
ous. We are so wedded to the notion that people’s actions must be
in their material self-interest in order to be rational that our ap-
proach is largely confined to what is known as instrumentalist—
or, more colloquially, “What’s in it for me?” A young Northern
Irish economist at Oxford, Colin Jennings, helped me to think on
more realistic lines. Obviously influenced by his Northern Irish

experience, he emphasized the satisfaction that people get from
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using their vote as a way of expressing their identity: voting is
satisfying in the same way that wearing a football scarf is satisfy-
ing. And so voter turnout is likely to be particularly high where
identity politics rules. Paradoxically, the less politics is about
policies, the stuff of instrumental voting theories, the stronger is
people’s incentive to vote. In America voting may be instrumen-
tal. Indeed, perhaps that helps to explain the low turnout; but in
the divided societies of the bottom billion, voting is likely to be

primarily expressive.

IT 1s TIME TOo suM up where we have got to, and it is not at-
tractive. Democracy, at least in the form it has usually taken to date
in the societies of the bottom billion, does not seem to enhance the
prospects of internal peace. On the contrary, it seems to increase
proneness to political violence. Probably related to this failure to se-
cure social peace, democracy has not yet produced accountable and
therefore legitimate government.

Incumbent politicians have won elections by methods that re-
quire them to misgovern. This is supported by the evidence that
democracy seems to retard reform.

In promoting elections the rich, liberal democracies have basi-
cally missed the point. We want to make the bottom billion look
like us, but we forget how we got to where we now are. We did
not do it in a single leap: dictatorship to liberal democracy. We
have been unrealistic in expecting that these societies could in one
step make a transition that historically has been made in several
distinct steps.

Perhaps, in encouraging elections, we have landed these so-
cieties in an unviable halfway house that has neither the capacity
of autocracies to act decisively nor the accountability of a genuine
democracy. Soon I am going to argue that it is not as hopeless as it

might appear. But we have not yet done with the upsetting material:
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the story is going to get worse before it gets better. I will close with
the comment, made the day after the Kenyan election by Michael
Ranneberger, the American ambassador. “It’s a sad day for Kenya,”
he lamented, but then came the acid: “My biggest worry now is vio-

lence, which, let’s be honest, will be along tribal lines.”

* “Tribal Rivalry Boils Over in Kenyan Election,” New York Times, December 30, 2007.



Chapter 2

ETHNIC POLITICS

N THOSE KENYAN ELECTIONS THE opposition candidate,

Raila Odinga, was a Luo, one of Kenya’s forty-eight ethnic

groups. He secured 98 percent of the Luo vote. This was iden-
tity voting with a vengeance. Does it matter?

Everyone has some subnational identity and usually several of
them: in addition to being British I am English, more particularly
Northern English, and getting right to the bone, I am a Yorkshire-
man; [ have taught my son Daniel to sing our anthem, “On Ilkley
Moor bar t’at.” The British general election of 2001 pitched a York-
shireman against a Scot for prime minister. Yet like most people
from Yorkshire I supported the Scot. A society can function perfectly
well if its citizens hold multiple identities, but problems arise when
those subnational identities arouse loyalties that override loyalty to
the nation as a whole. As the Luo vote suggests, in the societies of the
bottom billion, ethnic identity usually trumps national identity.

The societies of the bottom billion are for the most part far more
ethnically diverse than those of the high-income countries. Often
this diversity verges on being a taboo subject: it is just too upsetting.
I think that it poses genuinely tough, but not insuperable, problems.
They will not be overcome unless they are faced.

Ethnic diversity compounds the problems that the societies of
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the bottom billion would in any case face in making electoral com-
petition work. Yet more fundamentally, diversity impedes the basic
role of the state, the provision of public goods. It is tempting to con-
clude that what an ethnically diverse society of the bottom billion
needs is a strongman. Wrong: bad as democracy is in ethnically di-
verse societies, dictators are even worse. But there is a vital role for
political leadership: leaders must build the nation before they can
build the state.

WHAT was THE ORIGIN OF these strong ethnic loyalties? In the
absence of states, ethnicity was the obvious basis for collective ac-
tion, and in a rural society bumping along at a subsistence level of
income, one form of collective action was supremely important: in-
surance. Life at subsistence is risky: if you fall sick when you should
be plowing, planting, or harvesting, your income will collapse. If
vermin eat your food stores, you face starvation. You need catas-
trophe insurance. The problem with insurance is what economists
coyly term moral hazard: if ’'m insured, what the heck! If you could
insure yourself against a decline in income, why get up in the morn-
ing? And so such insurance does not exist unless the moral hazard
problem can be solved. The solution to moral hazard is not indig-
nantly to protest that the insurer should not doubt your good faith,
it is to make your behavior observable. Only if the insurer can see
that you are trying your best does the insurance become feasible. For
a private insurance company such observation would be prohibi-
tively expensive, but for a community it is feasible. Nosiness, gossip,
friendly intimacy, all the ingredients that are natural to a commu-
nity also happen to be just what is needed for insurance.
Observability is necessary but not sufficient. The right to rely
upon other people in the community when faced by a personal ca-
tastrophe depends upon a reciprocal obligation to provide such as-

sistance to others: but who is in and who is out? If anyone can join
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or leave the insurance group at any time, then it will be in perpetual
deficit: people will declare themselves to be members of the com-
munity when they fall on hard times and declare themselves fancy-
free when things are going well. This is known in economics as the
problem of adverse selection: unless insurance companies take care,
instead of getting a random selection of clients from the popula-
tion, they get people who know that they are bad risks. That is why
insurance companies use some device for restoring a random selec-
tion, such as offering much better terms for all the employees of a
firm than they offer to individuals who turn up at the door. This
is where ethnicity comes in: you do not choose your ethnic group.
If you are not a member of the ethnic group, you cannot choose to
become a member when times are hard. If you are a member, you
cannot choose to exit the group when things go well. That is the
economic basis for strong ethnic loyalties: it enables income insur-
ance to work in the high-risk, low-income conditions under which
it is supremely valuable. Over time, loyalty to the group becomes
reinforced by all the normal power of morality: it is morally good to
meet your obligations.

Insurance sustained by loyalty helps everyone within the group
and is not at the expense of other groups. However, even in the tra-
ditional economy loyalty to the group is sometimes at the expense of
other groups, most obviously in respect of violence against enemy
groups. But ethnic loyalties have far more scope for being at the
expense of other groups when they are transferred to the context of
the modern economy. The public purse becomes the common pool
resource that the collective action of one group can capture at the ex-
pense of other groups. It is at this stage that moral obligations to the
ethnic group collide with moral obligations to society as a whole.

My friend John Githongo, anticorruption commissioner in the
Kenyan government, blew the whistle on the corruption at the heart
of the government, becoming internationally famous and an exile

in the process. Even I could see that what John did took courage.
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But in talking to him I got a surprise: it had taken more than cour-
age. John is a Kikuyu, the tribe that dominates the government. Un-
surprisingly, when he blew the whistle against the government, his
Kikuyu friends had accused him of betrayal. But the surprise was
that John had felt this himself as an inner struggle of conflicting
loyalties. Like many of the finest African reformers, John is a com-
mitted Christian: religious faith gives a moral framework that helps
people to put their ethnic obligations in perspective. Another com-
mitted Christian reformer, Oby Ezekwesili, who bravely slammed
the door shut on Nigeria’s public procurement scams, described the
prevailing morality: “They see themselves as good if they benefit a
few thousand kin at the expense of the nation.” It is that prevailing
morality that gives ethnic loyalties a whole new possibility for being
valuable to the group yet damaging for the society.

Far from the transition to the modern economy weakening
ethnic bonds, there are strong forces intensifying them. Occasion-
ally an event gets under the skin of a society and reveals much more
than its direct importance. Here is the story of a Kenyan funeral.
Like Raila Odinga, Mr. Otieno was a Luo. However, he had left
his native region in his youth and moved to Nairobi, where he had
become a successful businessman and married a Kikuyu woman.
So far we have a standard story of the melting pot. On his death in
1986, his widow, in accordance with Mr. Otieno’s last will and testa-
ment, arranged for his burial in Nairobi. At this point Mr. Otieno’s
Luo relatives objected: they wanted him buried back home. Indeed,
they wanted him home so badly that they took the matter to court.
Faced with a choice between adhering to the wishes of the dead
man and his wife, or the wishes of the relatives, the court was in no
doubt: he was duly buried back in his Luo village.

What on earth was going on? Think back to the key policing
roles of ethnicity: entry and exit from the obligations of the group.
There is little difficulty in policing entry: “Very sorry but we won’t

help you because you’re not one of us.” But policing exit is rather
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harder. The people who will want to exit from their obligations are
the successful: and how do you stop them? This is where the place of
burial comes in. The spirits of ancestors loom large in the belief sys-
tems of most ancient societies, and spirits are usually localized. Mr.
Otieno might have managed to exit his obligations during life, but
he might now be getting his comeuppance in death. Consciously, or
subliminally, an enforcement mechanism for ethnic loyalty was at

work; and unlike Mr. Otieno it was alive and well.

So WHAT HAPPENS IF THERE are many ethnic groups, each with
powerful loyalties? How does it affect the politics?

Electoral competition is an activity with powerful economies of
scale: if I can get 51 percent of the votes I win. Indeed, in the absence
of restraints on the use of power, I win everything. To reap these
economies of scale, power seckers group together into political par-
ties that develop brands and try to build voter loyalty. In ethnically
homogenous societies with winner-take-all voting systems, this pro-
cess tends to be driven to the extreme in which everyone amalgam-
ates into only two parties. Although the leaders of these parties are
chosen only by their respective supporters, once chosen, both leaders
chase the median voter to get elected. This produces a politics of
moderation that broadly describes how modern democracies func-
tion. One hallmark is that the activists within each political party are
usually dissatisfied with the moderation of their leaders. We see the
process played out most clearly in America, but with minor varia-
tions it is the general pattern.

When [ first tried to work out how this process was affected by
ethnic diversity I came away quite heartened. Of course, if voters
had strong ethnic identities then politicians would organize their
parties on ethnic lines: this would simply be the cheapest way of at-
tracting voter loyalty. The election itself would sound very different

from an election in an ethnically homogenous society: leaders would
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simply be mobilizing their own ethnic base rather than reaching out
to the median voter. But after the election these ethnic parties would
need to form coalitions. Any ethnic group that got too demanding
would not be able to bid itself into the winning coalition. Ethnic pol-
itics might produce a merry-go-round of changes in governments,
but each group would get close to its fair share of power.

Since publishing those ideas in 2001 I have started to have
doubts. First, ethnic politics seems likely to contaminate the content
of the election campaign. Policy choices get crowded out by iden-
tity. Let’s go back to those winning electoral strategies: remember
the one that involved playing the ethnic card. Playing on ethnic
fears and hatreds is truly the politics of the gutter: unfortunately, it
works. The holy grail of modern economic field research is the ran-
domized experiment, something that medics have been doing for
years, but it is usually more difficult to arrange with economic in-
terventions. When it comes to the content of an election campaign,
you would imagine that the scope for conducting a genuinely ran-
domized experiment is decidedly limited. Not one bit of it: Leonard
Wantchekon, a remarkable economist from Benin now working in
America, did just that. He managed to persuade the politicians of
Benin randomly to adopt different campaign messages in different
localities. This alone tells you most of what you need to know about
the election campaign in Benin, but Wantchekon’s story is yet more
depressing. Not only were politicians willing randomly to adopt
either a campaign message that they would provide good national
governance or a message that they would provide ethnic favorit-
ism, but once the results were subject to statistical analysis, it became
clear that favoritism was more effective at pulling in the votes.

Not only does identity trump policies, but to the extent that
policies do enter, instead of a race to capture the vote of Ms. Moder-
ate the All-Powerful Median Voter, there is a race to the extremes.
Colin Jennings introduced me to this tendency via the expressive

voting idea. His work analyzes how electoral competition is likely
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to work out in ethnically divided societies. Voting for the extremist
parties offers the strongest identity fix. It also selects the most ar-
dently sectarian leaders, so that when it comes to the stage of reach-
ing compromise in a grand coalition, the starting point for the ne-
gotiations is as far toward the position of your own ethnic group as
possible.

One graphic instance of this unattractive process is evident in
Northern Ireland, where electoral competition was meant to force
moderation, with parties heading for the center ground in order to
build a coalition. Instead, precisely the opposite happened. There
are four major political parties in Northern Ireland, two Protes-
tant and two Catholic. On each side one of these parties is moderate
and one is extreme. Prior to power sharing, the largest parties on
each side of the Protestant-Catholic divide were the moderate par-
ties: indeed, they were the parties that brokered the power sharing.
But once power sharing was introduced, voters polarized; now the
dominant parties on each side are the extremists. The ruling coali-
tion is a coalition of the extremes headed by grinning bigots who
cannot believe their luck. This seems to be a likely consequence of
identity politics more generally. Indeed, it happened in the Kenyan
elections of December 2007. The forty-eight ethnic groups coalesced
into pro-Kikuyu and anti-Kikuyu coalitions.

I also came to see that electoral competition is not the only as-
pect of democracy that matters. Electoral competition needs to be
complemented by checks and balances. In turn, checks and balances
are public goods: that is, they have to be supplied by cooperation.
Ethnic politics makes such cooperation to build checks and balances
much harder. I came across this graphically in the aftermath of the
Nigerian elections of 2007. The new speaker of the House of Rep-
resentatives, Patricia Etteh, was soon caught misappropriating the
funds meant for her office. She had, for example, acquired twelve
Mercedes. I do not want to get Scandinavian about the odd dozen

Mercedes: I am quite prepared to believe that any self-respecting
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speaker needs them. But many Nigerians seemed not to think so:
they regarded it as outrageous and she was pilloried in the media.
So far there is nothing remarkable in this story: a relatively minor
infringement that met its fate. It is the reaction to the criticism that
is of significance. As soon as she was criticized in the media, the
other politicians from her own ethnic group, the Yoruba, leaped to
her defense. Quite explicitly, their message was “Hands off: she’s
our only representative at the trough.” If a corruption charge can be
deflected by playing the ethnic card, then standards of public con-
duct are bound to be low.

So ethnic electoral politics may not be as benign as I had previ-
ously thought. This would certainly gel with the evidence on ethnic
diversity and public goods, much of which is derived from contexts
in which political choices are the result of vigorous electoral compe-

tition, such as North American cities.

MANY STUDIES HAVE FOUND THAT public services are system-
atically worse as a result of ethnic diversity among citizens. The
association is causal: it is not just that ethnically diverse societies
happen also to have poor public services. Controlling for other char-
acteristics, greater diversity implies worse public services. Not only
that, but expenditure on channels suited to ethnic patronage, such as
the public payroll, is higher. Why does diversity make public goods
provision harder? For that we need to turn to micro-level evidence
on how collective decisions are taken.

One result clearly established by research is that trust is weaker
across ethnic groups than within them. One rather clever way of
demonstrating this was the work of Abigail Barr, a researcher in
my group, who investigated variations in the level of trust among
the communities of rural Zimbabwe. Trust is difficult to measure,
but she followed a recent line of research and used experimental

games played by volunteers who could win small amounts of money
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depending upon the strategies they adopted. Zimbabwe was par-
ticularly well suited to the investigation because alongside ethnically
homogenous villages were others that had been created as settle-
ment schemes at various times, in which there were varying degrees
of ethnic mix. She was able to show that controlling for other char-
acteristics, the more ethnically mixed villages revealed a lower level
of trust through the strategies people chose to play. Another result
is that people are more willing to pay taxes to benefit people with
whom they have an affinity than if they know that much of the ex-
penditure will benefit people who are very different. When these
results were reported in Europe, they produced a frisson of concern
that immigration and the resulting change to multiethnic societies
would erode the welfare states that characterize the continent.

There is also evidence that the public good of scrutiny of gov-
ernment breaks down. I have already recounted the anecdote about
the Mercedes bought for the speaker of the Nigerian House, but
there is more systematic evidence. A particularly convincing study
compares the functioning of school boards in various parts of ru-
ral Kenya. The school boards, composed of parents, can raise funds
and manage the school: they thus have an important role to play in
determining school quality. A clever study by Edward Miguel and
Mary Kay Gugerty found that where the board was diverse, man-
agement was worse: specifically, the members of the board were not
prepared to criticize people from their own ethnic group who were
failing to make contributions.

Fortunately, there is asilver lining to ethnic diversity. The adverse
effect of diversity on public provision is offset by an advantage that
it confers in private economic activity. Why does diversity enhance
private sector productivity? There is now pretty good experimental
evidence that reveals what is going on, somewhat along the lines of
Abigail’s work in Zimbabwe. Basically, diversity raises the productiv-
ity of a team because it increases the range of skills, knowledge, and

perspectives, and these help problem solving. Although diverse teams
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do not get along as well, they are better at achieving results. There is
also some evidence that suggests that this scales up so as to affect the
overall performance of an economy. I am not particularly proud of
my own effort in this direction: I pushed to the limits of data avail-
ability, and so the results are probably not that solid. But, for what it is
worth, I constructed estimates, country by country, of the public and
private capital stock and then investigated whether the productivity
of these two types of capital was affected by the degree of ethnic diver-
sity of the society. Each of these steps is precarious, but what came out
was that ethnic diversity reduced the productivity of public capital,
while increasing the productivity of private capital. While this may
be spurious, it is at least consistent both with the micro-level evidence
and with other macro-level results.

One implication is that diverse societies should play to their ad-
vantage and place as many activities as possible in the private sec-
tor. This is clearly consistent with the contrast between America
and Europe: the as yet more homogenous societies of Europe have
a larger public sector. The societies of the bottom billion, with their
high diversity, were particularly ill suited to the socialism that un-
til recently has been overwhelmingly their predominant ideology.
Their adoption of socialism was understandable: most of the first
generation of political leaders had been educated in France and
Britain in the 1950s. Not only had socialism been at its apogee, but
to their great credit Europe’s socialists were the first politicians to
support decolonization struggles. And beyond European socialism,
imitating the Soviet model carried the sweetener of a ready access
to armaments to address their security problems. One aspect of the
so-called Structural Adjustment Programs of the 1980s was that
African governments were encouraged or coerced into shifting ac-
tivities from the public sector to the private sector. Though heavily
criticized both for being coercive and for being ideologically driven,
the direction of the shift was appropriate given the diverse composi-

tion of Africa’s societies.
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Since diversity has beneficial effects as well as adverse ones, it
sounds as though with appropriate choices it might be a case of six of
one and a half dozen of the other. The net effect might be negligible.
However, you have already seen that an effect can be very different
in high- and low-income societies. Recall that democracy reduces
political violence in high-income societies but increases it in low-
income societies. Could the effect of ethnic diversity be similar?

Unfortunately for the societies of the bottom billion, it is. The
beneficial effects of diversity only set in at higher levels of income:
diversity is good news for America, and while Europe’s rising di-
versity may well weaken its welfare state, it will be compensated by
a more vibrant private economy. But it is bad news for Kenya and
the other societies of the bottom billion. At low levels of income,
diversity is a substantial net economic disadvantage, and it shows
up in slower growth: a highly diverse low-income society on aver-
age grows a full 2 percentage points less rapidly that a completely
homogenous one. Why might diversity help high-income societies
but hinder low-income societies? Perhaps it is because the key ad-
vantages of diversity come from skills and knowledge. In an econ-
omy with high levels of skills and knowledge, the larger the pool of
diverse skills and knowledge, the better. But in economies where
skills and knowledge are more rudimentary, there is less scope for

diversity and less use for it.

FUNDAMENTALLY, THE RESULTS so FAR suggest that ethnic
diversity makes social cooperation more difficult, and that at low
income levels this effect is sufficiently strong to be a substantial im-
pediment to prosperity. It is tempting to conclude from this that
diverse societies cannot afford to rely upon cooperation to achieve
the collective effort that is necessary for success in any economy.
The alternative to achieving collective effort through cooperation

is to achieve it through coercion. Someone is needed to direct the
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coercion: step forward the benign dictator. The recent evidence of
China illustrates a more widespread phenomenon, that a society can
make rapid economic progress if collective effort is guided by a suf-
ficiently sensible and relatively benign autocratic leadership. Is this
the answer for ethnically diverse low-income societies?

The case for autocracy appears to be strengthened once we get
back to the fundamental issue of security. You have already seen that
in the bottom billion, democracy increases political violence in all its
main forms. While democracy makes such societies more danger-
ous, repression seems to work. We are back with the ugly fact that
Saddam Hussein kept the peace in Iraq more effectively than Jalal
Talabani. So better public goods—dictators make the trains run on
time—and better security: the case for dictatorship looks disturb-
ingly strong.

While I do not want to discount the benefits from a sensible
and benign autocrat, I think that for ethnically diverse societies, this
solution to the problem of collective action is very dangerous. Ethnic
diversity generates bad autocracies as well as bad democracies. In
an ethnically diverse society dictators usually play the ethnic card,
building their power base on their own ethnic group. As a result,
their patronage base is almost inevitably narrow, not extending be-
yond their ethnic group. The narrower the power base, the stronger
is the incentive to retain power by raping the national economy and
transferring the proceeds to their own ethnic group rather than by
building the national economy and benefiting everyone. So, on this
analysis, ethnically diverse societies would be supremely ill suited to
dictatorship.

Again, it is best to look at the evidence, but this particular ques-
tion is far from straightforward. I started with a rough-and-ready
attempt. What I found was that, judged by economic performance,
ethnically diverse societies needed democracy more than those that
were homogenous. If this result was correct, then far from needing

a dictator, ethnically diverse societies were peculiarly ill suited to
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them. While the result was sufficiently new to get published in a
respectable academic journal, it was manifestly only a first step at an
important question and quite possibly a misleading one. Recently
Eliana La Ferrara and her distinguished coauthor Alberto Alesina,
head of the economics department at Harvard, have revisited the
issue and published a considerably more thorough analysis. I read
their study with the mixed emotions of delight that the topic had
engaged such a heavyweight team, admiration that they had pur-
sued possibilities that I had missed, and, of course, trepidation that
my own work might be revealed as a house of cards. In the academic
world you are never more than one demolishing article away from
humiliation.

One important result that I had missed was that diversity was
less damaging at higher levels of income. But potentially this spelled
the death knell for my own result on democracy. Since democracy
is more common at higher income, my result, which did not control
for the level of income, may simply have been due to this correla-
tion. They built up their analysis step by step, first replicating my
result, then revealing their own, and finally combining the two pos-
sibilities. Happily both for ethnically diverse democracies and for
my own peace of mind, they found that both effects survived: ethnic
diversity is less problematic at higher levels of income, and is differ-
entially well suited to democracy. Even their analysis is only prelim-
inary. As they acknowledge, there are various ways in which these
results could be spurious. Nevertheless, the results caution against
the leap from the problems of ethnic democratic politics to the infer-
ence that what is needed is a dictator.

Following their work I have tried to take the analysis a little
turther. Both my previous study and that of Alesina and La Ferrara
took economic growth as the measure of performance. For some
purposes this is not a bad measure. If there are indeed two offsetting
effects of diversity, the key issue is whether the net effect is positive

or negative. As a composite measure of performance, growth is as
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good as any. However, if, as seems likely, for the societies of the bot-
tom billion the net effect is indeed negative, then we need to drill
down. The adverse effects on public goods that are doing the dam-
age must run through political or social choices. I therefore decided
to switch from looking at the effects on growth to a more direct
measure of these choices.

The issue was evidently on the boundary between economics
and politics, and I was fortunate to be able to team up with Robert
Bates, like Alesina a professor at Harvard, and the undisputed doyen
of political scientists working on Africa. For some years we have
been part of a large team under the auspices of an African-directed
resecarch network. The team had been investigating the fraught
topic of why Africa’s economies had largely stagnated during the
forty years after 1960. Poor choices were by no means the only ex-
planation for stagnation. For example, the fact that so many African
countries were landlocked was a fundamental impediment to pros-
perity. However, choices were clearly contributing factors, and the
team decided to focus on those that were manifestly dysfunctional.
We met up at Stanford one summer and went through the narra-
tives of economic history, country by country. What emerged was a
consensus on a few syndromes. One, for example, was the misman-
agement of booms, gearing them up by borrowing and then squan-
dering the proceeds. We found that where countries stayed clear
of these syndromes they always avoided economic collapse, even if
they did not grow rapidly.

Bates and I decided to use these killer syndromes as our mea-
sure of performance. Did ethnic diversity make a country more
prone to these highly dysfunctional choices? We found that the ru-
inous combination was high diversity together with severe political
repression. This was the cocktail that had produced Africa’s dys-
functional social choices. Indeed, it was only through this lethal in-
teraction that diversity and dictatorship made a society more prone

to the syndromes. It was not dictatorship in itself, or diversity in it-
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self, but only their combination. This result, which is entirely based
on variation among African societies, is clearly consistent with the
globally based results: ethnically diverse low-income societies are
particularly ill suited to autocracy.

Finally I turn to what is to my mind the most insightful study:
an as yet unpublished paper by Tim Besley and his student Masayuki
Kudamatsu, provocatively entitled “Making Autocracy Work.”
They show that performance in autocracies is far more dispersed
than that in democracies: autocracies can be extremely successful
but also utterly ruinous. Their question is what drives the differ-
ence: why were none of the successful autocracies in Africa? They
build their answer around the notion of a selectariat. A selectariat
is what a dictatorship has instead of an electorate: it is the limited
group of people on whom power rests. These are the people who
could therefore potentially oust the dictator if he performs badly.
Besley and Kudamatsu discovered that the difference between suc-
cessful and ruinous dictatorships is whether the selectariat is willing
to use this power. Where selectariats routinely ditch incompetent
dictators, the autocracy performs well.

This result is important, but it raises a further question: what
determines whether the selectariat is willing to ditch a failing dicta-
tor? They come up with a simple answer. The selectariat will only
dump the dictator if it is confident of retaining power, replacing him
with one of their own. Here, I think, lies the explanation for why
autocracy goes wrong in societies stratified by strong ethnic identi-
ties: in such societies political change is risky. The current selectariat
will be drawn from the ethnic group of the dictator, but if it ousts
him, it may trigger a chain of events in which power passes to a rival
ethnic group and thus to a new selectariat. When I discuss coups you
will find evidence consistent with this: in Africa ethnic polarization
strongly increases the risk of a coup. An ethnic selectariat would be
right to be fearful of disturbing the status quo. Consistent with this

argument, Besley and Kudamatsu find that ethnic diversity reduces
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the chances that an autocracy will work. But they also find evidence
that ethnic diversity is far from being the whole story: its effects can
be overridden. A strong ideology such as Marxism makes autocracy
more likely to succeed even in the context of ethnic diversity. If the
selectariat consists of the Communist Party, whoever heads the dic-
tatorship, the party is going to remain in power. The societies of the
bottom billion do not need another dose of Marxism. But they do
need something that gives a sense of common identity.

So, while neither economic theory nor statistical analysis has
yet been able decisively to nail the issue, as far as we can tell it looks
as though the tough autocrat who rules by fear is precisely what the
diverse societies of the bottom billion most need to avoid. Although
they are able to keep the lid on political violence other than their
own, measured on a wider array of criteria, they are a disaster. Di-
versity may make democratic politics deteriorate, but it is likely to

make dictatorship lethal.

So HOW cAN ETHNIC DIVERSITY be overcome? A sense of na-
tional identity does not grow out of the soil: it is constructed by
political leadership. A few political leaders of low-income societies
have succeeded in countering the problems posed by ethnic diversity
by superimposing a constructed national identity. Two outstanding
instances were Sukarno, who was president of Indonesia from 1945
until 1967, and Julius Nyerere, who was president of Tanzania from
1964 until 1985. More recently Nelson Mandela set South Africa on
the same path. Both Sukarno and Nyerere got their economic poli-
cies seriously wrong, falling victim to the fashionable nostrums of
their times, but on the key issue of building the nation they were
political giants. Sukarno had the more difficult task, a vast territory
of more than six thousand inhabited islands.

This has indeed always been how national identity comes about:

it is a political construction. But here I want to stick with the rare
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instances of the construction of a sense of nation in the new post-
colonial countries. What can leaders do?

Both Sukarno and Nyerere focused on language: indeed, lan-
guage is so fundamental to ethnic identification that it is the main
way in which social scientists have measured it. Sukarno created a
national language, Bahasa Indonesia, so simple that I have heard
Australian schoolchildren chatting away confidently in it. Nyerere
made Kiswahili universal across Tanzania. From now on I am go-
ing to focus on Nyerere’s strategy, for reasons that will soon become
clear.

Language was not the only strategy for surmounting tribal iden-
tity that he adopted. He took charge of the primary school curricu-
lum, inserting a heavy dose of pan-Tanzanian history into it. Chil-
dren were taught in school to see themselves as Tanzanians. While
language and education policies tried to reshape cultural identity,
Nyerere also transformed the processes whereby political decisions
were taken. He eschewed multiparty electoral competition, sensing
that it would be divisive. Instead, at the local level the colonial sys-
tem of enhancing the power of the tribal chief was completely up-
rooted. The national political party created village committees. At
the national level resources were allocated between localities, and
hence between ethnic groups, on principles of equity. Nyerere also
constructed physical symbols of national unity, most notably build-
ing a new national capital, Dodoma, in the center of the country,
an act much derided by the donors. Partly due to lack of funding,
Dodoma has not succeeded, but it clearly demonstrated his larger
purpose of moving beyond the inherited localized identities. Above
all, Nyerere developed and hammered home the rhetoric of national
unity: people were Tanzanians, and that was something to be proud
of. Ethnic identities were not forcibly suppressed; they were simply
downplayed. Even when Tanzania introduced multiparty politics it
was circumscribed: no party was allowed to campaign on an ethnic

platform. By chance, the current leader of the Tanzanian opposition
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is an old friend of mine: a fine economist, he is about as far removed
from the politics of the gutter as it is possible to get.

Did Nyerere’s strategy work ? That is one of those questions that
it is intrinsically difficult to approach scientifically. One guide is the
Afrobarometer survey, which asked the same attitudinal questions
in many African countries. One of the questions got pretty close to
the heart of identity: it asked, “Which specific group do you belong
to first and foremost?” and the potential responses were left open-
ended. Elsewhere in ethnically diverse African societies, nearly half
the responses were couched in terms of ethnicity: first and fore-
most people defined themselves in ethnic terms. In Tanzania only
3 percent responded with an ethnic or linguistic identifier. Having
to identify themselves more specifically than simply “Tanzanian,”
three-quarters gave their occupation. I think I would do the same:
proud as I am of my origins, I identify myself more strongly as an
economist than as a Yorkshireman.

But these responses to survey questions may reveal no more than
what is deemed acceptable in polite discourse: people may reply to the
interviewer by saying whatever makes them look good. Economists
are generally rather suspicious of reaching conclusions about behav-
ior just on what people say about themselves; we prefer to infer true
opinions from what people do. So the real issue is whether differences
in the sense of identity drive differences in behavior. This question is
more difficult. Difficult, but not, as it happens, impossible: Edward
Miguel of Berkeley recently did it. This is how.

Nyerere’s attempt at nation building in Tanzania stands in stark
contrast to political leadership in neighboring Kenya. Kenya’s first
president, Jomo Kenyatta, was in many respects also a great man:
his economic policies were far better than Nyerere’s. When Tan-
zanian socialists accused Kenyatta of running a “man-eats-man”
society, Kenyans aptly responded that Nyerere had built a “man-
eats-nothing” society. But Kenyatta could not bring himself to rise

above ethnic loyalty. He favored his own tribe, the Kikuyu, mas-
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sively skewing public resources to the Kikuyu heartland. Like many
African leaders, Kenyatta had not made adequate preparations for
his own succession. Two of Kenyatta’s henchmen, both Kikuyu,
wanted the job, and each blocked the other. In a sea of confusion
they decided to appoint someone so hopeless that they could rule by
proxy: they chose a poodle from a minority tribe. Step forward onto
the world stage President Daniel arap Moi. In one key respect Moi
was considerably less hopeless than the kingmakers had anticipated:
he swiftly marginalized both them and the Kikuyu selectariat. Ev-
erything was reversed except for one constant: massive favoritism
toward the president’s own tribe, the Kalenjin.

As it happens, the Kalenjin tribe is itself a nice demonstration
of how identity can be constructed. You might imagine that African
tribes go right back to the primordial times of the birth of man.
In fact, the Kalenjin go back all the way to 1942. With the Second
World War being fought out in North Africa, the British wanted
recruits for the Kings African Rifles and, sensibly enough, targeted
their recruitment toward a large low-income area. The cheapest
means of recruitment was to use the radio, but the area covered a
wide range of dialects. Choosing one of the dialects in the middle
of the range, each radio broadcast opened with the attention-grab-
bing phrase “I tell you, I tell you,” not, of course in English, but in
the dialect: “Kalenjin, kalenjin.” In the appalling aftermath of the
2007 Kenyan elections, the Kalenjin led the violence. The tribe is the
product of a radio program. Such is the stuff of ethnic identity.

While both Kenyatta and Moi favored their own tribes, neither
devoted any serious priority to building a sense of national iden-
tity. There was no attempt to create a national language, and in the
school system the history of each locality was given precedence over
national history. Politically, the colonial system of chiefly power was
largely left in place: the local big man became all important. As to
interethnic equity, forget it. And despite its greater wealth, Kenya

made no effort to build national symbols such as Dodoma.
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The Kenyan elections of December 2007 provided an oppor-
tunity for a new set of politicians to fan the flames of a fire that
had been lit by their predecessors. By far the main culprit was the
opposition leader, Raila Odinga. Recall that the incumbent has the
advantage in respect of bribery and miscounting, so the opposition
is indeed more likely to resort to the cheaper strategy of playing
on cthnic identity. Odinga ran a campaign that was tantamount to
promising ethnic cleansing. His strategy was electorally successful
because the Kikuyu, whom he targeted, constituted less than a quar-
ter of the population. Odinga probably won the most votes. That
he lost the election is probably due to ballot fraud. But if so, he was
cheated out of a victory that was won by a strategy that in a proper
democracy would have been illegal.

The difference in post-independence political strategies be-
tween Tanzania and Kenya was sufficiently stark to lay the founda-
tions for a natural experiment: an attempt to build a sense of national
identity, versus an attempt to reinforce tribal identity. However,
a natural experiment needs much more than divergent strategies:
the two places need to be otherwise comparable. The two countries
were indeed pretty similar and certainly ethnically diverse: Kenya
had forty-eight tribes, Tanzania even more. Miguel enhanced these
country-level similarities by focusing on two districts, one Kenyan,
the other Tanzanian. He selected them because they were even more
similar than the countries themselves: Busia in Kenya, and Meatu in
Tanzania. The international border, established in colonial times,
had basically driven an arbitrary straight line through what until
then had been one area. But divergent strategies and comparability
are still not enough for a natural experiment. There needs to be some
quantitatively measurable difference in outcomes: identity is a slip-
pery sort of entity to observe. Miguel decided to measure the supply
of some key public goods, such as the amount of money raised lo-
cally for schools, the provision of school facilities, and whether wells

were in working order.
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But if Busia was to be one observation and Meatu the other,
there was not going to be any statistical power whatsoever: either
Busia is going to be better than Meatu or it is going to be worse,
and a priori, there is a 50 percent chance of finding either outcome.
Miguel’s key inspiration was to use the fact that both Busia and Me-
atu were composed of many localities. Some of these localities had
high degrees of ethnic diversity whereas others were homogenous.
He realized that he could use these differences in the degree of di-
versity between different localities within Busia and Meatu to see
how much damage diversity was doing in each society.

In Busia, the Kenyan district, he found exactly the pattern that
researchers have usually found when they investigate the conse-
quences of ethnic diversity. The more diverse localities within Busia
had worse public-goods provision than the more homogenous lo-
calities. What is more, the effect was really big. The average, fairly
diverse locality had 25 percent less school funding per pupil than
the homogenous localities. This was a problem fully recognized by
head teachers in the ethnically diverse schools: they blamed ethnic
rivalries for the unwillingness of parents to support the school.

How about Meatu, the Tanzanian district? The key test in the
research design was whether ethnic diversity was similarly damag-
ing there. There was just as much variation between localities in
Meatu as in Busia: some localities were highly diverse and others
were homogenous. It turned out not to matter at all: diversity had
no discernible effect on public-goods provision. The statistics were
supported by the interviews: Miguel received comments such as
“We’re all Tanzanians” and “This is Tanzania, we do not have that
sort of problem here.”

I hope I have given you a flavor of Miguel’s study: it was, in
fact, a beautifully crafted piece of social science. It is important be-
cause it provides pretty convincing evidence that Nyerere’s strategy
of building national identity had actually worked. Over a period of

forty years, between independence and the survey on which these
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results are based, the damage normally caused by ethnic diversity
had been dramatically reduced and perhaps even eliminated. Nyer-
ere had turned a new country into a new nation.

Nyerere and Sukarno showed what could be done by leader-
ship. Unfortunately, their approach was rare in the societies of the
bottom billion. Far more common was that of Kenyatta and Moi in
Kenya, where the consequences of a strategy of emphasizing ethnic
identity over Kenyan identity are now all too apparent. As I write
this I am trying to follow events in the aftermath of Kenya’s election.
Around one thousand Kenyans have died in ethnic violence. It is
hard to discuss research in such a context. But recall that in Nigeria
Pedro Vicente and I had conducted surveys during the presidential
elections of April 2007. Since they had proved feasible, I decided
to try the same approach during the Kenyan elections, which I an-
ticipated would be rough. I put together a team. As you have seen,
ethnic diversity in teams can be a source of strength: ours had a Ke-
nyan, an American, a Belgian, a Mexican, and a German. This work
was so recent that I can report only a few preliminary results.

The survey was conducted prior to the explosion of violence
that followed the election. But even at this stage, five in every six Ke-
nyans feared becoming victims of political violence, and one in ten
had already been threatened about the consequences of voting the
wrong way. Just as in Nigeria, electoral violence looks to have been
a strategy of the weak: it was the government supporters who were
the most fearful, and events proved them right. But the threats did
not well upward from community-based antagonisms. The incite-
ment to violence was seen as coming down from the organizations
of the political parties. Violence against the Kikuyu was a deliberate
electoral strategy of Raila Odinga.

Consistent with the allegations of fraud that followed the gov-
ernment declaration of victory, we found that at the time of our sur-
vey, which was a few days prior to the elections, the opposition was

poised to win. Nor would this have come as a surprise to the Kenyan
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electorate: when asked how free and fair they expected the elections
to be, 70 percent expected problems, and these fears were dispro-
portionately high among opposition supporters. Ethnicity was all:
only half of voters regarded their primary identity as being Kenyan.
More revealingly, voting intentions were massively skewed by eth-
nicity. Not only did the Kikuyu vote for Kibaki and the Luo vote
for Odinga, but even the tribes other than those of the candidates
largely voted as ethnic bloc votes.

But here are the results that I think toll the death knell for eth-
nic politics. They concern the discipline that electoral competition is
supposed to provide on government economic policies. In the years
leading up to the election the Kenyan economy had been doing
rather well: its fastest growth for more than two decades. Nor had
the benefits of growth been confined to the Kikuyu. Even the Luo
recognized that they had become better off. Kibaki even managed
to get amazingly strong approval ratings from Luo respondents. It
didn’t help him. He was the wrong tribe and they were not going to
vote for him: 98 percent of the Luo voted for Odinga. With this sort
of voting behavior, there is little incentive for a president to provide
national public goods: he might as well favor his own. The strong
ethnic identities that Kenyan political leaders had fostered had ef-
fectively deprived electoral competition of its potential for hold-
ing a government to account. As for the other supposed benefit of
elections, legitimacy, here is another comment from Koki Muli, the
head of Kenya’s Institute for Education in Democracy: “Do these

people not care about legitimacy?”™”

* “Kabaki Win Spurs Kenya Turmolil,” Financial Times, December 31, 2007, p. 6.






Chapter 3

INSIDE THE CAULDRON:
POST-CONFLICT SETTLEMENTS

ITH THE MILLENNIUM CcAME PEACE. The
international community finally started to pay
serious attention to the running sores of long-
lasting civil wars. Peace conferences were called, pressure was
put on the various sides, and a whole series of peace settlements
achieved: Sri Lanka, Burundi, Southern Sudan, Sierra Leone,
Angola, the Democratic Republic of the Congo, Bosnia, and Ko-
sovo. While this was a splendid achievement, post-conflict situ-
ations are fragile; in the past around 40 percent of them have
reverted to violence within a decade. In total these reversions
account for around half of all the world’s civil wars. So main-
taining the post-conflict peace more effectively than in the past
would be the single most effective way of reducing civil war. Is
democracy the key to peace in these societies? International ap-
proaches to post-conflict situations are still in their infancy: a
new organization, the Peace-Building Commission of the United
Nations, is just finding its feet. The recent record is not entirely
encouraging: here are a few examples.
Take the transitional government of the Democratic Repub-

lic of the Congo. Knowing that they had only three years in power
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before facing elections and the possible loss of office, ministers set
about plundering the public purse. But the public purse was pretty
small because tax revenue had withered away: as you will see, low
taxation is part of the strategy of misgovernance. But plunder can
extend beyond tax revenue. One strategy would be to borrow: sad-
dle future citizens with liabilities and run off with the proceeds. Un-
fortunately for the new leaders of the Democratic Republic of the
Congo, this strategy was not feasible: President Mobutu had already
used it to the hilt so that the country was beyond its neck in debt. No
bank was going to lend.

But there was an alternative. The Congo is mineral-rich. Much
of these resources are unexploited because under President Mobutu
it would have been folly for a company to incur the investment nec-
essary to sink a mine. The president was stuck in what economists
call the time-consistency problem: because he could not bind himself
from confiscating investments, no sane company would make them.
But by the time of the transitional government the global boom in
commodity prices had changed the calculus of risk: it was worth
paying a little something for the exploitation rights that the transi-
tional government could legally confer. And so the ministers of the
transitional government of the Democratic Republic of the Congo
mortgaged the future of its citizens as surely as if they had issued
debt, by selling off national assets at bargain prices. A few months
ago I had lunch with one of the shrewd purchasers of these rights: a
good lunch it was too. He became a little upset when I told him that
the rights ought to be renegotiated.

Now take the most remarkable of all the conflict settlements,
the peace in Southern Sudan achieved after many years of violence.
The new government of Southern Sudan inherited an economic
landscape that was virtually lunar: no provision whatsoever of pub-
lic goods. No roads, no schools, no health care: nothing, not even
buildings. The only public good was the security force, the Sudanese
People’s Liberation Army (SPLLA), and that had just become redun-
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dant. There were, however, massive financial resources. Southern
Sudan was sitting atop a newly opened oil field that straddled the
border with Northern Sudan, and its share of the oil revenues pro-
vided an instant flow of $1.3 billion per year. On top of the oil rev-
enues there was a huge aid inflow: quite appropriately, every agency
wanted to help.

This was an environment par excellence in which priorities and
sequence mattered. After all those years of sacrifice in the cause of
liberation, the inhabitants of Southern Sudan might reasonably have
hoped that their government would think through the critical path
of building an effective state and get on with implementing it. So,
two years on, what has happened? As a senior minister put it to me,
“We've lost it.” The most serious error was to devolve the power of
public spending to the commanders of the military units that made
up the SPLA. What did they do with their power? They expanded
their own fighting units, putting their soldiers on the new public
payroll. This alone has exhausted the oil revenue. And, of course,
the government is now stuck. It can only free up the budget for
productive uses by dismissing fighters who have just got themselves
onto the gravy train. What else have ministers done: what about the
aid money? Ministers themselves have decided not to bother liv-
ing in Southern Sudan: they live in Nairobi where the public goods
are better. They commute into the country they are responsible for
governing because the donor agencies insist on holding meetings
there. So what do the meetings reveal about ministerial priorities?
Priority number one is for large, imposing ministerial headquarters
buildings: you can surely picture the designs for the soaring concrete
structures that will be the ministries of this and that.

I tend to think that governments get the private sector they de-
serve. In Southern Sudan there is one huge private investment. It is
a five-star luxury hotel, sitting, like a space hotel, in the middle of
nowhere. Because of the absence of public goods, there isn’t even

a road that leads to it. Who are the intended clients for the hotel?
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Well, you will appreciate that Southern Sudan is not yet a major
tourist destination, but it is a major destination for aid workers:
that’s the market. To entertain them, an international shopping mall
has been built alongside. The aid agencies themselves have mean-
while spent their time squabbling over which agency should control
the money: every agency wants to coordinate, and none wants to be
coordinated. Currently the government of Southern Sudan is not
sovereign: it shares sovereignty with the federal government of Su-
dan. But in 2011 there will be a referendum on full independence.
Prepare to welcome the new country of Southern Sudan onto the
world stage.

Now take Burundi, another long civil war recently settled.
According to the terms of the settlement imposed by the interna-
tional community, the peace was rapidly followed by an election.
The most extreme among the various Hutu rebel movements won.
[ts early acts included imprisoning and torturing its opponents, em-
bezzlement of the public purse for the purposes of importing guns
for a private militia, and expulsion of United Nations peacekeeping
troops. There was nothing the United Nations could do except to
organize its withdrawal.

Now take Eritrea. Eritrea started its post-conflict independence
from Ethiopia with the sort of rave international ratings of which
other African governments could only dream. According to one in-
vestment rating Eritrea was going to be Africa’s Singapore. Within
a decade it was back at war with Ethiopia, followed by a coup by
the president against his own government, half of the ministers of
which were jailed. Military spending remains on a war footing with
mass conscription. As I write, Eritrea has just expelled the peace-
keepers guarding the buffer zone, not an encouraging step.

And finally the post-conflict darling: East Timor. This is the he-
roic little place that gained self-determination from Indonesia after
a thirty-six-year struggle during which, due to the folly of President

Sukarno’s successor, President Suharto, it was turned into a colony
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instead of welcomed as part of the nation. It joined the ranks of the
international community to a chorus of congratulation. It is perhaps
ungracious to point out that if every group of eight hundred thou-
sand people was granted the right to self-determination, the world
would have around eight thousand countries. In other words, inde-
pendence for East Timor did not pass the test proposed by the moral
philosopher Immanuel Kant: “What if everybody did that?”

But, never mind; how has heroic little East Timor progressed
since its independence in 20017 East Timor was one of the 40 per-
cent of post-conflict situations that did not make it through the first
decade without a reversion to violence. In 2006 one of its leading
politicians was found to be importing arms for his private militia.
A large disaffected group in the army that came from the western
part of East Timor attempted a coup and then retreated into the
mountains: sure enough, the same mountains where the civil war
had been fought. In the ensuing struggle a tenth of the population
was displaced. Had not two thousand Australian troops promptly
arrived to put down the coup, a prolonged civil war might have
led to the entry onto the world stage of a new sovereign country of
West-East-Timor.

DESPITE ITs IMPORTANCE, UNTIL RECENTLY I had shied off
trying to investigate what determines whether a post-conflict peace
endures. In statistical terms it is a difficult question because of the
relatively small number of pertinent observations. By 2006 we had
accumulated data on sixty-six countries, which was at last sufficient
to be worth investigating. This time my team was Anke Hoeffler
and Mans Séderbom, a very smart Swede. We decided to cast our
net wide and investigate on an equal footing all the possible influ-
ences on the duration of peace: political, social, economic, and mili-
tary.

Let’s start with where we left off: democracy and elections. The
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standard approach of the international community to the end of a
civil war is to insist on a democratic constitution and crown this
after a few years by an election. This is the theory of legitimacy and
accountability at its clearest. Peace will be secured by an election be-
cause the winner will be recognized as legitimate by the population,
making violent opposition more difficult. Not only will the elected
government be recognized as legitimate, the democratic process will
ensure that it will need to be inclusive and so there will be less reason
for grievance: the government will be accountable to its citizens. It is
time to look at the evidence.

We tirst checked whether the type of polity affected whether
a post-conflict country reverted to violence. Again we used the
twenty-one-point scale of the Polity IV index, searching along it to
see whether any part of the range was significantly safer than any
other. We did not like what we found. There was a portion of the
range that was significantly safer, but it was the range of intense
autocracy: between —10 and 5. For the countries in this range the
risk of reversion to conflict was much lower: not 40 percent, which
was the overall average, but around 25 percent. Correspondingly,
the polities that were less repressive, that is, with a score of —4 or bet-
ter, had an above average risk of reversion to conflict: not 40 percent
but an astounding 70 percent.

To think concretely, and to take examples that occurred suf-
ficiently recently not to be driving the results, in the early years of
the new millennium both Angola and Sri Lanka made it to peace.
Angola continued to be one of the most repressive regimes on earth,
whereas Sri Lanka was a long-established democracy. The peace
in Angola has held firm, and I expect that it will continue to do
so. The peace in Sri Lanka has already fallen apart: rich-country
governments have heaped the lion’s share of the blame on the Sri
Lankan government rather than on the Tigers, just as they tended
to blame the government of Colombia for the resumption of the war

against the FARC, and the government of Uganda for the running
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war against the Lord’s Resistance Army. [ am ready to admit that all
three of these governments have probably made mistakes, but what
is manifest is that all three of them are saintly when compared with
that of Angola. In other words, a more democratic polity does not
necessarily make peace more likely.

So much for the effect of the polity. We pressed on to the effect
of elections, introducing them into our model of risks during the
post-conflict decade. There were plenty of elections, but at first we
could not make sense of them: there seemed to be no clear effect at
all. Surely, in the highly charged environment that is typical of post-
conflict, the key political event of an election could not wash over
the society leaving no significant effect. And then we hit on it. A
post-conflict election shifts the risk of conflict reversion. In the year
before the election the risk of going back to violence is very sharply
reduced: the society looks to have reached safety. But in the year
after the election the risk explodes upward. The net effect of the
election is to make the society more dangerous.

Why do post-conflict elections have this effect? Well, at this
point we have to leap off the statistical results and start to speculate.
Here is my guess. In the run-up to an election there is a strong incen-
tive for the parties to participate: after all, this is the route to power.
So energies get diverted into campaigning and so risks fall. But then
comes the election result. Someone has won, and someone has lost.
Of course, if this was a genuine democracy the winning party would
say the sort of things that winning parties usually say in genuine de-
mocracies: we will govern on behalf of all the people. And because
of checks and balances that constrained its power while in office, it
would more or less have to do so. If it was a genuine democracy the
losing party would say the sort of things that losing parties usually
say in genuine democracies: we congratulate the winner and will be
a loyal opposition. Because of the restraints on abuse of power, the
losing party would know that it still had a good chance of attain-

ing power within five years. Post-conflict situations are not usually
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like this. The winner gleefully anticipates untrammeled power: no
checks and balances here. The loser anticipates its fate under the
thumb of its opponents and knows there is but one recourse: back
to violence.

Let’s go back to the first post-conflict situation I described: the
Democratic Republic of the Congo. President Mobutu had been
ousted by the rebel leader Laurent-Désiré Kabila, with the military
backing of Rwanda and Uganda. In 2001 Kabila had been assas-
sinated and his young son Joseph inherited the throne, indeed be-
coming the youngest head of state in the world. I apologize for that
slip: “throne” might give the entirely wrong impression that the true
purpose of the ostensibly Maoist rebellion had been to install an ab-
solute monarchy. Let me at once correct that impression: the young
Joseph was appointed as the next president by due constitutional
process. Indeed, since the international community held the key
cards in this situation, they called the shots, other than the one that
got Laurent-Désiré. Recall that the government was up to its eyes in
debt, was chronically short of revenue, and lacked an effective army.
So President Kabila IT had little choice but to acquiesce in holding a
post-conflict election.

The election was to be in two rounds, somewhat like that in
France, with the second and decisive round set for October 29, 2006.
The international community was sufficiently confident of the le-
gitimacy and accountability model that it set the date for the with-
drawal of its peacekeeping forces as October 30, 2006. This was the
denial of reality at its most absurd: democrazy in action. If our re-
sults were right, in one sense the strategy of the international com-
munity was understandable. If events in the Democratic Republic
of the Congo ran to form, the year before the election would be re-
markably peaceful, creating the impression that the society was now
over the period of high risk. Since international peacekeeping is both
enormously expensive and highly unpopular with electorates in the

high-income countries that provide the troops, there is strong pres-
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sure to “bring the boys home” as soon as there looks to be no further
need for them. So it is not surprising that the post-conflict election
should be used as the milestone, in the surreal technical jargon of
peacekeeping, for troop withdrawal. Or, in the more familiar sound
bite, elections are the exit strategy. How this strategy played out in
the Democratic Republic of the Congo I will return to shortly.

If you think about it, our results suggest that a post-conflict elec-
tion is inappropriate as a milestone: it is more like a tombstone. Of
course, it depends whether peacekeeping works: if it doesn’t work
then the boys might as well be brought home and any sort of stone
will do. So it is time to turn from elections to peacekeeping.

We asked the United Nations for data on its peacekeeping op-
erations. The good news was that they had pretty complete records.
Unfortunately, the records were not organized for quantitative
analysis: it took our research assistants seven months to put them
into shape. But eventually we had information, country by country
and year by year, on the numbers of troops and their cost. [t was time
to see whether peacekeepers helped to keep the peace. Somewhat to
our surprise we got clear results: peacekeeping seems to work. Ex-
penditure on peacekeeping strongly and significantly reduces the
risk that a post-conflict situation will revert to civil war.

By now you will realize that the standard concern is whether
such results are spurious because of reverse causality. For example,
if the troops are systematically sent only to the safer post-conflict
countries, they will appear to be successful in keeping the peace but
the result will not be causal. And so we tried to find something that
would explain the allocation of peacekeeping troops but that was
otherwise unrelated to the risk of conflict reversion. Whatever we
tried, we were unable to get a good explanation for the allocation of
troops, and so we turned to the academic literature. Nicolas Sam-
banis, a young Greek political scientist whom I had once worked
with, had just coauthored a book on post-conflict peacekeeping with
Michael Doyle, who used to be head of research at the United Na-



84 WARs, GUNS, AND VOTES

tions and is a world authority on peacekeeping. They had concluded
that the political decision process that assigned troops to post-con-
flict situations was so complex as to defy being modeled. The vari-
ous members of the Security Council who took the decision were
involved in such byzantine horse-trading that any particular deci-
sion was close to being random. This explained why we were unable
to find good predictors and also suggested that we were not facing a
severe problem of reverse causality.

Nevertheless, we were able to make one helpful check. The de-
cision as to how many troops to send into a post-conflict situation
can conceptually be split into two stages: first, should troops be sent
at all, and, then, if it is decided to send troops, how many should be
sent? We realized that we could learn something about the motiva-
tions for sending troops by looking at that first decision: should they
be sent at all? We found that the decision to send troops at all was
associated with a significantly higher risk of reversion to violence.
The most plausible way of interpreting this is that troops tend to
be sent to places that are more at risk. We cannot tell whether the
same is true of the decision as to how many troops to send. We just
know that given the decision to commit troops, the more that were
sent, the safer was the society. If, in fact, the number of troops sent is
motivated by the same concerns as seem to motivate the prior deci-
sion of whether to send any, then they are being sent in the greatest
numbers to the most dangerous places. How would this affect our
results, which implicitly assume that they are assigned randomly?
Its effect would be that our results would understate the true effec-
tiveness of peacekeepers. The truth would be that places with many
peacekeepers have a lower rate of reversion to conflict despite intrin-
sically being more at risk. So our assumption that their numbers are
unrelated to intrinsic risk may well be conservative.

I had the results on post-conflict elections and on the efficacy
of peacekeeping by the summer of 2006 and shared them with the

appropriate parts of the international community. [ was particularly
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concerned that the proposed strategy in the Democratic Republic of
the Congo of troop withdrawals the day after the election, which was
due to be implemented within a couple of months, looked unwise. I
was promptly invited to address the new Peace-Building Commission
of the United Nations, and also shared the results with the French
government, who were supplying the largest component of the peace-
keeping troops. I learned that the military commanders were them-
selves highly skeptical of the plan for troop withdrawal. In the event,
the aftermath of the election became so violently unstable so rapidly
that instead of troops being flown out, they had to be flown in. Within
a few months there was a shoot-out between the private army of Be-
mba, who lost the election, and the government army of Kabila II, the
incumbent winner. Bemba’s forces lost the shoot-out, and he himself
sought protection in an embassy before fleeing to Europe, where he is
now in exile. His exit has not restored order: the Democratic Republic
of the Congo continues to be dangerous.

Even if international peacekeeping is effective it faces problems.
It 1s expensive and unpopular. Some of the post-conflict govern-
ments get indignant about the intrusion: the Department of Peace-
keeping Operations of the United Nations (DPKO) has become the
new International Monetary Fund, a challenge to the unrestrained
sovereignty of governments keen on asserting their power. It is also
understandably unpopular with the electorates of the countries that
supply the troops: no one wants his son or daughter to be exposed to
the risks of peacekeeping.

Is there an alternative? I could think of two other possibili-
ties. The first is what is known as over-the-horizon guarantees. It is
what the British government is doing in Sierra Leone. For the past
few years there have been only eighty British troops stationed in the
country, but the government has been given a ten-year undertaking
that if there is trouble, the troops will be flown in overnight. Perhaps
this has helped stabilize the society. Sierra Leone is, at least in terms

of reversion to violence, a major success. [t has even weathered post-
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conflict elections and a change of government. The problem with
the Sierra Leone example is that it is just that: one example. You
cannot perform a statistical analysis on one observation, and so there
is no way of knowing whether in general such guarantees would be
effective. Or is there?

I started to think whether there was anything analogous in
the past to what the British are now doing in Sierra Leone. Sure
enough, the French had provided security guarantees to their cli-
ent countries in Africa for years. In fact, with the typical logic of
international coordination, they had abandoned it only just before
the British started to do it. The French security guarantees were
informal, but they were most surely for real. They were backed by
a series of French military bases across Francophone West Africa.
They had started with independence and rolled on until the French
government got caught up trying to implement its informal guaran-
tee defending the Hutu regime in Rwanda in 1994. If you remem-
ber, there were French troops stationed in Rwanda as the Tutsi rebel
forces invaded from Uganda and as the Hutu regime set about its
genocide. The French came disturbingly close to finding themselves
propping up a regime implementing genocide and only just pulled
back in time. After that President Chirac ordered a rethink and an-
nounced a new policy toward Africa: military intervention began
to look anachronistic. The first test of this new policy was the coup
d’état in Cote d’Ivoire in 1999. The French old guard wanted to
intervene to put it down, but President Chirac vetoed intervention.
So we can date the credible prospect of French intervention from
independence until the mid-1990s. After their military catastrophe
of the battle of Dien Bien Phu in Vietnam the French were in no po-
sition to extend their military guarantee across the whole of the Fran-
cophone world; it was basically credible only in West and Central
Africa, and it had lasted for around thirty years. This was, however,
a large enough group of countries, for a sufficiently long period, to

be amenable to statistical analysis.
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The key question was whether this guarantee had actually re-
duced the incidence of civil war. This question needs a model of the
risk of civil war. Such a model can be used to address a range of im-
portant questions, but here I will just give you this particular answer.
Did the French informal security guarantee reduce the incidence of
civil war? We found that it was highly effective. Francophone Af-
rica had characteristics that would otherwise have made it prone to
warfare: the actual incidence was much lower than would have been
expected. Statistically, the guarantee significantly and substantially
reduced the risk of conflict by nearly three-quarters.

But was the military guarantee the reason for this remarkable
reduction in conflict? Could it have been something else associated
with the French presence? For example, in response to French op-
position to the invasion of Iraq, some Americans accused the French
of an excessive aversion to force: what was that ill-judged phrase,
“cheese-eating surrender monkeys”? Perhaps French culture had
inculcated pacific values? While this might seem implausible to
anyone aware of French military history, we decided that no stone
should be left unturned. If the reduction in the risk of conflict was
due to culture rather than the security guarantee, it would reach the
parts of La Francophonie that the guarantee did not cover. It didn’t:
the enhanced security was unique to West and Central Africa, the
region covered by the French military bases. To my mind this is rea-
sonably convincing. Over-the-horizon guarantees look as though
they work. As I was finishing this book Chad exploded into civil
war: rebels reached the gates of the presidential palace. As the crisis
unfolded the French position rapidly shifted. Initially the French
announced that they had no intention of intervening militarily.
Within a week they had thought better of it and issued a security
guarantee: the rebels would be repelled by French force unless they
withdrew. The French had a large military base right there in Chad:
the rebels withdrew.

It is time to move on from the politics and the military. What
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else drives post-conflict risks? Surely the economy enters some-
where? In factitenters twice over. The lower the income, the higher
the risk of conflict reversion; and the slower the economic recovery,
the higher the risk. Both of these have implications. If low-income
countries face higher risks of conflict reversion, other things equal,
the international community should be allocating peacekeeping
troops disproportionately to those post-conflict situations with the
lowest income. This would indeed provide a useful rule-of-thumb
to cut through all the horse-trading that Doyle and Sambanis found
to be dominating the decision on the Security Council. A further im-
plication is that, again other things equal, strategies that enhance the
economic recovery are going to be peace-enhancing: raising growth
and cumulatively augmenting the level of income.

So how to rebuild a shattered post-conflict economy? The
problem with economic interventions is that they are not exactly the
cavalry. It is possible to destroy an economy quite rapidly, as Presi-
dent Mugabe has convincingly demonstrated, but putting Humpty
together again takes time. If average income can grow at 7 percent
a year, which is entirely possible in post-conflict situations, then the
level of income doubles in a decade, and so by the end of the decade
risks are substantially lower. But this is the time frame for economic
recovery, not two or three years.

The story so far is that the post-conflict decade is dangerous
and that there seems to be no clear political quick fix. In particular,
elections and democracy, at least in the form found in the typical
post-conflict situation, do not bring risks down. Economic recovery
works but it takes a long time. The one thing that seems to work
quickly is international peacekeeping, but it is politically difficult to
sustain peacekeeping for the length of time needed for the economy
to recover. Is prolonged peacekeeping necessary, even if only in the
form of over-the-horizon guarantees? There is one remaining pos-
sibility. Perhaps the key risks occur early in the decade and are fol-
lowed by a safe period. In that case peacekeeping could be brief.
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That would make it politically much easier. Since an option that is
politically easy is far more likely to be adopted, it was worth inves-
tigating. The risk of going back to conflict does seem gradually to
decline with time, but don’t hold your breath. Time heals, but its ef-
tects seem to be decade by decade rather than year by year. The first
four years after the end of a conflict are perhaps somewhat more
dangerous than the next six, but the effect is not statistically signifi-
cant. Within the post-conflict decade there is no safe period.

So where does this leave us? Economic recovery is to my mind
the only genuine exit strategy for peacekeeping. I think we need to
dismiss the illusion that elections are the milestone and face the long
haul of building the economy. It may well not be necessary to keep
many peacekeeping troops on the ground throughout the decade:
an initial military presence may well be able to evolve successtully
into an over-the-horizon guarantee. But any such guarantee must
be credible: the French guarantee was made credible by its military
bases, and the British guarantee was credible because during the
conflict they indeed flew in overnight to check the Revolutionary
United Front (RUF) forces that were set on occupying the capital,
Freetown. The British forces held off the RUF on the outskirts of
the capital at little place called Waterloo. But they only arrived just
in the nick of time: as Lord Wellington said of the former, some-

what grander battle, it was “a damned close thing.”

So, 1F EcoNoMIC RECOVERY Is the exit strategy, how can it be
facilitated? What policies work, and can donors help? Anke and I
had already done a little work on the payoff to post-conflict aid: we
found that it was significantly more effective than aid at other times.
This is not surprising: post-conflict recovery was the initial rationale
for the international aid agencies. But I decided it would be worth
looking more closely at what could be done to revive the economy.

For this work I teamed up with Victor Davies, a doctoral student
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from the classic post-conflict country of Sierra Leone, and Chris
Adam, a close colleague at Oxford. I also worked with Marguerite
Duponchel, a doctoral student at the Sorbonne, where I teach as a
visitor. Although I will try to make what you are about to encounter
come across as a seamless web of research, it was not like that at the
time.

Some important uses of aid for post-conflict are blindingly ob-
vious: it pays for the reconstruction of infrastructure. But here is
one that is much less obvious: countering inflation. High inflation
is a pretty disastrous macroeconomic strategy: essentially a policy of
desperation. Normally governments keep inflation moderate. This
is despite the fact that in the short run they could fleece the econ-
omy by printing money. Inflation is a tax that most people do not
recognize as a tax. Governments restrain themselves because of the
alarming dynamics that lead to hyperinflation. The only govern-
ments that resort to it are therefore governments that are desperate:
ones that have almost given up on the future because their struggle
to survive in the present is all-consuming. One likely reason that
President Mugabe has given up on the future is that he is himself
eighty-four years old: the oldest head of government in the world.
Ironically, Zimbabwean citizens are on average among the youngest
in the world, so you might otherwise have expected this society to
be extremely conscious of the future. Unfortunately, even ordinary
citizens have good reason to discount the future: life expectancy in
Zimbabwe is rock-bottom.

Zimbabwe is truly rare in being a peacetime society in full-
blooded hyperinflation. But we wondered whether during civil
war governments might often get desperate. Normal tax revenues
decline as the economy contracts in the face of violence. These de-
clining revenues collide with exploding expenditures as the military
demands a larger budget: during a civil war military spending typi-
cally nearly doubles. So, we reasoned, governments were likely to

resort to the printing press. This supposition turned out to be cor-
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rect, but our concern was not what happened to the economy dur-
ing civil war but its implications for the post-conflict recovery. The
legacy of high inflation is that people expect inflation to continue
and learn to economize on holding cash. If the government wants to
get back to where it started—low inflation and people sufficiently
confident to hold the currency—it will need a prolonged period of
fiscal restraint. In effect, during the civil war the government’s in-
flation strategy has been equivalent to borrowing: it has created the
liability of expected inflation. The post-conflict government now
faces the need to wipe out this liability. But it faces its own desperate
fiscal challenges.

Tax revenues will take time to rebuild. Typically the economy
will have become less formal as firms try to escape taxation. Raising
taxes too rapidly retards the process of rebuilding formal activity. In
Sierra Leone the head of the chamber of commerce told me how his
membership had dwindled as firms had gone informal. Yet there
are huge demands for government spending: rebuilding infrastruc-
ture, alleviating crises of collapsed social provision, creating jobs for
unemployed youth. We found that an unnoticed benefit of post-
conflict aid is that it helps to square this circle. The government
no longer needs to use the inflation option so aggressively, and this
enables confidence in the currency to return. Like other aspects of
economic recovery, this is a slow process: this use of aid is an invest-
ment in confidence and it takes more than a decade before citizens
are back to their pre-conflict willingness to hold the currency. But
without post-conflict aid it takes far longer.

Does it matter? Well, it turns out that inflation is particularly
damaging in post-conflict economies for a simple reason. During a
civil war residents shift their assets abroad: it is called capital flight.
Such flight is a major phenomenon across the societies of the bot-
tom billion. With Tara MacIndoe, a Zimbabwean graduate student,
Anke and I have estimated the proportion of Africa’s private wealth

that is held outside the region. By 2004 it had reached the astound-
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ing figure of 36 percent: more than a third of Africa’s own wealth is
outside the region. Unsurprisingly, during and after civil war capi-
tal flight is even more severe than this average. For the post-conflict
period the legacy of accumulated capital flight is potentially a life-
line: if only the money can be attracted back. But usually instead of
being a lifeline it is a continuing hemorrhage: faced with a high risk
of contflict reversion, people continue to shift their money out. This
is a collective action problem: in aggregate, capital flight retards eco-
nomic recovery and so makes conflict reversion more likely. Every-
one has an interest that everyone else should keep his capital in the
country, but his individual interest is to shift it out.

So how does this relate to inflation? Victor discovered that
capital flight in post-conflict situations was particularly sensitive to
inflation, much more than in normal peacetime conditions. We are
not sure why: perhaps high inflation is seen as a sign of future insta-
bility, indicating that the government is itself discounting the future
heavily. But the implication is that aid during the post-conflict pe-
riod is particularly effective. By enabling the government to reduce
inflation, aid is geared up by reduced capital flight, and indeed pos-
sibly by capital repatriation.

It is not only capital that is lost during conflict, it is also skills.
With Marguerite I have tried to analyze the effect of the conflict in
Sierra Leone on the skill base of private firms. There are few data
available for post-conflict economies, and so this work was right on
the edge of what is possible. We were given a new survey of firms and
workers that had been conducted by the United Nations Develop-
ment Program (UNDP). Although it included a lot of information
on worker training, by itself it was largely uninformative. We needed
to match it with other information. A team of researchers at Berke-
ley had surveyed households across Sierra Leone, recording the fam-
ily history of deaths through the violence of the civil war. The team
kindly shared their data with us, and this allowed us to build a picture

of how the incidence of violence differed, locality by locality.
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Our idea was to see whether the violence had destroyed jobs
and skills by matching this picture of the incidence of violence
against the survey of firms and workers. There was, however, a fur-
ther problem: we needed to know what the economy had been like
locality by locality before the violence. I sent Marguerite off to the
libraries to search through the archives: one of the useful features
of Oxford is that it has good collections of musty documents, and
[ guessed that there must at some time in the past have been a sur-
vey of firms in Sierra Leone. Sure enough, after a lot of searching
Marguerite discovered that there had indeed been such a survey, but
Oxford had only a partial set of the report, done some thirty-seven
years ago. Our library ran a national search, and the missing vol-
umes were eventually found. I suppose that in a few years we will
be able to download all these old documents from the Web and such
searches will become a thing of the past.

At last we thought we were in business: how had the violence
affected firms, jobs, and skills? And then we started to worry: sup-
pose that the violence had been targeted on the poorest places; su-
perficially it would look as though the violence had impoverished
them, but it would be spurious. We were in danger of getting cau-
sality the wrong way around. There is a way around such problems:
you need to find something that increases the risk of violence but
that does not directly affect the economy. Fortunately, we hit on one:
the RUF rebel force had been based in Liberia: one lawless state had
served as a safe haven for spewing violence into its neighbor. And so
within each district of Sierra Leone differences between localities in
the distance from Liberia turned out to be a pretty good predictor
of the scale of the violence; equally important, other than through
violence it did not much affect the economy. We were at last truly in
business. It took around three months to reach that point and about
three days to move from the data to the results. Until that point you
cannot tell whether all that effort has been wasted. It was, of course,

Marguerite who was facing the risk: had I marched her up a blind
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alley, or was she going to find results that could be defended in a
doctorate?

What we found looks interesting. Seven years after the end of
the conflict there was no trace of any effect of the violence on either
the number of firms or the number of jobs. By looking at the size of
firms and the year when they were established, we found that where
violence had been intense, firms had shrunk. Although to an extent
these firms had bounced back once the fighting was over, it had left
a significant legacy: it had sharply reduced worker productivity. Re-
sponding to the problem of low productivity, firms in the previously
violent districts were more likely to be undertaking basic training of
their workers. Evidently, violence had deskilled the workforce. The
overall picture was of a flexible private economy that had been rav-
aged: firms reestablished and workers could find jobs at some pitiful
wage, but the skills that would have justified higher wages had been
destroyed. More than forty years ago Nobel laureate Ken Arrow
had the key insight into the process of skill accumulation in a soci-
ety. He called it “learning by doing”: productivity rises in an activity
with practice. Conceptually, there is a counterpart to learning by do-
ing: “forgetting by not doing.” In the prosperous economic context
of Arrow’s work, this logical possibility was not even sufficiently
important to warrant a footnote. But for the economics of civil war
it matters. Civil war is development in reverse, and Arrow’s model
is running backward.

Are there any forgotten skills that are particularly important
for the post-conflict recovery? I think that there are. In fact, they
are too mundane for the aid agencies to notice them. The agencies
spend a fortune on the rather ambitious agenda of inculcating at-
titudes of reconciliation, which recent studies find to be ineffective.
But they neglect the obvious. During civil war the sector that col-
lapses most severely is construction: the society is hell-bent on de-
struction and so nobody is investing in buildings and infrastructure.

The construction sector uses a lot of unskilled labor, which has the
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potential for job creation among the unemployed youth that con-
stitute a post-conflict powder keg. But even the construction sector
needs skills: you cannot build a wall with only unskilled labor. And
so the fact that the basic skills needed for construction have atro-
phied during the war becomes an impediment to rapid economic
recovery. Showing Marguerite the half-collapsed roof of a building,
her guide explained, “My grandfather would have known how to
repair that, but I don’t.”

As donors and the government try to rebuild, their spending
pushes up construction prices and so gets dissipated: the skills short-
age is a bottleneck in reconstruction. For example, in Liberia the
cost of constructing a school has roughly doubled. The construction
bottlenecks need to be broken. Some donors do this by hiring Chi-
nese contractors: the Chinese face no bottlenecks because they rou-
tinely bring in absolutely everything, including the entire workforce.
But resorting to the Chinese throws out the main short-term benefit
from the recovery of the construction sector, which is to generate
jobs for young men. This looks likely to be critical in bringing down
the risks of conflict. So the solution to the skill bottleneck is training.
Post-conflict situations need squads of bricklayers, plumbers, weld-
ers, and so forth, who set about training young men. Unfortunately,
it is too mundane for the development agencies to organize it. We

need Bricklayers Without Borders.

WHERE WE HAVE GoT To is that post-conflict societies are frag-
ile, and that there does not seem to be a simple political solution.
The strategy that makes a difference, really bringing down risks,
is peacekeeping, evolving into an over-the-horizon guarantee, for
which the exit strategy is economic recovery speeded by aid.

Each of these components seems to make a significant differ-
ence, but this does not mean that they are necessarily worth doing:

they might simply be too costly to be worth the candle. How can we
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judge whether an intervention is worthwhile? The answer provided
by my profession is cost-benefit analysis, which is just a fancy term
for weighing up the pros and cons. So let’s weigh them up. Since any
military intervention is now controversial, I am going to focus on
peacekeeping. Is it cost-effective? Two yardsticks are useful: what is
the ratio of costs to benefits, and what is the net gain?

The reduction in risk achieved by peacekeeping forces depends
upon their scale of deployment. Our estimates should be seen as
rough approximations: the precise results depend upon technical
choices, and while we think our particular choices are defensible,
they could surely be improved upon. We estimate that an annual
expenditure of $100 million on peacekeepers reduces the cumulative
ten-year risk of reversion to conflict very substantially from around
38 percent to 17 percent. If peacekeeping forces are scaled up, the
risk falls further. At $200 million per year the risk is down to around
13 percent, and at $500 million it is down to 9 percent. The next step
is to convert this reduction in risk into a benefit. For that we need an
estimate of the costs of conflict. [ am going to use the figure of $20
billion. Although this seems enormous, for the typical civil war in a
country of the bottom billion it is at the lower bound of the range of
realistic costs: it is likely to be considerably too conservative. If a civil
war inflicts costs on the society of around $20 billion, then of course
avoiding one confers benefits of $20 billion. By extension, a strat-
egy that replaced an inevitable war with one that occurred only if a
flipped coin came up heads would therefore be worth $10 billion.

More generally, each percentage point reduction in the risk of
a civil war is worth around $200 million. Recall that peacekeeping
at the level of $100 million per year sustained over the post-conflict
decade reduces the risk of civil war by 21 percentage points. So the
value of the benefit is around $4.2 billion. Since the peacekeepers are
there for a decade, their total cost is $1 billion. We are at last ready
for the punch-line number: the ratio of benefits to costs is better

than four to one. Peacekeeping looks to be very good value. Given
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the difficulties of estimation, this is likely to be a long way out. Tech-
nically, it is possible to estimate statistical confidence intervals, and
[ have duly done so. But a much surer way of building confidence
is the challenge of rival researchers. As other estimates build up we
will learn the range of credible answers. I make no claim for the
numbers that I have just presented, other than that they can be very
wrong before peacekeeping starts to look a waste of money. I was
invited to present these results, and the case for peacekeeping, to
the panel of judges for the 2008 Copenhagen Consensus. The panel
assesses ten rival research teams making the case for international
public money to be spent on something. The process is terrifying:
the panel consists of Nobel laureate economists, and defending my
work before it reminded me of my doctoral viva more than thirty
years earlier. The verdict of the panel was that peacekeeping was
selected as one of the approved expenditures. In their words: “The
expert panel found that peacekeeping forces in post-conflict societ-
ies could provide fair value for cost.”

While the ratio of benefits to costs is a useful guide to action,
it is not in fact the end of the story. As will be evident from these
figures, peacekeeping forces appear to be subject to diminishing re-
turns: as you keep on expanding the force, you get less bang for the
buck. Scale is not everything, of course; quality matters as well. The
large United Nations force originally assigned to Sierra Leone was
useless because its soldiers lacked the mandate and the willingness to
fight. But, given the level of quality, scale matters. Since the bang for
the buck diminishes, there is at least potentially some ideal scale of
intervention. Although the notion of an ideal scale might seem eso-
teric, it can be given a very clear meaning. The ideal scale is reached
when a further increase in peacekeeping expenditure would gener-
ate additional benefits that just equal their cost: beyond that, ex-
pansion would be wasteful. In principle, the analysis that yields the
ratio of costs to benefits also yields the ideal scale of peacekeeping

operations. Obviously, peacekeeping has to be tailored to particular
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circumstances, and so the question is not answerable statistically on
any realistic array of data.

Given the primitive nature of my own model it is definitely
a bridge too far, but let me take it nevertheless to illustrate the ap-
proach. The point at which additional benefits match additional
costs is reached when the peacekeeping force is somewhere between
$100 million and $200 million. At $200 million the risk of conflict
reversion is reduced by around 25 percentage points and so is worth
around $5 billion. Its cost over the decade is $2 billion: effective
peacekeeping is not cheap. While peacekeeping on this scale has a
much less impressive ratio of benefits to costs, it still leads to a large
overall gain of around $3 billion. These estimates are conservative
because they are based on a cost of war that omits many important
elements, and so the likely overall gain from a peacekeeping opera-
tion is, I suspect, even larger. The core role of politicians is to mobi-
lize the collective action that supplies public goods with benefits far
in excess of their costs. Peacekeeping is such a public good.

Is this quantification a complete fantasy? I think that in the
Democratic Republic of the Congo there is a reasonable case that
the presence of peacekeepers has averted a catastrophe. If so, it has
surely been good value for money. Quantification forces you to flesh
out such judgments. Nobody is going to be so foolish as to base pol-
icy on numbers. But it is surely useful, given that such huge amounts
of money are being spent and that lives are on the line, to try to
move beyond gut instinct. Indeed, peacekeeping is quite unpopular
with aid agencies: they see large amounts of money being channeled
through their ministries of defense and would like it diverted into
their own budgets. Such decisions should not be taken on the basis
of turf wars: in the end, the question of whether peacekeeping gives
value for money has to be faced.

While the initial maintenance of peace cannot credibly be done
without troops on the ground, the British experience to date in Si-

erra Leone suggests that it may be possible to phase out the bulk
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of international troops after, say, five years, replacing them with
a guarantee made credible by a rapid-reaction force. The French
security guarantee for Francophone Africa prior to the late 1990s
reduced the risk of a civil war breaking out in the typical country
of Francophone Africa from around 10 percent in any five-year pe-
riod to around 3 percent. The risk reduction achieved by the French
security guarantee can perhaps give some guidance as to whether
over-the-horizon guarantees are cost-effective.

When I started to think about how to do a cost-benefit analysis
of the French guarantee, | expected to need three components. One
would be a figure for the reduction in the risk of conflict: I have just
given you that, from 10 percent to 3 percent. The second would be
the cost of achieving this reduction in risk. I asked the French Trea-
sury for an estimate of approximately how much its rapid-reaction
force had cost, and they gave me a ballpark figure. As a ballpark it
must be treated with heavy caveats, but they thought that it might
have been around $1 billion per year. This is equivalent to a super-
force of peacekeepers in a single country, but this very scale pre-
sumably added to its credibility. Indeed, the guarantee force must
evidently be at least as large as that needed in the largest envisaged
operation. The third component in a cost-benefit estimate would
normally be the cost of an averted conflict. For peacekeeping I used
the figure of $20 billion, but for over-the-horizon guarantees, I hit
on a way of avoiding the need for any figure at all. This was to value
the over-the-horizon guarantee not relative to the absence of any
peacekeeping but relative to the continued presence of peacekeepers
in the country. This way I could pose the question as “How many
peacekeepers could be brought home if a guarantee was put in place
while leaving the risk of conflict unaltered?” An advantage was that
posed in this way, I did not need to value any change in the risk of
conflict: by design there would be no change.

The gain from the release of peacekeepers on the ground clearly

depends upon the size of forces and on the number of situations
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covered by a single rapid-reaction force. For example, I estimated
that if the initial forces were costing $500 million, then they could be
scaled back to around $100 million. This estimate is purely illustra-
tive. There are simply not enough instances of peacekeepers being
partially withdrawn and replaced by an over-the-horizon guarantee
for us to be able to make a defensible estimate. But the illustration is
a guide to the judgments that will need to underpin actual decisions.
For example, in my example a soldier based over-the-horizon in a
rapid-reserve unit is much less effective than one based in the con-
flict situation, and this seems plausible. However, the rapid-reaction
force might nevertheless be more cost-effective if the same force can
cover more than one situation. A rapid-reaction force is analogous
to a fire brigade, whereas a force in situ is analogous to a sprinkler
system. In my example, a rapid-reaction force would be cost-effec-
tive if it could provide cover for three post-conflict situations. And
this is before counting the benefit that for most of the time soldiers

would not need to be away from home.

WHAT sHOULD WE coNcLUDE FroM all this? Post-conflict situations
are fragile and there is usually no simple political fix. Peacekeeping,
phasing into an over-the-horizon guarantee, looks to be the key instru-
ment for post-conflict peace. The disquiet that it now evokes both in
the countries that send troops and in the regions that receive them is
understandable but misplaced. Even peacekeeping is not a quick fix: it
needs to be sustained for around a decade. Peacekeeping is the hand-
maiden of economic recovery, not its rival, and so budget wars between
the aid agencies and defense ministries of the high-income countries
are misplaced. Building post-conflict peace is expensive, and both will
need large budgets. The case for a large budget for peacekeeping is
that it looks to be very good value. We should learn to support it. Post-
conflict situations also need big aid. The aid-assisted economic recov-

ery is the true exit strategy for the peacekeepers.
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Chapter 4

GUNS: FUELING THE FIRE

s WE ARE ToLD: GUNs don’t kill people, people kill
people. The genocide in Rwanda showed that mass kill-
ing does not need guns: the Hutu government managed
to generate a slaughter of more than half a million people, largely
with machetes. But guns become necessary if your opponents have
them. The Hutu government could slaughter Tutsi civilians with
machetes because they were unarmed, but rebels face government
armies and so they need guns. No rebel guns, no rebellion, and so no
nasty, brutish, and long civil war. And because the government next
door has guns, our government needs guns: a government without
guns cannot defend its citizens against a neighbor with guns. That is
the message that many of our politicians thrive on: national security
is the ultimate national public good and military spending is the way
to achieve it.
Like many issues, whether the ready availability of guns makes
a society more dangerous or less dangerous is an empirical matter.
Despite the overheated political positions, there are three perfectly
sensible possibilities. Cheap and plentiful guns may increase the risk
of violence. Alternatively, they may make violence so dangerous
that they deter it. Finally, guns may be plentiful where there is a

lot of violence, but this may be because in societies that are violent



104 WARs, GUNS, AND VOTES

for whatever underlying reason, people make sure they have guns
around: the guns are a consequence, not a cause. Ideologues seem to
think that such issues can be settled a priori: turning to the evidence
challenges superficially plausible belief systems with the possibility
that they are make-believe.

PROBABLY THE MOST IMPORTANT QUESTION to be asked
about guns is whether they work as a deterrent. However, in order
to answer this question, we first need to know why governments
buy so many of them. Somehow we have to be able to sort out the
chicken-and-egg causality problem: the risk of violence affects mili-
tary spending, and military spending affects the risk of violence. If
military spending keeps a society safe it is worth every cent. But be-
fore slipping into such easy thought patterns I decided to investigate
what has actually been driving it. By this I do not mean answers
such as “the military-industrial complex” about which the Marxists
of my youth used to fantasize.

During the Cold War there used to be an academic industry
that studied the arms race between NATO and the Warsaw Pact.
But with the end of the Cold War, that collapsed, and nothing
has replaced it. There were scarcely any recent studies on military
spending in developing countries, so Anke and I decided to do it
ourselves. Because we were new to this question it took a long time
to get it right: we finally published the results in 2007. No sooner
had we done so than President Arias of Costa Rica, the Nobel Peace
laureate, asked us to develop their implications as a support for his
initiative for coordinated reductions in military spending. Costa
Rica has led the world in virtually eliminating military spending,
and we were delighted to be able to add our evidence to support his
efforts.

Governments are not exactly forthcoming with data on their

military spending. That is scarcely surprising, but it makes the task
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of analyzing their spending rather harder. I almost persuaded the
American government to provide its own private estimates of the
spending levels of other countries, but it balked at this. Instead we
relied upon the estimates made each year by the Stockholm Peace
Research Institute (SIPRI). We decided to measure spending as a
proportion of national income: averaged across all the countries of
the world for which SIPRI has data, and the forty-year period from
1960 to 1999, the global average was 3.4 percent. Expressed as a per-
centage it is a small number, but expressed in dollars it is large: by
2006 it had grown to $1.2 trillion. That is around ten times the global
aid budget. The countries of the bottom billion alone are spend-
ing around $9 billion. This compares with their total aid inflows
of only around $34 billion. Our question was why did some coun-
tries spend a higher proportion than others, and why was spending
higher at some times than at others: the highest proportion we found
was 46 percent of income, and the lowest a mere 0.1 percent.

We started with the obvious and gradually got more elaborate.
The most blindingly obvious reason for a government spending a
lot on the military was if it was fighting a war against some other
government. I figured that if we did not find that in the data we
should give up and work on something else. There it was in the
data: controlling for everything else, if a country is engaged in an
international war its military spending increases by 1.5 percentage
points of GDP. However, much as you might be forgiven for think-
ing otherwise, international wars are now so rare that this reason
for military spending accounts for only a tiny proportion of global
spending: most spending occurs during peacetime.

Just because a country is not currently at war with some other
country does not mean that it regards itself as being free of external
threats. We scratched our heads trying to think of a good observable
proxy for the perception of an external threat. One idea we came up
with was once bitten, twice shy. Expressed more professionally, if a

country had once had to fight an external war, maybe it would be
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more fearful that it would have to do so again. Perhaps the country
had a particularly dangerous neighbor, maybe it had a particularly
aggressive leadership, or perhaps it saw itself as an international po-
liceman, riding to the rescue of distressed regimes. We decided to
try it, focusing on the history of warfare since the end of the Second
World War. Sure enough, once a country had been engaged in an
international war, its military spending was permanently higher by
around 1.8 percentage points. We tried to see whether this faded
with time. Presumably at some point it does, but we could not find
any such tendency: as far as we could see, wars fought years ago
were still leaving their legacy in the form of higher spending. If this
is right, a disturbing implication is that much of the costs of an in-
ternational war accrue after it is over: the society continues to be
burdened with higher military spending.

A previous war is one reasonable proxy for a perceived external
threat, but we decided to try another one that was even more obvi-
ous and rather neatly complemented it: the Cold War. The Cold
War was evidently a period of perceived threat, but unlike our pre-
vious proxy, it was a threat that did not materialize. Further, it had
a clear ending, namely the collapse of the Soviet Union. The end
of the Cold War therefore constitutes a revealing natural experi-
ment for the coordinated removal of a perceived threat. As you will
see, such an experiment is useful: it simulates the effect of ending
the cold wars in Lilliput that bedevil the societies of the bottom bil-
lion. So what happened once the Cold War ended: did it show up
in global levels of military spending? It most certainly did: with the
end of the Cold War global military spending fell by an astonishing
35 percent. The collapse of the Soviet Union delivered a huge global
peace dividend.

The nature of the threat during the Cold War was, however,
unusual: America and the Soviet Union could threaten each other
despite the fact that they did not have a common border. This was, of

course, due to nuclear missiles. Pretty well all other external threats
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come from neighbors: no border, no genuine threat. Even the sub-
sequent proliferation of nuclear missiles has barely changed this
state of affairs: it is because India and Pakistan fear each other as a
result of their common border that they now point nuclear missiles
at each other.

How big a threat is your neighbor? Well, other things equal, it
depends upon how much they are spending on the military. There
is a whole body of fancy economic theory that has modeled warfare.
Economics has a knack for ugly terminology, and these models are
termed contest success functions. The punch line of this work is that
if your enemy spends more, then it is wise for you to spend more.
You might have sensed that that was quite likely, but you will doubt-
less be relieved to know that economists have done the mathematics
to prove it. So, armed with the cast-iron certainty that comes from a
theorem, we decided to investigate whether there really were arms
races in Lilliput. First we had to get countries organized according
to who their neighbors were. We found a data set that purported to
do this, cleaned it up so that China no longer bordered on Uganda,
and got to work. Incidentally, this tells you why our sort of research
requires patience: it is necessary to check, check, and check again
to guard against the pitfalls you fear. The world had the decency
to conform to the theorem: controlling for everything else, if the
neighbors spent more, then so did the country itself.

We haven’t quite done with proxies for external threats. In
fact, there is one more that is utterly obvious. If you were free to
chose which neighbor you faced, would you be more frightened of
China or Bhutan? Never mind the politics, or the share of military
spending in income, China is intrinsically more of a threat because
it is so much bigger. More populous countries systematically spend
a smaller share of income on the military. This is an instance of a
proposition that is going to loom large throughout this book: secu-
rity is subject to economies of scale. Big may not be beautiful, but it

is safe: small is dangerous, and expensive.
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External threats have historically dominated our thinking on de-
fense because of the horrors of international warfare that character-
ized the last century. There are entire academic departments of inter-
national relations that studied the subject. But actually, international
warfare is largely a thing of the past. The main drivers of military
spending in the countries of the bottom billion are now to be found
within their own societies. The threats are internal, not external.

The most obvious internal security threat for which an army
might be useful is to counter a rebellion. Sure enough, if a govern-
ment is engaged in fighting a civil war, its military spending leaps
by around 1 percentage point of national income. Civil wars are a
lot more common than international wars, and on average they last
more than ten times as long. So this form of warfare is more impor-
tant as a driver of military spending in the bottom billion than is
international warfare. Anke and I estimated that for Africa it was
about twice as important.

But even civil war is not that common. As is the case with inter-
national war, governments spend most of their time fearing it rather
than fighting it. Anke and I developed a model of the risk of rebel-
lion and used the estimates to see whether governments responded
to a heightened risk of rebellion with increased spending. We found
a large effect: governments tried to buy security from the threat of
rebellion by building a big army.

This is a case of out of the frying pan into the fire. A big army
is not just a source of defense, it is an interest group. The nearest we
got to the military-industrial complex was to investigate whether the
military was concerned to look after itself. Quite commonly, profes-
sions tend to lobby in their own interests. Plato had the brilliant idea
that the ideal government would be composed of philosopher kings:
government by professors. Unfortunately, Plato’s splendid idea has
not been implemented with sufficient frequency for it to be amena-
ble to statistical testing, but I hazard that a government of professors

would spend significantly more on universities.
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Whereas professors have seldom run governments, with gener-
als it is an entirely different story. Sometimes citizens freely choose
to elect generals because they are war heroes: American citizens
elected General Eisenhower. But more commonly, generals come
to power by a somewhat different route: they elect themselves. Mili-
tary rule happens with sufficient frequency that its consequences
for military spending are amenable to statistical testing: does the
military do for military expenditure what I expect professors would
do for university expenditure? They most certainly do. Following
a coup d’état military spending leaps, and quite generally, military
regimes spend much more on the military, even controlling for the
security risks. Of course, this may well not be ill motivated. Gener-
als, colonels, and what have you may not be driven by squalid ideas
such as “It’s our turn at the trough.” They may be thinking, “At
last we can give the defense of our nation the priority it truly war-
rants.” So the phenomenon of the military spending on itself may
be well motivated. I have come to doubt the efficacy of dissecting
motives: I prefer to look at consequences. Leaders can deliver dire
consequences despite fine motivations.

So far I have considered military spending from the perspec-
tive of what governments might feel they need to spend, or would
like to spend. But as with any other type of expenditure, it has to be
tailored to what can be afforded. Although we measured military
spending as a share of income, this still leaves out a lot of atfordabil-
ity considerations. One potentially important consideration is how
rich the society is. Rich people spend a higher share of their income
on luxuries than poor people. This is not a moralizing statement, 7z
is a definition. Economists define luxuries as those items of expendi-
ture that increase more than proportionately as income rises. The
opposite of luxuries is necessities. Things that are necessities have to
be bought even if income is low: that is why food purchases form a
much larger share of spending for poor people than for rich people.

The current surge in world food prices is an irritant to the budget
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of a household with a decent income, but devastating for the world’s
poor: food is half of their expenditure.

So is military spending a necessity or a luxury? Well, we know
from politicians that military security is the most vital priority: they
tell us often enough. In economic language things that are vital pri-
orities are necessities: you buy them even if it means sacrificing the
purchase of things that are less necessary. So military spending must
be a necessity. It is one of those propositions that we know must be
true, but nevertheless it is best to look: known truths, like theo-
rems, sometimes turn out to be wrong. Indeed, it is wrong. Mili-
tary spending came out as a clear luxury: it increases much more
than proportionately with income. In one sense this is good news:
the poorest countries tend to spend a lower proportion of their in-
come on the military. But the unfortunate aspect is that with global
growth military spending is going to loom larger and larger. While
politicians tell us how necessary it is, they behave as though it were
a government luxury good.

There was another aspect of finance that we decided to ex-
plore. Low-income countries get substantial amounts of aid. We
wondered whether any of this inadvertently financed the military.
Any such effect would be inadvertent because aid for development
is distinguished very sharply from aid for the military: it is meant
to pay for education, infrastructure, and suchlike. Aid intended for
military support is recorded separately. Back in the 1960s the United
States gave about equal amounts of money for development aid and
for military aid. Gradually the balance has shifted: now military
aid is far less than development aid. This change in priorities was
not foolish: as you will see, security comes with development rather
than with guns.

Whether aid leaks into military spending is an easy question
to pose but a difficult one to answer. The difficulty is in sorting out
causality. We want to test whether aid causes military spending,

but it is quite likely that causality also runs in the other direction.
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Those governments that choose to have high military spending may
get less aid because donors disapprove of their priorities. To test for
whether aid leaks into military budgets, we need to focus on varia-
tions in aid that are not caused by donor reactions to military spend-
ing. Economists realized how to do this in 2003, and we followed
the approach that has now become standard. It relies upon the fact
that different donors give money to different countries, largely for
historical reasons. The Italians give to Ethiopia, a former colony,
and the French give to Cote d’Ivoire. Further, national aid budgets
go up and down according to the national economic cycle. So, when
the Italian economy booms relative to the French, Ethiopia tends to
get an aid windfall relative to that of Cote d’Ivoire. Crucially, this
is not caused by anything happening in either country, so if military
spending goes up in Ethiopia and down in Cote d’Ivoire, it is either
a coincidence or aid has changed military spending. Coincidence is
always a possibility, but it becomes a small possibility if the number
of observations is large: this is what is meant by statistical signifi-
cance.

So, after all that, what did we find? We found that aid does
indeed leak into military spending: on average around 11 percent of
aid finds its way into the military budget.

There are many ways in which this might happen. The most
evident is that aid that is ostensibly earmarked for some particular
expenditure in fact releases the money that the government would
otherwise have had to use for that expenditure. The only way to
avoid this consequence of aid would be for the donor to insist on
items of expenditure that the government categorically does not
want. Yet over the past decade there has, quite reasonably, been a
massive shift in the philosophy of aid toward country ownership.
The government itself sets the agenda for how the aid is earmarked.
So it has probably become even easier for governments to use part
of the aid flow for military spending. If 11 percent of aid leaks into

military spending, since total aid to the countries of the bottom bil-
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lion is $34 billion, the inadvertent leakage into military spending
totals $3.7 billion. Since total military spending of the bottom bil-
lion is around $9 billion, this implies that around 40 percent of the
military budgets of the governments of the bottom billion is being
financed by aid. Hopefully, this may overstate the problem. Even if
on average the leakage s 11 percent, if donors manage to skew aid to
the countries where leakages are below the average, the total would
be less than 40 percent.

If we combine this result with the evidence on neighborhood
arms races, it has a potentially disturbing implication. Maybe aid is
inadvertently financing arms races in Lilliput. As we are about to
see, it has a yet more disturbing implication in the context of post-
conflict societies.

Do guns deter civil war? It may well be that once a rebellion
is under way high military spending can squash it, but prior deter-
rence is potentially a different matter. Whether guns deter is another
of the questions that is easier to pose than to answer. Since the need
for deterrence is one reason for having plenty of guns, it is possible
to get into a statistical muddle. High spending is likely to be associ-
ated with a high risk even if in fact it reduces risk. You might recog-
nize this two-way causality as being the same underlying problem
as that posed by aid and military spending. The underlying solution
is the same: find something that influences spending but does not
otherwise affect the risk of war. In the parlance of economics, a sub-
ject desperate to look scientific, such influences are termed instru-
ments. In principle, from the differences in military spending that
are only due to such influences, it should be possible to tell whether
the spending causes a change in risk: that is, whether it deters.

We followed this approach and concluded that military spend-
ing did not deter: in fact it did not seem to have any discernible
effect. This may have been because the instruments were not good
enough: in social science it is far more difficult to show convincingly

that something does not matter than to show that it does matter. But
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we went one step further, and this was, to my mind, rather more
convincing. As you have seen, the most risky environments are the
post-conflict situations. We asked whether the military spending of
the government was differentially effective in such situations. We
found that there was indeed a significant difference, but it was per-
verse. Far from deterring violence, high military spending by a post-
conflict government provoked it.

That is where our work had got to by the time that Anke was
due to give birth to Henry: we hastily packaged it up and got it pub-
lished. I could try to pretend that our research is an entirely ordered
and coherent sequence of steps along which we march to discover-
ies. It should be, but it isn’t. Somehow I managed to work on the
question of post-conflict risks along two parallel tracks, producing
two different journal articles on distinct but related issues. I realized
that our analysis of military spending in the post-conflict context
had inadvertently omitted other influences that are specific to such
situations, most notably peacekeeping. Evidently the two analyses
should be merged. With Havard Hegre, a young Norwegian po-
litical scientist, I combined them. We again explored the effects of
the government’s post-conflict military spending, but now alongside
peacekeeping. To my relief the result survived: high military spend-
ing significantly increased the risk of further conflict.

As to why it has this effect, we have to leap beyond what statis-
tics can tell us and try intelligent speculation. My own guess is that
the decision of the government to spend on the military inadver-
tently signals to citizens that it is planning to turn nasty, and that
this signal forewarns those rebels who have recently put down their
arms that they were unwise to do so.

I have just taken you through two distinct results: aid leaks into
military spending, and in post-conflict situations military spending
increases the risk of reversion to war. Now for the dilemma: aid
is highly useful in post-conflict economic recovery, which in turn

brings down the risk of further conflict. Putting all this together, aid
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in post-conflict situations is currently a two-edged sword, restoring
the economy but inadvertently inflating dangerous spending.

So far I have focused on government military spending, but
how do the rebels get their armaments? One route is that hostile
governments buy guns for the rebel groups that oppose neighbor-
ing governments. But this is not the only way in which government
guns find their way into informal usage. Guns purchased for official
use leak into the hands of rebels.

The weapon of choice for any self-respecting rebel movement
is the Kalashnikov. One reason for this is that it is such a simple
weapon that it seldom goes wrong, needs little maintenance, and so
can be entrusted to someone who is pretty clueless. This is important
because rebel recruits are generally young, ill educated, and ama-
teur. The other reason that Kalashnikovs are popular is that they are
cheap. That in turn is because the Soviet Union produced vast quan-
tities of them and licensed their production in some of its satellites.
The latest insightful political leader to set up a Kalashnikov factory
is President Chavez of Venezuela. Presumably he plans to present
them to friendly states.

Economists are particularly interested in prices. I remember
one distinguished economist saying to me when I was a young re-
searcher: “It’s all we've got.” What he meant was that the heartland
of economics is its theory of behavior: we assume that people and
firms try to maximize something, subject to whatever constraints
they face. The key constraint they face is the prices. Armed with this
insight, economists can predict how behavior will change when the
constraints change. If a price falls, people will buy more of the good.
So if Kalashnikovs are cheap, rebel groups will buy more of them.
Political scientists do not share this fascination with price, and they
are the profession that dominates the study of violent conflict. So the
data on guns were all done in terms of quantities: there were plenty
of estimates of how many guns were being traded, but no figures on

their prices.
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For some years I had been trying to find price data: instead I
found Philip Killicoat, an Australian graduate student. He volun-
teered to build a data set on the price of Kalashnikovs on the infor-
mal market around the world, country by country and year by year.
This took real ingenuity, but he had it. After seven months he had
three hundred observations, which was enough for statistical analy-
sis. We were in business. Even a cursory look at the numbers showed
interesting patterns: a secondhand Kalashnikov was only about half
as expensive in Africa as in the rest of the world. So our research
shaped itself around this finding: why were Kalashnikovs so much
cheaper in Africa than elsewhere, and did it matter? Phil faced an
examination on his work: generally, economics departments are not
particularly impressed by the importance of a question; they are con-
cerned about whether the student has applied the latest techniques
to the highest possible standards. Somehow, despite being the first
Oxford student in half a century to go from zero rowing experi-
ence to being selected for the university’s team, and spending seven
months on data gathering, Phil also managed to gain a distinction
grade on his thesis: you can be reasonably confident that his results
are defensible.

So why are secondhand Kalashnikovs cheap in Africa? The an-
swer is that the key source is leakage from government armies. Gov-
ernment soldiers are usually very badly paid, and so they are tempted
to sell their guns or steal from stockpiles. Government armies buy
Kalashnikovs most vigorously when they are fighting a rebellion. So
the guns are officially imported into Africa, stolen, and so become
illegal, but cannot easily be re-exported to the markets in which sec-
ondhand Kalashnikovs fetch a high price. That is because to export
the guns out of Africa they have to be imported into countries that
generally have sufficiently good border controls to make it difficult.
But the guns do not just stay in the country whose government first
imported them to Africa. Africa’s internal borders are highly po-

rous, and so the cheap guns slosh around the continent going to
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where there is currently demand: which means wherever there is a
war. The next question was “Does it matter?” By this Phil meant
whether cheap guns increased the risk of rebellion. According to
simple economic theory it ought to do so: cheap guns should make
rebellion easier and so more likely, or, stated slightly differently,
small rebel groups would tend to buy more guns as a result of their
being cheap, and so be more likely to scale up their violence to the
point at which it met the definition of a civil war. I have to admit
that I thought that this was a pretty demanding question to ask of
the data. In the event, Phil found a significant effect: cheap guns
increased the risk of civil war. When Phil went back to Australia he
generously deposited all his data with the Peace Research Institute,
Oslo, where it sits waiting for some other enterprising student to
update and expand it.

One implication of Phil’s work is that dangerous countries
make for dangerous regions. Another is that if Africa’s internal bor-
ders are porous, the way to curtail armaments reaching the current
danger points is to curtail arms flows to the entire region. There
are two ways of going about such curtailment, neither easy. One is
to address the inadvertent leakage of aid into the purchase of ar-
maments: squeezing the finance for armaments should reduce their
inflow. The other is to attempt to impose quantitative restrictions
on the trade flows.

Each of these approaches might seem impertinent: other regions
buy plenty of armaments, why shouldn’t Africa? Before Africans
and sympathizers put on the comfortable clothes of indignation,
step back for a moment and think of Africa’s own interest. Quite
manifestly, Africa no longer faces a military threat external to the
region: all its threats are internal, either threats between neighbors
or fears of rebellion. Threats from neighbors place governments in a
prisoner’s dilemma. Although each country’s increase in its military
spending makes it feel more secure, it does so by making its neigh-

bors feel less secure. As I discussed, the neighbors respond to this
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by increasing their own military spending. Arms races in Lilliput
are a menace for the region as a whole. Further, recall that military
spending is higher when countries are small. Africa is divided into
fifty-four countries, despite having a total population far less than
that of India. And so the waste that comes from military spending is
more of a problem in Africa than in regions with fewer countries.
The solution to a prisoner’s dilemma is cooperation. Africa
needs collective action to curtail its arms spending. But the problem
with cooperation is enforcement: each government has an individ-
ual interest in encouraging its neighbors to coordinate reductions
in their military spending while not doing so itself. There are vari-
ous ways of securing cooperation, but the most straightforward is
to persuade a neutral policeman to enforce it. The policeman could
be the donors limiting leakage from aid, or it could be the United
Nations imposing effective embargoes on arms exports. But in one
shape or form Africa should be searching for a policeman. As I ex-
plained, the donors have recently reshaped aid allocations so that
it is even more difficult to prevent leakages. So how about direct

restrictions on arms exports?

[F AID IS INADVERTENTLY FINANCING arms purchases, and if
cheap guns make civil war more likely, one possible remedy might
be to limit the flow of armaments into dangerous places. Fortu-
nately, the countries most at risk of civil war are not sufficiently in-
dustrialized to have an arms industry, so that curtailing the trade
might indeed limit the availability of guns. In recent years sufficient
popular pressure has built up behind this idea that from time to time
it is implemented. For example, during the standoft in Cote d’Ivoire
between the government in the south and a rebel group in the north,
the United Nations placed an embargo on arms shipments to either
side. Are such arms embargoes effective? The work I am going to

describe is by Stefano DellaVigna and Eliana La Ferrara.
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They reasoned that if anybody knew what was really going on,
it was the people who were investing their money in companies that
manufactured armaments. Of course, not everyone who buys shares
in a company knows much about how it is performing. But it only
needs a few people to take the time and energy to find out in order
for the share price to be affected: if they discover that the company
is being hurt by an embargo, they will sell their shares and the price
of the stock will fall. Using this reasoning DellaVigna and La Fer-
rara got information on which armaments companies were export-
ing to the country prior to the embargo. They then checked what
the announcement of the embargo did to the subsequent price of
the stocks.

What they found must at first have seemed confusing: although
the stock prices duly fell for some companies, for others prices ac-
tually went up. Was this just noise: random movements in stock
prices? It turned out that it was not random. The stock prices of
armaments companies based in the OECD—that is, the developed
countries—fell significantly as a result of an embargo. But the stock
prices of armaments companies based outside the OECD rose. They
realized that the most likely explanation for this was that these latter
companies were breaking the embargo and, in the process, profiting
from the absence of competition from the OECD companies.

They concluded from that analysis not that arms embargoes
cannot work, but that there is a simple method of policing them
more effectively. Suspicions should be raised if an embargoed com-
pany’s stock price rises as a result of the embargo. It is a simple idea
with a lot of potential that demonstrates the payoff to statistical re-

search.

ONE KEY CONCLUSION FROM ALL this is that military spending
is likely to be excessive, driven up in an arms race spiral, and so be a

regional public bad. Collectively, the countries of the bottom billion
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are spending around $9 billion on the military, of which up to 40 per-
cent is being financed by donors. Similarly, in regions where borders
are porous, a profusion of guns purchased by the government of one
country gradually seem to leak onto the informal markets of neigh-
boring countries. These cheap guns on informal markets increase
the risk of civil war. The final menace is that in post-conflict societ-
ies, which are usually big military spenders, the military is counter-
productive, provoking the very risk that it is meant to deter.

Not only is military spending excessive but aid is paying for it.
If the international community is minded to put matters right it has
two potential strategies: quantitative restrictions on arms purchases
or an incentive through linking aid allocations to the chosen level of
military spending. Arms embargoes can be made to work despite
their past lack of success. Guns are fueling the fire of political vio-

lence, and there is a need for them to be curbed.






Chapter 5

WARS: THE POLITICAL
ECONOMY OF DESTRUCTION

HY ARE SOME PLACES PRONE to war? Iraq has
deeply confused how people think about twenty-
first-century war. The war in Iraq is not a guide to
the future; it is a rerun of a phase in world history that is essentially
over. Iraq started with an international invasion. So did the two world
wars, Napoleon’s wars, the Crimean War, the Franco-Prussian War,
and the other great set pieces of military history. In the twenty-first
century international invasions are going to be infrequent. The wars
that will fill our television screens this century will be civil wars, not
international wars. Of course, there were civil wars in the nineteenth
century as well as invasions, but even the civil wars of the nineteenth
century are a hopeless guide to what warfare will be like. The major
civil war of the nineteenth century was the American Civil War. This
was in form, if not in law, an international war: one alliance of states
fought another alliance of states, each with its own recognized terri-
tory, government, and army. It’s history.
Future civil wars will take the form of a government pitted
against a private extralegal military grouping. They will variously
be called rebels, terrorists, freedom fighters, or gangsters, but their

essential characteristic will be the same. These wars will also be a
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throwback, but to a very different period of history: the time before
nation-states cohered.

To rephrase the question, why are some countries more at risk
of civil war than others? If we could answer this question we might
be able to do something about it: some of the factors that elevate the
risk of civil war might be things that could readily be put right. I
think I have the answers to this question, although I am not fully
sure of them, even after studying the causes of civil wars for some
years. My approach is statistical: I take over all the countries in the
world for as long a period as possible and try to find what accounts
for why civil wars break out in some places at some times but not in
other places at other times: why some places are dangerous.

The core of my approach is to try to predict whether a country
has an outbreak of civil war on the basis of its characteristics prior
to the war. There are many pitfalls in this approach, but the key
problem is the lack of data. Records of the civil wars themselves are
not the problem. Astonishingly, a small team at the University of
Michigan, the university that pioneered the quantitative analysis of
political phenomena, has built a record of all the world’s civil wars
since 1815. There is even now a rival list built up in Scandinavia. But
for most of this period there are too little other data to match against
these outbreaks of civil war to try to explain them: for example, for
most countries reasonable economic data do not exist prior to 1960.
Even if the data were available, prior to 1960, for many years, virtu-
ally all the low-income world was in empires that kept the lid on
internal conflict. The period prior to empires would probably be re-
vealing, but there are as yet too few hard numbers for my approach
to be feasible. Even for the period post-1960 the countries that are
most likely to have a civil war also tend to be those least likely to
have adequate data on other characteristics: they are the dots and
blanks in the global tables produced by the international organiza-
tions. Fortunately, time has been on my side.

When Anke and [ first tried the approach, in the late 1990s,
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we could muster only twenty-three civil wars to explain. This was
pretty close to being hopeless. By the time of our next effort, pub-
lished in 2004, we were up to fifty-three civil wars and around
550 episodes during which a civil war could have occurred. This
was an improvement but it was still far from ideal. In our most
recent work we have been joined by Dominic Rohner, and time
has helped in three distinct ways. The most obvious way is that
there has been more time in which civil wars have occurred, or
more encouragingly, might have occurred but didn’t. Anke and
I work in five-year episodes, and whereas our previous analysis
took the story only up to the end of 1999, we are now able to take
it up to the end of 2004. Indeed, this is a very strategic additional
five years because it was the period of a major effort by the inter-
national community to settle wars, and so we can test whether it
also reduced the incidence of outbreaks. But time has helped us by
more than just this. Scholars have been hyperactive in quantifying
phenomena that were not previously measured, and at filling in
the gaps in previous estimates, so that our data for the past are now
much nearer to being complete.

The third way in which time has helped is the embarrassing
one: we have got better at doing the work. We realized that we could
use a fancy statistical program that fills in the blanks of missing data
by randomly assigning a range of different numbers. I had always
been resistant to using make-believe numbers, but the advantage of
this approach was that it filled in each missing number with several
different possibilities, one at a time. Using these numbers in turn,
you could then see how robust the results were to the possibility that
the missing number would have taken these values. We used this
to check on our core results derived only from those numbers that
were genuine.

Another way in which we got smarter was better to control for
reverse causality or common causality, the current obsession in pro-

fessional economics. Take one of our core results, that low-income
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countries are more likely to have outbreaks of civil war. Is this more
than just an association between low income and civil war: the two
phenomena tending to occur together but the first not causing the
second? The step from association to causality is tricky, and I will try
to spell out why. A rudimentary way of getting from association to
causality is the sequence in which events happen. If the low income
occurs before the outbreak of war, then this suggests that causality
runs from income to war. But is this enough? There are three ways
in which this step from association to causality could be mistaken.

One is that the civil war could be anticipated. If you know that
you are living in a country at risk of violent conflict, then you are
less likely to invest. And so the country will be tend to be poor due
to the war even prior to the outbreak of the war. But low income
has not caused the war; instead the prospect of the war has caused
low income. Another is that the country might have some charac-
teristic not included in our analysis that keeps causing civil wars: for
example, Jonas Savimbi launched two civil wars in Angola. Since
civil war destroys the economy, by the time of the second civil war,
Angola was poor: low income preceded that second civil war even
if it did not cause it. So something offstage, namely Savimbi, kept
causing wars, and the first war reduced income. The final one is that
some phenomena are likely both to lower income and to increase the
risk of civil war. Bad governance might destroy the economy and
give people cause to rebel. So just because low income occurs before
war is not enough to conclude that it causes war.

Gradually, economists have become better at guarding against
these problems, introducing steps that leave fewer and fewer am-
biguities. In our new work we have used more of these safeguards:
indeed, having more observations makes it easier to do so because
the safeguards generally need large samples. To give you a taste of
the safeguards, we got rid of the Savimbi problem by restricting the
analysis to the prediction of first-time civil wars. In part, we reduced

the bad governance problem by controlling for it, and by including
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as many characteristics as possible in the analysis. We addressed the
problem of anticipated conflict by replacing the actual level of in-
come with the level predicted by a few characteristics that influence
income but do not otherwise affect proneness to civil war: in prin-
ciple this approach should also fix the previous problem. Even with
these safeguards there is room for doubt, but at least we now have
results based on comprehensive data—at its maximum more than
sixteen hundred episodes during which eighty-four civil wars broke
out. This may not be as good as it can get, there is always room for
improvement, but the results are worth serious attention.

Although we are economists we have tried to be agnostic as to
what might explain proneness to civil war, and so we have included
a wide range of possible causes drawn from across the social sciences.
In addition to various characteristics of the economy, these include
aspects of the country’s history, its geography, its social composition,
and its polity. Let me be clear about what we do not include: we are
not interested in the personalities and immediate political circum-
stances leading to the conflict. All wars have multiple causes: one
reason that Saddam Hussein invaded Kuwait was that the Kuwaiti
leadership was sufficiently impolite to doubt whether he had been
born in wedlock. Such things matter for a proper understanding
of any particular war but clutter up and detract from our under-
standing of civil war as a phenomenon. In trying to prevent war I
suppose that it is useful to know that insulting psychopaths is not a
good idea, but my approach has been to try to find structural char-
acteristics that expose a country to risks and could, over time, be
changed. So let’s get started: what actually caused these eighty-four
civil wars?

The economy matters. Low-income countries are significantly
more at risk even when we control for as many of the possible spu-
rious interpretations as possible: poor is dangerous. Nor is it just
the level of income: it is also the rate of growth. Given the level of

income, societies that are growing faster per capita are significantly



126 WARs, GUNS, AND VOTES

less at risk of violent conflict than societies that are stagnant or in
decline. In one sense this is hopeful: it tells us that economic devel-
opment is peace-promoting. I have no patience with the romantics
who believe that we can build peaceful societies by arresting eco-
nomic growth: the vision of the restoration of Eden. I think that the
truth is quite the opposite.

The statistics of the world post-1960 are supported by the deep
historical evidence of the societies of early history. These impover-
ished societies were extremely violent, as Azar Gat has now bril-
liantly shown in War in Human Civilization. Economic development
is a key remedy to violence. The truly difficult issue about the peace-
enhancing effects of economic development is to sort out which of a
number of possible routes might account for it. I suspect that there
is no single magic route that could be isolated and promoted distinct
from overall economic development. My guess is that there are mul-
tiple routes, such as jobs, education, hope, a sense of having some-
thing to lose, and more effective state security services, all of which
contribute something.

The level and growth of income are not the only aspects of the
economy that matter for violence. Dependence on natural resources
also increases risks. This proposition is supported by the grim evi-
dence of resource wars: timber in Liberia, diamonds in Sierra Leone,
a wonderland of minerals in the Congo. It is also now supported by
statistical analysis of where violence occurs within countries. For ex-
ample, in Angola the violence tended to be concentrated in the dia-
mond areas. It is also evident why natural resources might increase
proneness to violence. They provide a ready source of finance for
rebel groups, they provide a honey pot to fight over, and they enable
the government to function without taxing the incomes of citizens,
which gradually detaches it from what citizens want.

Nevertheless, this is probably the most controversial of our re-
sults: some scholars have argued that it is purely an oil effect, and

others that we have run afoul of a particular variant of reverse cau-
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sality. Anke and I have learned not to be proud: over the years |
have been wrong sufficiently often to have had the presumption of
infallibility knocked out of me. With our new data we duly tested
whether oil was the real story: as far as we can see it isn’t. We do,
however, find that with sufficient natural resources a country be-
comes safe. Saudi Arabia and the other superrich Gulf States are
peaceful: they can afford good security systems and they can afford
to buy off all potential opponents. Indeed, just this ambiguity—
some resources increasing risks but sufficient abundance reducing
them—is predicted by the sophisticated recent theoretical work of
Francesco Caselli of the London School of Economics.

The reverse causality problem is trickier. It arises because we
measure resource dependence by the ratio of primary commodities
to income. That inevitably creates a problem because countries that
for whatever reason have low income will tend to have a high share
of primary commodity exports, simply because income, the denomi-
nator, is small. Some scholars have recently tried to get around this
problem by replacing our measure with a newly available measure:
the value of natural resource reserves. The World Bank released
estimates, country by country, giving a snapshot for the year 2000.
Unfortunately this runs into another form of the reverse causality
problem. Any estimate of natural resource reserves depends upon
what resource extraction companies have found through prospect-
ing. Prospecting is costly, and so the value of proven reserves is an
economic concept as much as a geological one. It is only worth doing
in places where the company’s rights of extraction are secure. Be-
tween 1960 and 2000, prospecting thus tended to avoid societies that
were at civil war, and also those places where there was a serious
risk of war. Think what this implies. The places with few proven
natural resource reserves in 2000 will tend to be those with the worst
prior history of civil war. The scholars who followed this approach
duly announced with a confident fanfare that possessing large en-

dowments of natural resources actually makes a society safer. The
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problem of reverse causality has recently been overcome by Tim
Besley and Thorsten Persson. They investigate whether increases
in commodity prices affect the risk of civil war in commodity ex-
porters. Consistent with our own results, they find that the risks are
increased. But they find an important qualification: the risks are not
increased if the quality of democracy is sufficiently high. As with
elections and reform, democracy is a force for good as long as it is
more than a facade.

So much for the economys let’s turn to history. The aspect of a
country’s history that most commonly excites interest when it comes
to explaining a civil war is its colonial experience. Understandably,
many people in developed countries find it convenient to emphasize
the guilt of their own societies, and equally, many people in develop-
ing countries want to avoid any impression that the violence of their
societies 1s a consequence of characteristics within those societies. So
there is a ready demand for evidence that colonialism is responsible
for the subsequent violence. Unfortunately, Anke and I cannot find
evidence that supports this contention. Neither the length of time
that has elapsed since independence, nor the particular former co-
lonial power, seems to matter. I do not want to push this too far: it
is quite evident that Portuguese decolonization was disastrous. An-
gola, Mozambique, East Timor all went straight into civil war. But
the Portuguese empire was relatively small, and neither the Brit-
ish nor the French empire, which were the two major ones, shows
any distinctive patterns. The empire-free countries of Ethiopia and
Liberia both eventually collapsed into terrible civil wars. I want to
stress that this is not to exonerate colonialism: I am not an apologist.
But blaming colonialism for civil war is a costly illusion because it
detracts from the focus on its real causes, which are often things
that can still be changed. It may make many people feel better, but
it inhibits action.

The other aspect of history that many scholars have got excited

about is the Cold War. Quite evidently, in some instances civil wars
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were aided and abetted by each side. As Niall Ferguson has pithily
expressed it, what people expected would be the Third World War
turned out to be third-world wars. But even the effect of the Cold
War is controversial. While it is clear that the superpowers inter-
vened in civil wars, it is less clear that they caused them. Indeed,
they may even have had an offsetting effect: if any petty war had
the potential to scale up into the Third World War, maybe the su-
perpowers tried to prevent conflicts occurring. We tested for this by
investigating whether the post—Cold War period has had a signifi-
cantly different incidence of the outbreak of civil war than we might
otherwise expect. Basically, it doesn’t. There was a brief, significant
surge in new outbreaks of violence in the first few years after the
end of the Cold War, but from 1995 onward the world has been
back to normal. The third world’s wars were not, in general, caused
by fears of the Third World War.

The one aspect of history that really seems to matter is a previ-
ous history of civil war. Once a country has had a civil war, it is much
more likely to have another war. However, this is ripe territory for
the problem of common causality. Suppose that there is some char-
acteristic of the country that makes it prone to violence but that we
have missed: perhaps the people are just inherently violent. Statisti-
cally this will appear as one war causing another, whereas actually
the same underlying factor is causing all of them. We got around
this problem by measuring the number of years since the last civil
war and testing whether that, or the mere fact of having had a previ-
ous civil war, was decisive. It turned out that it was only the length
of time since the previous war that mattered: the risk of further con-
flict gradually declined with the passage of time. This looked more
like a risk of violence caused by the gradually decaying effects of
previous violence than by something underlying and constant.

So much for history: how about the structure of the society?
Perhaps the most important aspect of social structure that we inves-

tigated was the effects of ethnic and religious divisions. This is the
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point at which I get mud on my face because our previous results got
overturned by the new data. We had previously found that ethnic
and religious diversity had two opposing effects. We now find that
the relationship is more straightforward: diversity increases the risk
of violence. As far as we can tell, ethnic and religious diversity com-
pound each other.

Another aspect of the social structure that seems to affect the
risk of violence is the proportion of young men in the population:
young men, defined as those aged between fifteen and twenty-nine,
are dangerous. I suppose this is not surprising: violent rebellions are
seldom staffed by elderly ladies. The effect is large: young men ap-
pear to be very dangerous. A doubling in the proportion increases
the risk of conflict from around 5 percent over a five-year period
to around 20 percent. However, there are a couple of caveats here.
It is very hard to distinguish statistically between societies with
many young men and those with many young women: other than
in China the two tend to go together. In most rebellions the fighting
is done almost exclusively by young men, but not always: famously
the Eritrean People’s Liberation Front was one-third female. And
it is also hard to distinguish between societies with a high propor-
tion of young men of fighting age and those that simply have rapid
population growth.

A final aspect of the society that matters is its size. The risk of
conflict increases with population, but the relationship is much less
than proportionate. A country with a population double that of an
otherwise identical country has a risk that a civil war will break out
that is only a little higher than its smaller counterpart: specifically it
is one-fifth higher. Think about that for a moment: it implies that
if two identical countries were merged, then, abstracting from all
the nationalism that would of course be provoked, the risk of a civil
war breaking out somewhere in the combined territory would fall.
Let’s say that previously there was a 10 percent risk in each country,

so that the risk that there would be a war in one or the other of the
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countries was around 20 percent. Now, the risk of a conflict in the
new super-country is only a fifth higher than that in either of the
former countries individually: that is, the risk is 12 percent. So the
risk of war has fallen from 20 percent to 12 percent.

I think that this is because there are scale economies in security,
and I think that it matters. Most of the countries that emerged with
the dissolution of empires were too small to reap adequate economies
of scale in security. This creates a potential tension between the scale
economies that could be reaped by mergers between countries and
the greater ethnic diversity that would probably be a consequence.
At present all the political pressure is for nations to get smaller. Eri-
trea exited from Ethiopia. East Timor split from Indonesia. Yugo-
slavia split up into six different countries. Southern Sudan will hold
a referendum to decide whether to withdraw from Sudan. Stepping
back from the historical particularities of these struggles for nation-
hood, is the drift in the right direction?

So much for social structure: how about geography? We had al-
ready tried to investigate whether particular types of geography were
well suited for rebellion. The most promising idea seemed to be that
of the safe haven, and two aspects of the landscape seemed likely to
facilitate: forests and mountains. Forests were relatively easy to mea-
sure: the Food and Agricultural Organization had a measure, coun-
try by country. We investigated it and could find no effect. But there
was no equivalent measure for mountains. There were crude prox-
ies such as the highest point in the country, but these seemed to miss
the point as to what rebel groups would actually find useful: they did
not want to perch on the top of Everest; they wanted rugged terrain
where government forces would not be able to find them. We tracked
down the world’s leading geographer on mountainous terrain and
commissioned him to build a quantitative measure of the proportion
of a country’s terrain that could reasonably be judged mountainous.
This measure has since become widely used, and in our new work we

indeed find it to matter: mountains are dangerous.
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Finally, let’s get to the politics. Surely that must be where the real
causes of violent conflict are to be found. We investigated a range of
political science variables, but focused on the one most widely used
by political scientists, Polity IV. I have already described the results:
in low-income societies democracy is dangerous, and in high-income
societies dictatorship is dangerous. Other than this we could find no
effects. Many people quite reasonably assume that violent internal
conflict 1s the consequence of political repression, but we simply do
not find evidence for this in the data. This does not, of course, mean
that repression is all right. Repression is unjust by definition because
it denies political rights. But this can be undesirable without making a
society more dangerous. And it is danger that is my subject.

It is time to try to make sense of this evidence. This involves an
interpretive leap from the statistics. Some interpretations become
implausible in the face of the statistical evidence, but more than one
interpretation is possible, and my own may be wrong. With that ca-
veat | propose the feasibility hypothesis. The feasibility hypothesis is
that the key to understanding civil war is to focus on how rebellion
happens rather than on what motivates it.

Why focus on the rebels? Does that reveal a pro-government
bias? The focus on the rebels is simply because it is the act of rebel-
lion that defines the outbreak of civil war. All governments with the
exception of Costa Rica and Iceland have armies, so these cannot
be the defining feature. Sometimes a government army attacks its
own defenseless citizens, but, disgusting as this is, it is a pogrom,
not a civil war. The defining feature of the outbreak of civil war is
that the usual monopoly of force held by the government army is
challenged: a private organization within the society builds its own
army. No government can tolerate the existence of a private army on
its soil, and so even if it is the government that fires the first shot, it
is the creation of the rebel army that defines the war.

Because of the emphasis upon why the civil war is being fought,

it has become natural to focus on what motivates the rebel group to
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form an army. My own past work fed this perspective: a paper en-
titled “Beyond Greed and Grievance” questioned the conventional
view that rebels were motivated by a sense of grievance, introducing
the idea that they might also be motivated by greed. But it was es-
sentially a refinement within the motive-based explanation for re-
bellion. I have now moved on from this view. It seems to me that the
key insight into rebellion comes not from asking why it happens but
how it happens. Usually rebellion, at least on a scale needed for civil
war, is simply not feasible. The definition of civil war that I have
used, which is conventional, is that at least one thousand people are
killed in combat per year. On this definition the average civil war
lasts around seven years. So we are looking for rebel organizations
that can kill and be killed on a large scale and yet survive for years.
Rebellion on this scale faces two major hurdles. One is money: a
rebellion is going to be expensive. Someone has to pay for the guns,
and someone has to pay for the troops.

Often people think that a rebellion is just another form of po-
litical protest: people fight when they can’t vote. What brought it
home to me that rebellion is not simply a variant on other forms of
political opposition was a comparison I made between the finances
of a medium-size rebel group and a major political party. The rebel
group I chose was the Tamil Tigers. As rebel groups go it is not
out of the ordinary: northeastern Sri Lanka, where it operates, lacks
high-value natural resources; this war is not financed by diamonds.
I chose the Tamil Tigers only because, unusually, its finances have
been reasonably well studied. Its annual revenue is around $350 mil-
lion. This is around 28 percent of the GDP of North East Sri Lanka,
although most of the money is generated outside Sri Lanka from
donations by Tamils abroad.

For a political opposition party I decided to look for a rich one. I
chose the British Conservative Party, one of the longest-surviving and
most successful political parties in history, which, being on the politi-

cal right, is able to tap readily into financial support. I chose the elec-
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tion year of 2005, when presumably its revenues were relatively high.
This information was more accessible than that about the Tamil Ti-
gers: its revenue was around $50 million. So one of the best-financed
political opposition parties in the world had an income one-seventh
that of a medium-size rebel movement. Recall that the revenue of the
Tigers was 28 percent of the GDP of the area they sought to control;
expressed in that way, the British Conservative Party was not one-
seventh the size of the Tigers, it was one ten-thousandth. There is no
simple passage from political opposition to private army: there is a
cliff face in the form of a financial barrier. Most would-be rebels just
cannot muster the money regardless of their motivation.

The other hurdle is military. Under most circumstances if a
small group of young men arm themselves and oppose the govern-
ment army, either they confine themselves to the irritant of terror-
ism aimed primarily against civilians or they die. Only if they are
faced by a militarily weak government do they stand much chance
of survival. While a rebel leader in Zaire, Laurent-Désiré Kabila,
was able to hang on for many years, safe because President Mobutu
had undermined all the organs of government, including the army.

So what is the feasibility hypothesis? It is that in explaining
whether a rebellion occurs, motivating factors are of little impor-
tance compared to the circumstances that determine whether it is
feasible. The tough version of the hypothesis, which I am reluctant
to adopt but which I suspect is close to the truth, is that where a
rebellion is feasible it will occur: the rebel niche will be occupied by
some social entrepreneur, although the motivation might be any-
thing across a wide range. Civil war is predominantly studied in
political science departments and so naturally enough they interpret
the motivation as political: sometimes it surely is, although even po-
litical motivations might stray quite some distance from social jus-
tice. Even rebellions that look entirely justified can sometimes be
called into doubt.

Take the rebellion, or rather rebellions, in Darfur. Quite evi-
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dently the government of Sudan is awful, and its conduct during
the conflict has been murderous. But at least part of the impetus for
the Darfur rebellion was the settlement of the rebellion in the South.
The Sudanese People’s Liberation Army, which fought the rebel-
lion in the South, won some remarkable concessions from the gov-
ernment in the North: it was allowed to run its own government, it
received a substantial share of the oil revenue, gilded by the promise
of huge aid inflows from donors, and all this was capped with the
promise of a referendum on full independence six years after the
onset of peace. No sooner was this deal signed than the contingent
from Darfur that had been fighting for the SPLLA returned home
and launched its own rebellion. You can certainly see why, with that
precedent, rebellion might be attractive, at least for its leadership.
The top dog would become a president, and the others would be-
come ministers: secession has its rewards. The rebellion is, of course,
justified in terms of the atrocious sufferings of the Darfur people.
But to date the consequences of the rebellion for the people of Dar-
fur have been catastrophic: surely far worse than any plausible alter-
native scenario. Either the rebel leadership radically misjudged the
consequences of its actions, or it was not genuinely motivated by the
welfare of the people of Darfur. When the government was recently
coaxed to the negotiating table, the key rebel organizations refused
to attend. It is hard to see how a refusal to negotiate can be in the
best interests of the people of Darfur.

Sometimes the motivation for rebellion seems to be religious,
with the rebel group more akin to the fringe religious groups such
as those in Waco or Jonestown, but with the violence turned out-
ward. For many recruits the motivation may well be the lure of
violence: only a small minority of any society are psychopathic, but
these people are likely to be in the front of the queue for rebellion.
Sometimes it might even be sexual. Joseph Kony, the leader of the
Lord’s Resistance Army in Uganda, has reputedly accumulated sixty

wives: perhaps a young man’s dream come true?
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The statistical results do not prove the feasibility hypothesis, but
they are consistent with it. I used the results to simulate the risks of
conflict in two hypothetical territories, in one of which rebellion was
easier than the other. I varied only five characteristics that seemed
to be most readily interpretable as differences in the feasibility of
rebellion. One territory was very mountainous, the other was flat:
mountains provide safe havens for rebels. One had a high propor-
tion of young men; the other had a low proportion: young men are
the recruits on which rebel organizations depend. Both territories
had a population of fifty million, but one consisted of a single coun-
try whereas the other was split into five identical countries, each of
ten million: the small countries would be unable to reap economies
of scale in security. One was dependent upon natural resource ex-
ports, the other was not: such exports can provide finance for re-
bellion. One was in Francophone Africa and so benefited from the
French security umbrella, the other was not. All the other charac-
teristics were the same and set at the average for all the countries in
the analysis. I then predicted the risks for these two countries. The
easy-rebellion territory faced a risk of 99 percent that conflict would
break out in one or other of its countries during a five-year period:
this territory was basically so dangerous that it was condemned to
perpetual conflict. The difficult-rebellion territory faced a risk of
less than 1 percent: basically it was safe, even over a century, it was
highly unlikely to fall into violence.

Dramatic as these differences are, they are not decisive evi-
dence. Most of the differences in characteristics that I have used to
construct easy-rebellion and difficult-rebellion countries could in-
stead be interpreted in terms of motivation. For example, I have
interpreted the increased risk of rebellion that mountains induce as
being because they are safe havens for rebels. But here is an alterna-
tive, motive-based explanation. The people living in the mountain-
ous areas of a country are usually poorer than those in other parts of

the country. They may storm down from the mountains to redress
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this grievance: mountains matter, but because they create pockets of
grievance. While I do not want to discount such alternative inter-
pretations, I think it is striking that the most obviously grievance-
related characteristics such as the polity do not seem to make much
difference to risks, whereas these characteristics that at least have
plausible interpretations in terms of feasibility have such a large ef-

fect.

WHAT DOES cIVIL WAR ACHIEVE? Mostobviously, war kills and
injures people. Most of the dying is not as a result of battle, but due
to sickness. Mass flight takes people into unfamiliar places where
they lack natural immunity, and public health systems collapse. Be-
cause disease is highly persistent, much of the dying occurs after the
war 1s over.

Also pretty obviously, war is bad for the economy: not only does
it destroy the economy of the country itself, it damages the neigh-
boring economies. Again, these effects are highly persistent so that
many of the economic costs occur after the war has ended. I estimate
that for the typical civil war in a society of the bottom billion, these
economic costs alone are the equivalent to losing around two years
of income, or some $20 billion. However, I have come to realize that
these estimates, though large, grossly understate the true cost.

They make no allowance for the fact that the people affected
by violent internal conflict tend disproportionately to be among the
poorest and most disadvantaged people in the world. A dollar lost
by someone who is poor should be valued more highly than a dol-
lar lost by someone who is better off. The income differential be-
tween the typical citizen in the countries of the bottom billion and
a typical citizen of the other developing countries is already around
one to five. Even within the bottom billion there is a wide range
of incomes, with those countries that have recently been in conflict

grouped right at the bottom. Not only are the war-prone already the
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poorest, they are likely to stay the poorest. Since slow growth is itself
a significant risk factor in violent conflict, the most violence-prone
countries are systematically among the slowest growing.

My estimates of cost also make no allowance for the fact that
peace is fundamental to development, so that its absence frustrates
all other potential interventions. The vaccination of children or the
reliable provision of anti-retroviral drugs is virtually impossible in
wartime conditions. This creates weakest-link problems in the pro-
vision of global public goods. For example, smallpox was eliminated
globally in a country-by-country campaign that was evidently a race
against time: until it was eliminated everywhere there was a risk
that it would break back out as a global disease. The last country
on earth where it was eliminated was Somalia during the 1970s. It
would now be impossible to eliminate smallpox: since 1993 Somalia
has been a no-go area. The maintenance of peace is thus a logically
prior investment that opens the possibility of all other interventions.
It is even possible to dress this up in the language and formulas of
technical economics. Financial economists now calculate option val-
ues. The true return on a liquid asset such as a bank deposit is greater
than the interest earned because it enables other investment oppor-
tunities to be seized as they arise. Peace also has an option value.

Finally, I have made no allowance for three global spillover ef-
fects: crime, disease, and terrorism. Large-scale political violence
and the resulting breakdown of the state create territories that have
a comparative advantage in international criminality. They provide
safe havens both for criminals themselves and for their material ac-
tivities, such as the storage of illegal commodities, notably drugs.
Some 95 percent of hard drug production is concentrated in civil
war or post-conflict environments. Civil wars also create the con-
ditions for the spread of disease: the breakdown in public health
systems and the mass movement of refugees. Some of this spread
of disease affects neighbors, and potentially it can also affect the

entire world. One of the explanations for the origin of AIDS for



Wars 139

which there is some evidence is that it originated during a civil war.
Finally, civil wars appear to assist terrorism. Al Qaida based its
training camps in Afghanistan because the absence of a recognized
government was convenient. Similarly, the American government
finally decided that leaving Somalia without a recognized govern-
ment was too dangerous, once evidence built up that Al Qaida was
relocating there.

Where this leaves us is that the cost of this form of political vio-
lence is enormous. Even were it to lead to healthy political change,
we would need to ask whether the eventual benefits were worth
these massive costs. But the final tragedy of civil war is that it does
not usually lead to any such political legacy. If we take as our mea-
sure of the polity the Polity IV index, civil war leads not to improve-
ment but to deterioration. Instead, as we have seen, the most likely

legacy of a civil war is a further civil war.

[F THE FEASIBILITY HYPOTHESsIs Is right it has a powerful
implication: violent conflict cannot be prevented by addressing the
problems that are likely to motivate it; it can only be prevented by
making it more difficult. Whether rebellion is easy or difficult basi-
cally comes down to whether rebels have access to guns and money,
and whether the state is effective in opposing them. Most of the guns
and money that finance rebellion come from outside the societies
that are plagued by civil war. The effectiveness of a state increases
with its level of development. This gives the international commu-
nity some scope to reduce the incidence of war. It can squeeze rebel
organizations by curtailing the guns and money that presently reach
them so readily, and it can try to break the impasse that has frus-
trated development.

Should the international community try to discourage rebel-
lion? When that iconic poster of Che Guevara first came out, I was a

student. For my generation, support for armed struggle in develop-
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ing countries was a natural extension of our support for liberation
movements. But liberation from colonialism and rebellion are not
the same thing: one unites the society against an external oppressor;
the other divides it against itself. Painful as it is to revise cherished

old beliefs, armed struggle is usually development in reverse.



Chapter 6

COUPS: THE UNGUIDED
MISSILE

HE couP D ETAT As A technology of political violence

will play a central role in this book. The ghoulish glam-

our widely associated with political violence has focused
almost exclusively upon rebellion—armed struggle, as it is called by
its aficionados. Rebellions should be turned into history as rapidly
as possible because the consequences of civil war are so dire. But
coups are a different matter. The challenge posed by coups is not to
eliminate them but to harness them. Coups have the ready potential
to deliver what armed struggle was supposed to achieve but seldom
did. But I am not about to give you a eulogy for coups: to date, they
have usually been awful. It is time to look.

Suppose that you are the president of a country that is one of
the bottom billion. Although life for ordinary citizens is tough, for-
tunately a grateful nation has made your own life remarkably com-
fortable. In the developed countries presidents have to wait until
they step down and write a best-selling memoir before they come
into money. Even in the more successful developing countries politi-
cal power often does not lead to wealth: former president Muhatir
of Malaysia—one of the most successfully transformed countries

on the planet—is not a rich man after many years in power. When
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President Quett Masire of Botswana, Africa’s most successful econ-
omy, stepped down, he feared that he might be declared bankrupt.
But in the societies of the bottom billion, political leaders have a long
tradition of accumulating wealth while in office. Far from offering
the prospects of book tours, losing power looks decidedly scary. So
evident is the fear of losing office that a public-spirited African busi-
nessman, Mo Ibrahim, has now introduced a $5 million prize for
African presidents who voluntarily step down. Quite possibly, over
time this will indeed change behavior.

Recall that most presidents have learned how to live with the
menace of elections. The prospect of facing the electorate once every
few years is not what brings presidents out in a cold sweat in the
early hours of the morning. What brings on the fear is, ironically,
the system that is supposed to keep the country secure: presidents
fear a coup d’état from their own army. Since independence, suc-
cessful African coups have been running at a rate of around two a
year. Unlike an election, it could happen at any time of any day or
night. If a coup succeeds, sometimes the president can get out in
time, but not necessarily. The successtul coup leaders who toppled
President Doe in Liberia not only tortured him to death but made a
video of it. So presidents are right to be scared. This is the analysis
in which some of them will be most interested. It is based on work
with Benedikt Goderis and Anke Hoeffler.

While the prospect of a coup obviously matters to presidents,
it is not clear that it should matter to the rest of us. If the only re-
gimes that are threatened are themselves dictatorships, a coup is
not something to feel outraged about: perhaps it is the only way of
disciplining dictators. Of course, it would be a different matter if
democracies were also threatened by coups. Even if coups replace
dictators, as an economist my instinct is to say, “What does it cost?”
[t is obvious that a civil war is immensely costly, both in the narrow
terms of income forgone and in the deeper terms of mortality and

the breakdown of social cohesion. But that is because civil wars are
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prolonged, destructive, and usually indecisive. A coup is a surgical
strike: perhaps it is a cheap and effective way of ousting bad re-
gimes. Rather than speculate, I decided to investigate. Since at this
point presidents will be tempted to throw the book down in disgust,
let me reassure them that soon enough I will get to something of
more evident importance: what makes a coup less likely. Impatient
presidents can skip to the next section.

To get a sense of the cost of a coup, a useful starting point is
its impact on the growth of the economy. We found a clear and
straightforward effect of a coup: in the year of the shock it reduced
income by around 3.5 percent, but after a couple of years the econ-
omy reverted to normal. So, taking the aftereffects into account, this
particular cost was around 7 percent of a year’s income. We realized
that this cost might be merely the tip of an iceberg. Economists have
found that political instability is bad for the economy, and coups
seemed likely to be an important form of instability. The main costs
of coups might not be the brief aftereffects of successful coups, but
the consequences of the continuous fear of them. In countries at
high risk of a coup d’état, investors may keep away. To investigate
whether the risk of a coup 1s damaging, you first need to estimate
the risk. In the process you discover what makes a country prone to
a coup, which I will describe shortly. We introduced this risk into
our analysis of growth, trying to see whether it reduced economic
activity over and above the actual coups themselves. We could not
find an effect, and while that does not mean it isn’t there, it probably
means that any effect is fairly modest.

A price of 7 percent of a year’s income is not a cheap way of re-
placing a government, but if the government is truly terrible and it
is replaced by a better one, then it is probably a bargain. Would the
Iraqis have paid 7 percent of a year’s income to oust Saddam Hus-
sein, thereby avoiding a war? Would the Zimbabweans have paid it
to oust President Mugabe, thereby avoiding an economic meltdown

and mass emigration? This is an important difference between a
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coup and a rebellion. A rebellion with its consequent civil war in-
flicts such high costs on the society that in my view there should be
a strong presumption that rebellion is undesirable. Armed struggle
may be romantic, but it is usually a menace. It is sometimes argued
that if governments and rebels are equally bad, as I think is often
the case, then the international community should stay neutral. I
strongly disagree with this view. Unless the rebels are unquestion-
ably a whole lot better than the government, then the cost inflicted
on the society for the one-in-five chance that the rebellion will lead
to the government being overthrown is far too high, and so the re-
bellion should be discouraged. Neutrality is inappropriate when the
issue is war or peace. But coups are a different matter: they have to
be judged predominantly by whether they improve governance.

It is easy to come up with reasons that a coup might improve
matters, and sometimes they clearly do so. The mere threat of a
coup may act as a restraint upon the government. For example, one
of the few instances in which an election in one of the societies of the
bottom billion resulted in the defeat of the incumbent and a change
of president was in Senegal in 2000. The incumbent was persuaded
to accept defeat because the army told him that if he did not, they
would mount a coup. In turn, the Senegalese military had been em-
boldened by the successful coup d’état in Cote d’Ivoire a few months
earlier. So, in that instance, one country’s coup was another coun-
try’s safeguard of the democratic process.

Not only might the threat of a coup discipline a government,
but in extremis, a coup might be the only way of replacing a dysfunc-
tional leader. Colonel Ely Ould Mohamed Vall led a surgical coup
in Mauritania in 2005, promising clean elections in which he would
not be a candidate, and duly kept his promise. The elections, prop-
erly conducted, ushered in what currently looks to be an excellent
government. But unfortunately, even good coups that replace ter-
rible rulers can end up further degrading the polity. Emperor Hailie

Selassie of Ethiopia built a regime in which power was entirely con-
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centrated in his own person. By 1974 he was a senile octogenarian
ruling with disastrous incompetence over the poorest country in the
world. Visiting him, the emperor’s retired adviser John Spencer was
so shocked that he predicted a coup within six weeks. In fact it hap-
pened the next day. So far, so good for everyone except the emperor:
the coup replaced a senile emperor with a respected general, Aman
Andom. But this was not the end of the story. Easy as it would have
been to improve on the performance of a senile emperor, the coup
ended up producing an even greater catastrophe: Colonel Mengistu
Haile Mariam. The general who led the first coup was replaced in a
further coup, and the new leader marched the country into a disas-
trous war, in the process creating one of the world’s most repressive
and economically ruinous regimes.

Even worse, coups might not be provoked by bad governance
but by the opportunistic greed of the army. No sooner had dem-
ocratic Sdo Tomé discovered oil than the army attempted a coup.
The nighttime coup that ousted President Sir Dawda Jawara in the
Gambia originated when a group of drunken soldiers decided to go
to the Presidency building to demand higher pay and found it un-
defended. The Thai coup of 2006 deposed a democratically elected
government that duly got reelected once citizens were given the
chance to vote. So, for the moment, we will have to park the ques-
tion of whether coups are surgical strikes against bad governments
that are cheap at the price, or a menace posed by greedy gunsling-
ers: either might be the norm. I want to get back to what a worried

president might want to read.

PRESIDENTS, RESUME READING HERE: | am going to investi-
gate what determines a coup. As usual, my approach is to gather
as much data as possible on coups and then try to explain their oc-
currence statistically. There is a standard international data source

on successful coups d’états around the world. This was promising,
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but then I hit upon a new data set that had been put together by
Patrick McGowan, a political scientist in Arizona. His innovation
was to have recorded not only the successful coups but the failed
attempts, and even those that had never got as far as an attempt but
had been nipped in the bud at the stage of a plot. His data were only
for Africa, but this still added up to a large number of failed plots,
failed attempts, and successful coups. We reasoned that all attempts,
whether successful or not, had at some stage been plotted. This gave
us an amazing 336 coup plots, of which 191 made it through to the
stage of an attempt, and 82 made it all the way to a successtul coup.
Our task now was to explain what determined each of these stages:
why plot; what got a plot through t