
 
 

 
 
 

 

 
Chr. Michelsen Institute 
Development Studies and Human Rights 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Conflict and Development: 
Framework for a Proposed 
Research Area 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Prepared by CMI and PRIO 
March 2003 
 
Nils Petter Gleditsch, Are Knudsen, Astri Suhrke & Henrik Urdal 

 

 



 
 

Contents 
 
 
1. Introduction 1 
 
2. Clarification of terms 2 
 
3. Basic perspectives on the relationship between development and conflict 3 
 
4. Frontiers of research 6 
 
5. Current research in Norwegian institutions in this area 13 
 
6. References 15 
 



 1

Conflict and Development:  
Framework for a proposed research area 
 
 
Prepared by CMI and PRIO  
31 March 2003 
 
 
 

1. Introduction 
Supporting economic and social development, promoting good governance and reducing 
poverty worldwide are longstanding priorities in Norway’s foreign policy. More recently, 
conflict resolution and peacebuilding have also become major Norwegian concerns. The two 
issues are closely interrelated. Armed conflicts and wars often suspend or reverse 
development. Moreover, less-developed countries are more likely to experience internal 
conflict than richer and more highly developed ones, and developed countries are more likely 
to undertake armed interventions than poorer states. This report addresses the mutual 
relationship between development and conflict and suggests future avenues of policy-relevant 
research. Such efforts can potentially contribute to increase the effectiveness of Norwegian 
support for development as well as peacebuilding. 
 The relationship between violent conflict and development has long been central to the 
social sciences. Classical theorists like Karl Marx and Max Weber framed this relationship on 
the level of state and society, and contemporary social scientists have approached these issues 
with a view to advancing basic research as well as policy-relevant knowledge. There are 
several reasons for refocusing on these fundamental issues today. 
 There is widespread agreement on a statistical relationship between underdevelopment 
and internal, armed conflict. Yet, the causal mechanisms linking the two remain contested or 
poorly understood. The Norwegian research community should be able to contribute 
constructively to the international debate about these issues. 
 
 Developments in the 1990s encouraged new research in areas that can inform the 
relationship between development and conflict. This includes recent work on democratization, 
community-driven development, the poverty–conflict trap, and the political economy of the 
‘new wars’ of the 1990s. Anthropologists have studied the dynamics of violence and patterns 
of recruitment at the micro-level. The conflictual consequences of globalization and strategies 
of peacebuilding are increasingly being explored. 
 The number of on-going wars has increased for most of the period since World War II 
and armed conflict remains a major international problem.1 In addition to the direct battle-
deaths, armed conflicts carry large economic and humanitarian costs. After the end of the 

                                                 
1 We use ‘war’ here for all armed conflicts although in much of the literature this term is limited to larger armed 
conflicts (usually with more than 1,000 battle-deaths). The Uppsala University Conflict Data Project defines 
armed conflict as the use of armed force between two organized parties (where at least one is a government) 
resulting in at least 25 battle-related deaths. For the most recent update (1946–2001), see Gleditsch et al. (2002). 
In 2001, there was one interstate armed conflict and 33 internal armed conflicts in 27 different countries. Other 
compilations of current conflicts (Marshall and Gurr, 2003; Schreiber, 2002) use slightly different definitions 
and may show somewhat higher or lower numbers of conflicts in a given year. But the trend over time and the 
geographical distribution are very similar. 
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Cold War the number of armed conflicts has decreased in the world as a whole, but some 
regions have been left unaffected by this trend. In addition to traditional armed conflicts 
between states and within states some countries also experience other forms of violence, such 
as large-scale violent repression (including genocidal acts), terrorism, and armed intervention. 
Such forms of violence are also a matter of grave concern, and some of them are at least as 
poorly understood as regular wars between organized groups. 
 The post-Cold War international system has profoundly affected the conditions within 
and among states that affect both development and conflict. Development issues are 
increasingly shaped by the broad process of globalization. An upsurge of apparent ethnic 
conflicts in the 1990s became the subject of collective, international response rather than 
competitive intervention, as typically happened during the Cold War. The related claim that 
armed intervention could be a ‘midwife of development’ gained ground, and has recently 
been revived in the context of the Iraq crisis. In historical perspective it seems that conflict in 
fact did serve to sweep aside structural obstacles to economic and political reform in many 
parts of the Third World that had experienced violence during the Cold War. 
 At the same time, global concern with development and conflict has placed these issues 
at the forefront of the policy agenda of many states. There is impatience with older theories of 
modernization, which implied that development simply emerged as a result of evolving 
conditions rather than through policy intervention, and increased demand for knowledge that 
explores the role for countries and international institutions in bringing about desired changes. 
Thus, for reasons of methods, substance and policy, a case can be made for refocusing on the 
contemporary forms of the relationship between development and conflict. 
 
 

2. Clarification of terms 
 
We understand ‘development’ to have many dimensions. Economic development refers to the 
improvement of the standard of living of the population at large, typically including growth 
and poverty reduction. Some measures of economic progress take little account of a skewed 
distribution, and for that reason measures of economic equality are also taken into account. 
Social development includes demographic changes, such as the reduction of infant mortality 
and the increase in life expectancy, measures that unlike GDP per capita are not highly 
inflated by a small number of extremely high values. The term political development is used 
to refer to the emergence of an effective state that is responsive and responsible to its people, 
typically by means of democratic governance and the emergence of an active civil society. In 
this report, we use development in this broad, multidimensional sense of the word. There is an 
ambiguity in that the term development is used to refer to a state of affairs as well as a process 
of change. We try to clarify this by referring whenever appropriate to a given level of 
development versus the process and rate of change. 
 We use ‘conflict’ to describe collective physical violence in a wide range of different 
forms. In addition to wars and lower levels of violent conflict behavior between and within 
states, we include violent riots and rebellions, terrorist acts, genocide, and systematic 
repression. This broad concept of violence permits the comparison of causes and 
consequences of different kinds of violence, as well as their interrelationship. Thus, we argue 
the case for a broad examination of the role of such violence in the development process. For 
instance, the state may deliberately use violence in order to extract compliance by generating 
a ‘culture of fear and terror’ (Margold, 1999), or coercive measures of a disciplinary nature, 
such as forceful re-settlement (Scott, 1998). Some countries exhibit several forms of violence 
in succession or even in parallel fashion. For instance, since 1945 Indonesia has experienced a 
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war of independence, a civil war, expansionist wars, revolts, massive pogroms, and 
systematic violence associated with what some call a criminalization of the state (Anderson, 
2001). During the same period, Indonesia has undergone a dramatic transformation, with 
rapid but uneven economic development interspersed with periods of recession, and 
experienced different forms of political systems. Exploring the relationship between such 
aspects of development and the various forms of violence could in itself be a major research 
focus. 
 
 

3. Perspectives on the relationship between development and conflict 
 
Is underdevelopment in itself a cause of internal conflict? Or is violent conflict rather a 
product of the development process, caused by changes in the economic, social and political 
structures? What is the relationship between different levels of development and interstate 
conflict? Is violent conflict necessarily bad for development, or are there cases where conflict 
may accelerate processes of change? This section will discuss four basic perspectives on the 
relationship between development and conflict: (i) Development as an inherently conflictual 
process, (ii) Underdevelopment as a cause of conflict, (iii) The developmental costs of 
conflict, and (iv) Conflict as a catalyst for development and peacebuilding. 
 
(i) Development as an inherently conflictual process 
 
In many parts of the world, violent conflict has been an integral part of the development 
process. State formation in Europe from the middle ages and onward was intimately 
associated with war-making, both through internal pacification and against adversaries more 
clearly defined as external. The modern state has its origin in the necessity of kings to 
regularize taxation and borrowing in order to consolidate their military power, and to provide 
predictable and low-cost protection to their subjects (Tilly, 1985; Giddens, 1992). Max Weber 
considered the military as the prototype of the modern, rational bureaucratic entity, and 
during the Cold War, many Western social scientists considered the military to be the pre-
eminent modernizing agent in the Third World. In the perspective of classic Marxian political 
economy, development is likewise and necessarily conflictual, driven by contradictions 
inherent in the modes of production. 
 But there is a difference between potential and actual violent conflict, and some forms 
of development are less conflictual than other. In the development of Western states and 
society, historic compromises that decreased socio-economic inequality and established 
institutions allowing widespread political participation served to tame the potential for 
conflict. In line with this, modernization theory has frequently focused on institution-building. 
As Huntington claimed in a classic study (1968), institutions are essential to channel the 
conflicts inherent in the development process into non-violent political forms. 
 Much scholarship suggests that economic inequality generally exacerbates the potential 
for violence (Gurr, 1970; Stewart, 1998). The traditional literature on war and revolution 
established the importance of inequality, e.g. in the civil wars that challenged the oligarchies 
of Central America as well as in the older revolutions of Asia and Europe, and in patterns of 
landownership in relation to violent independence struggles in Africa (Gurr et al., 1991; 
Paige, 1975; Scott, 1976; Skocpol, 1979; Wolf, 1969; Zolberg et al., 1989). The point is 
contested, however (Lichbach, 1989), and recent quantitative work has failed to find any 
significant statistical relationship between economic inequality and civil war (Collier and 
Hoeffler, 2001; Hegre et al., 2003). This work, in turn, has been contested on methodological 
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grounds. Less controversial is the proposition that conflict is reduced when economic and 
ethnic boundaries do not coincide to reinforce each other, but form ‘un-ranked hierarchies’ 
(Horowitz, 1985).  
 Considerable recent scholarship has focused on the resource-intensive aspect of modern 
development and examined the implications for violent conflict. While some of this work is in 
a neo-Malthusian tradition, other focuses on broader patterns of conflict driven by 
competition for resources (Gleditsch et al., 1997; Hauge and Ellingsen, 1998; Homer–Dixon, 
1999; Le Billon, 2001).  
 More recently, a ‘resource curse’ school of thought (Sachs and Warner, 2001) has 
argued that countries with abundant and valuable natural resources, particularly minerals and 
oil, are likely to experience conflict over the control of revenues from these resources (de 
Soysa, 2002a,b). Both the scarcity and abundance perspectives are strongly linked to the role 
of economic development in the causation of conflict. 
 Generally, periods of change and transitions are associated with conflict. Change is 
likely to be uneven and create a sense of relative deprivation, injustice and threats among 
segments of the population that will lead to new forms of political protest or mobilization 
(Gurr, 1970). In cultural terms, modernization may create anxiety and contradictions, as noted 
by classical sociologists like Durkheim, and stimulate radical, collectivist responses as well as 
individual crises. Millenarian revolts of earlier periods are a case in point. At the same time, 
existing controls are likely to break down or are altered in the process of change. In this 
perspective, it is not surprising that recent studies have found that semi-democracies – 
countries that are somewhere between autocracy and democracy – are politically less stable 
and more prone to internal armed conflict than more pure types of autocracies and 
democracies (Hegre et al., 2001; Regan and Henderson, 2002). 
 Contemporary forms of transition that may be particularly relevant to the study of 
conflict are transitions from tradition to modernity, which have been associated with the rise 
of militant movements, transitions from a command economy to a market economy, 
transitions generated by growing globalization, transitions caused by demand for stabilization 
and structural adjustment reforms, and transitions from various forms of authoritarian regimes 
to democratic pluralism. 
 
(ii) Underdevelopment as a cause of conflict 
 
Classical writers envisaged development as a stable and peaceful end-point. Weber saw 
modernization as modifying what we today would call ethnic identities and conflict associated 
with them. The Marxian historical trajectory also ended in social harmony. A similar notion 
appears in recent macro-sociology of history that shows the transition from violence to 
stability of Western democracies, for instance in the work of Barrington Moore (1967). In this 
perspective, by implication, a state of underdevelopment is seen as a cause of conflict. 
 Recent quantitative research confirms that violent conflict is most likely to occur within 
and between poor and economically stagnant states. This is a near-universal finding in 
statistical studies (Hegre et al., 2001; Sambanis, 2002; World Bank, 2003), and supported by 
many case studies (Hauge, 2002). 
 Underdevelopment is also associated with complex emergencies, a term used to denote 
a broad class of frequently overlapping events like warfare, state violence, disease, hunger 
and displacement. Such events have been associated with long-term economic decline, but 
also factors like internal income inequality, dependence on IMF funding, and endogenous 
conflict tradition (Nafziger and Auvinen, 2002). 
 A similar relationship is found for political development. Violent conflict is less likely 
to occur within and among democratic states (Hegre et al., 2001; Russett and Oneal, 2001). 
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The reasons why democracies are internally peaceful and externally peaceful against each 
other remain contested. Western democracies appear to be involved in war as much as other 
countries (Gleditsch and Hegre, 1997). Democracies have fought many colonial wars (Ravlo 
et al., 2003) and engaged in covert actions against radical regimes in the Third World. The 
United States has conducted particularly frequent military interventions in Latin America and 
France has intervened a number of times in its former colonies in Africa. After the end of the 
Cold War, the US is the only country that retains a global capacity for military intervention.  
Armed interventions by democracies are typically undertaken in, or against, countries that are 
economically less developed and that lack democratic institutions. Given the historical 
propensity of such states to go to war against non-democratic states, the reasons are not 
obviously found in the nature of democracy (Gates et al., 1996). 
 The older literature on imperialism and neo-imperialism found the causes of neo-
colonialism and armed intervention in the nature of development within the industrialized, 
democratic states, and the fact of uneven economic development internationally. There is a 
large case-oriented literature on each type of wars in which the Western industrial 
democracies have been involved: the older imperialist wars and interventions, the 
interventions in Third World conflicts that became linked to the Cold War, and the 
interventionist wars of the 1990s and beyond. Recent works in this area are typically more 
sensitive to complex causal dynamics than the older neo-Marxist interpretations, including 
inter alia ideology as a motive force for intervention, whether of the national ‘manifest 
destiny’ type (Zimmermann, 2002) or contemporary understanding of human rights 
(Chandler, 2002).  
 The relationship between level of economic development and conflict may be 
contingent on level of political development, and vice versa. Newbury (1988) argues that very 
low levels of economic development may underwrite stable societies, particularly if they are 
non-democratic, in a pattern she labels ‘the cohesion of oppression’. Lipset (1959), on the 
other hand, argues that a certain level of economic development is a precondition for the 
emergence of a stable democracy. Some recent empirical evidence indicates that some 
economic development may also be necessary before we observe the peacebuilding effect of 
democracy. Autocratic governments rich in oil or other natural resources may be able to pay 
off the population in general and alternative elites in particular (Ross, 2001). However, rich 
autocracies seem to be more prone to conflict than rich democracies. 
 
(iii) The developmental costs of conflict 
 
Violent conflict entails destruction of life, health, property, infrastructure, and institutions. 
These losses can result in great losses in terms of economic, social, and political 
development.2 This is perhaps the most widespread and intuitively understood connection 
between development and conflict. In more systemic terms, war can be understood as a factor 
of underdevelopment. The consequences of war in terms of the socio-economic development 
process have been systematically studied in at least one major project (Stewart and Fitzgerald, 
2001) and in much of the case study literature. Increasingly, it has also attracted the attention 
of the World Bank. 
 

                                                 
2 It is estimated that between 1945 and 2000, some 50 million persons, including civilians and military, have 
been direct casualties of armed conflict. Young men between the ages of 15 and 44 are by far the largest group 
of victims from conflicts; this is also a cohort that in economic development terms are highly productive. There 
are additional indirect effects on mortality through morbidity, lack of medical facilities, etc (Murray et al., 2002). 
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(iv) Conflict as a catalyst for development and peacebuilding 
 
While having obvious costs, wars of national liberation, revolutions, civil wars, and military 
interventions may also address some underlying source of conflict and pave the way for 
institutional change associated with economic and political development. In recent years, this 
problematique has been the backdrop for the discussion of peacebuilding strategies, especially 
in post-conflict situations. A new literature has developed on how strategies of peacebuilding 
can promote economic and political development in war-torn societies. Most recently, the 
notion of ‘war as a midwife of development’ has been part of the rationale for armed 
intervention – either to address issues of human rights and promote political development 
through democratic self-determination (e.g. Kosovo, East Timor) or to introduce more 
progressive forms of development (e.g. Afghanistan, Iraq). 
 
 

4. Frontiers of research 
 
Within this broad canvas, where are the current frontiers of research that are most relevant to 
Norwegian research institutions? We have applied the following criteria to define priority 
areas of research: 
 

•  where existing knowledge has produced puzzles to be explained or resolved 
•  where different methodologies tend to produce contrasting findings  
•  where knowledge can be advanced by building cumulatively on earlier findings 
•  where current events demand new policy-relevant knowledge 
•  where new areas have been identified by other research communities 

 
This suggests several areas of research regarding the relationships between conflict and 
development. Here, we follow the same four-part division as in the previous section. 
 
(i) Development as an inherently conflictual process 
 
The world is undergoing a process of extraordinary rapid economic and technological change. 
As noted above, such transition periods are particularly prone to generate violence, and the 
process of globalization is often linked to conflict. The skeptics view globalization as 
resulting in greater inequality, insecurity, and pockets of poverty, factors that can in turn are 
likely increase conflict. Supporters of globalization, on the other hand, argue that greater 
economic exchange between states creates interdependence and economic growth, and 
enhances democracy – all of which increase the cost of conflict and reduce the risk that it will 
occur within or between states. These opposing perspectives need to be confronted more 
systematically through research. Quite possibly, both may have elements of truth at the same 
time. 
 There is need for more systematic knowledge regarding the consequences of 
globalization with respect to conflict. Globalization needs to be ‘unpacked’ in terms of 
its various components and their impact on various types of societies as well as segments 
within. Conditions under which the conflictual aspects of globalization can be modified 
need to be explored. 
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 Globalization has spurred new interest in the phenomenon of ‘weak states’, understood 
as entities that are eroded from above (by globalization) and below (by communal, regional, 
or civil society power) (Gjerdåker et al., 1994). Weak states are also understood in relation to 
changing notions of sovereignty, which is increasingly seen as a divisible and partial attribute. 
In this perspective the state appears as a shell-like entity, both undermined and propped up by 
transnational forces (Jackson, 1990; Krasner, 2001). In a development perspective, weak 
states can also be seen as countries with low institutional capacity and a legitimacy deficit 
(Zartman, 1995). The related concept of failed states became central among both academics 
and policy-makers in the 1990s, and attempts were made to identify the attributes of such 
states so as to predict their occurrence (Esty et al., 1998; King and Zeng, 2001). Both weak 
and failed states remain widely used but imprecise analytical categories. 
 Concepts of weak and failed states need to be refined in relation to dimensions of 
development and conflict. What kinds of weak and failed states – in institutional, 
economic, or political terms – are most likely to experience violence? And what kind of 
violence is most likely, e.g. anarchic or repressive? Are the underlying causes of weak 
and failing states to be found in the domestic development of the country, in the 
international strategic context, or in a globalized international political economy? 
 
 The transition from a command economy to a market economy has involved 
considerable instability and violence, in particular in former Yugoslavia and in parts of the 
former Soviet Union. While these transitions are now mostly over, they have great theoretical 
significance by providing a virtual laboratory of variations of societal transitions. For 
instance, in cases associated with great violence, notably Yugoslavia, economic reform and 
identity factors interacted to intensify contestation over control of the state, which ended in a 
war over the nature of the state itself (e.g. Woodward, 1995; Kaldor, 2001).  
 Studies of past transformation of socialist systems can enhance our understanding 
of societal transformations more generally, and the threshold of violence within different 
kinds of systems in response to externally induced change. Such studies will also be 
relevant in relation to cases where the change towards a market economy is gathering 
momentum, but the political system remains highly controlled (China and Vietnam). 
 
 Transitions involving economic reforms based on stabilization and structural 
adjustment, typically involve fiscal stringency and market liberalization. This may be part of a 
broader globalization process but there is a significant and separate literature on this theme. 
Much of the literature on Africa finds reform has had negative socio-economic consequences, 
especially in the short run and regarding distributive aspects such as increased relative 
deprivation, inequality, and growing pockets of poverty and marginalization (SAPRIN, 2002). 
From the 1980s and onward, indebtedness and external demands also produced a long-term 
weakening of the state and typically made it unable to provide effective services or maintain 
politically supportive coalitions. In other cases, the virtual permanent crisis created neo-
patrimonial states (van de Walle, 2001). The neo-Marxist literature on Africa see 
consequences in terms of destabilization and social unrest as well (Abrahamsen, 2000). 
However, this literature on economic adjustment rarely examines the further connection 
between reform and violence. The exceptions to the rule (Uvin 1998 on Rwanda; Young, 
2002 on region-wide trends; Brautigam et al. 2002 on Zimbabwe) show that such reform can 
have severe conflict potential. 
 More research is needed on the conflictual consequences of externally-induced 
economic reforms in developing countries. Particularly important are complex conflict 
dynamics of a conjunctural nature, i.e. where economic change interacts with other 
developments to produce violence. From a policy perspective, such research can help 
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inform international institutions and donors how fiscal and economic reform can be 
promoted without increasing the likelihood of violent conflict. 
 
 Political transitions – including the process of democratization – are likely to entail 
instability and potentially violent conflict, according to some studies (Huntington 1968; 
Reagan and Henderson 2002). Political change will encourage mobilization that cannot easily 
be accommodated by existing institutions, leaving the stage open for anarchical violence, 
riots, etc. Opening up the political process may also provoke regressive violence from forces 
that fear they cannot compete in the political process, including hard-line political minorities, 
religious fundamentalists, or armed elements. Democratization may enable ethnic 
entrepreneurs to mobilize supporters antagonistically along ethnic lines. Under such 
conditions elections can be quite divisive. On the other hand, the recent drive to establish 
institutions of democratic pluralism in Africa has not been associated with excess 
mobilization and related violence. Rather, indifference and low participation rates seem to 
prevail (van de Walle, 2001; Ottaway and Carothers, 2000).  
 Insofar as democracies are internally more peaceful than non-democratic states, it is also 
important from a conflict perspective to understand the conditions under which 
democratization is likely to take hold and succeed. Early versions of modernization theory 
held that democracy required a certain level of economic development; countries could not 
democratize until they had become more economically developed (Lipset, 1959; Huntington 
and Nelson, 1976). This has been contradicted by recent empirical research, which concludes 
that ‘[d]emocracy is or is not established by political actors pursuing their goals, and it can be 
initiated at any level of development’ (Przeworski and Limongi, 1997: 177). Once it is 
established, the survival chances of democracies improve with economic growth, but ‘[if] 
they succeed in generating development, democracies can survive even in the poorest 
nations’. This conclusion is supported by some case study material. In the Arab world, for 
instance, it is the poorer, not the richer Arab countries that have taken steps towards 
democracy (Sadiki, 2000). 
 Ethnic divisions can serve as a link that tie democratization and market liberalization to 
violent conflict. Economic liberalization may concentrate economic power in the hands of an 
ethnic minority, while political liberalization simultaneously places political power in the 
hands of the ethnic majority. This can create the conditions for political violence (Chua, 
2003). The current violence in Venezuela is a case in point, suggesting a dynamic that is 
familiar from earlier periods in Southeast Asia (Golay, 1969). 
 In sum, the nature and consequences of the democratization processes with respect 
to the potential for violence remain poorly understood and open to conflicting theories. 
Recent research has unearthed several puzzles of conventional theory that need to be 
examined further. In particular, under what circumstances is democratization likely to 
produce less/more violence? Under what the conditions is democratization likely to 
proceed at all? When is ethnic division a catalyst of violence during a political 
transition? What strategies are relevant for conflict-reduction during transitions of this 
kind? 
 
 Transitions towards development frequently entail more deep-seated change that affects 
traditional values and social structures.. The tensions of modernization, as noted above, may 
stimulate radical fundamentalist and militant responses. Such tension is a common 
explanation for contemporary militant, Islamist movements. However, as Moaddel (2002) 
points out, there are several competing theories. The Islamist revival can be understood as a 
response to various forms of economic, political and cultural crisis. In particular, the failure of 
repressive governments to translate resource wealth into welfare for the population is an 
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important factor in several Middle Eastern states (Knudsen, 2003). The sources of militancy 
and Islamic terrorism has thus been explained by psychological factors (pathology, 
deprivation), societal conditions (economy, governance), or the nature of the state 
(sponsorship, hegemony, failed states) (Lia and Skjølberg, 2000). Several writers note the 
need for a better understanding of the underlying causes of the Islamic revival, as well as 
extreme violence perpetrated in the name of religion (Juergensmeyer, 2000; Martinez, 2000).  
 In another theoretical tradition, Max Weber saw the modernization process as 
progressive rationalization on the level of both state and society. In this perspective, 
modernization entails a reduction of the saliency of ethnic divisions as primordial identities 
are replaced by modern achievement-oriented criteria of identity. By this logic, ethnic 
conflicts would be reduced with the progress of modernization. Some scholars claim, by 
contrast, that the post-Cold War world is increasingly divided by ethnic lines that ultimately 
involve a clash of civilizations (Huntington, 1996). Other contemporary scholars follow in the 
Weberian tradition; they see ethnic conflict as being on the wane (Mueller, 2000) or merely as 
a ‘constructed identity’ that enables political entrepreneurs or rebels to mobilize followers for 
their own agendas (Collier and Hoeffler, 2001; Hutchinson, 2000, 2001; Malkki, 1995; 
Oberschall, 2000).  
 The question is increasingly asked as well whether the modernization process constrains 
or, rather, aggravates customary forms of social violence as suggested by case studies from 
e.g., Ethiopia (Abbink, 1998) and Albania (Bozgo et al., 2002). In most situations 
modernization has been accompanied by the proliferation of small arms, which clearly 
increases the propensity for conflict at the local and regional level (Mirzeler and Young, 
2000). 
 Contemporary, violent manifestations of ethnicity and militant movements based 
on religious revivalism require urgent, systematic, and dispassionate research. In 
particular, it is essential to examine when, and under what conditions, developmental 
change will modify such violence, and when it is likely to exacerbate it. From a policy 
perspective, this research is relevant to a range of issues involving Western responses to 
militant Islam, including the role of aid and good governance to address underlying 
causes. 
 
 (ii) Underdevelopment as a cause of conflict  
 
As noted above, there is widespread agreement that conflict is much more likely to take place 
in poor countries. Why this is so, remains hotly contested (Gleditsch, 2002). In economic 
terms, a grievance explanation sees armed conflict as a rebellion of the poor against the rich, 
with the aim of redistribution. The target may be the domestic elite, multinational 
corporations, and semi-colonial structures. The grievance perspective on civil war was 
especially prominent in the neo-Marxist literature in the 1970s, but was understood in terms 
of political economy, where inequalities of economic, social and political power were 
inextricably linked. 
 A sharply opposing perspective relies on economic opportunity analysis to explain the 
incidence of civil war in poor countries. Here, the motive force for rebellion is greed, that is, 
the economic opportunity for rebel movements to engage in looting of national resources. The 
lower the income of the country, the more manpower available for recruitment to the rebels. If 
the country has valuable natural resources, looting is all the more profitable. Also, in poor 
countries, the government has a smaller tax base and can set up an efficient central 
administration, including police and security forces. Valuable natural resources can boost the 
repressive machinery. If the resources can be exploited by both sides, there is a potential for 
an enduring conflict (Collier, 2000; Berdal and Malone, 2000). Such wars are sometimes 
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labeled new wars, and the opportunity structures for rebel support have changed over time 
(Jean, 1996). The pattern of warfare is by no means new, however (Kaldor, 2001: Kalyvas, 
2001). 
 The grievance vs. opportunity schools of thought on conflict relate to a much wider 
distinction between radical and liberal views of the consequences of economic development. 
In the radical view, economic growth frequently increases inequality, in turn causing 
grievance and conflict. For liberals, economic development entails modernization, literacy, 
education, and adoption of modern values. 
 The two perspectives are not completely contradictory. A rebel group may have a strong 
commitment to redistribution, at least initially. But in order to fund its activities it may have 
to resort to looting and extortion. There is hardly any rebel movement that has not at some 
point been accused of criminal activities. 
 The liberal and radical perspectives on why poverty is related to conflict have very 
different policy implications. The liberal view emphasizes the importance of economic and 
political modernization coupled with building a monopoly of power for the government. The 
radical view advocates redistribution and political change.  
 Further exploring the radical and liberal views on poverty and conflict will help 
clarify the causal dynamic between the two. The aggregate relationship between poverty 
and conflict masks numerous internal variations and national paths. The next essential 
step is to identify the various conflict dynamics involved, and the conditions as well as 
strategies that serve to modify or exacerbate conflict. In this respect, it is particularly 
important to understand to what extent poverty is associated with political dimensions 
of underdevelopment that are related to violent conflict in their own right, such as a 
weak or repressive state, and lack of institutions to present grievances or protect 
individual or group rights. Disentangling these various paths of violence is especially 
important from a policy perspective which calls for strategies to reduce armed conflict 
in the development process.   
 
 A policy area of great interest to Norway is how development strategies impact on 
internal conflict. The liberal model suggests that development aid will stimulate economic 
development and democratization and (in the long run) reduce conflict. However, aid can also 
be diverted to military build-ups and repressive measures, and may stimulate conflict as well. 
Overall, the modalities of aid are typically more important in this respect than the volume 
(Muscat 2002; Ofstad, 2002). Official transfers are small relative to transfers of other conflict-
related resources (e.g. trade, investment, military assistance, humanitarian assistance). Yet, 
they can have an important effect on an evolving conflict, e.g. by freeing the government to 
release other funds for war-purposes (Sri Lanka), by supporting development priorities that 
affect tension among competing political forces (East-West Pakistan), or by imposing 
conditionalities related to conflict prevention or conflict reduction (Zimbabwe). The role of 
sanctions and conditionalities is of particular interest in this respect (Tostensen and Bull, 
2002; Selbervik, 1999).  
 A growing interest among OECD governments in conflict prevention during the second 
half of the 1990s has stimulated considerable work in this area. Most of these studies are 
descriptive and prescriptive, with limited explanatory or predictive value (e.g. OECD/DAC, 
1999).  
 Research on the role of aid in preventing or enhancing violent conflict should be 
carried forward by drawing on the literature on institutional development, development 
assistance and conflict. This will enhance the theoretical and policy relevance of such 
work. 
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 Given the continuing incidence of armed intervention, it is important to understand the 
dynamic of why highly developed and democratic states go to war or otherwise become 
involved in international armed conflicts, and how this is related to development factors in 
both the intervening and the intervened state. Apart from earlier work on imperialist reasons 
for intervention, some recent work views humanitarian assistance and intervention as part of a 
global system of uneven development (Duffield, 2001). Despite the theoretical and intuitive 
links, recent studies on interventionism from the 1990s have rarely raised issues in relation to 
development. Rather, most studies have focused on the states’ position in the international 
system, and on the rationale for intervention and its consequences. 
 Research on the role of development factors in the causes of the armed 
interventions and interventionist wars of the 1990s and beyond would fill a gap in the 
literature and have clear policy relevance. 
 
 (iii) The developmental costs of conflict 
 
Civil war has been characterized as ‘development in reverse’ (World Bank, 2003). Civil war 
has enormous economic costs resulting from the destruction of human and financial capital. 
Economic growth is slower after a civil war. Military expenditure tends to rise, diverting 
resources from more constructive purposes. Large population displacements, disease and 
disabilities usually follow in the wake of civil war, and can have long-term consequences. The 
absence of security and predictability in post-conflict societies can obstruct accumulation of 
assets, development of stable social relations, and institution-building. Recently ended 
conflict often is associated with great uncertainty as to whether conflict will resume, 
particularly if underlying security dilemmas have not been addressed (Walter, 2002). The 
legacy of conflict typically discourages investors and generates aid dependency. Small arms 
abound, which encourage criminal activities, sometimes combined with demobilized soldiers 
who are not reintegrated. 
 A political economy of war typically carries over into the first phases of peace, as seen 
e.g. in Afghanistan (Suhrke et al., 2002). This typically entails distorted forms of social and 
economic life, such as illicit production and trade in diamonds, weapons, and drugs and other 
valuables, extortion, and even looting of civilians. Such activities may sustain structures of 
warlordism, mafias and similar institutions, as well as corruption. A political economy of 
conflict diverges quite drastically from the kind of economy that encourages sound economic 
development. Resources are removed from growth-generating efforts such as health care and 
education. There is generally less production and more looting. 
 The question of post-conflict development should be given higher priority in 
Norwegian development research. Such research should focus on the political as well 
economic consequences of conflict, including how post-war reconstruction can be 
undertaken in a way that facilitates sustainable development rather than aid 
dependency. 
 
 (iv) Conflict as a catalyst for development and peacebuilding 
 
In the age of imperialism, the rationale for expansion typically had a strong developmental 
aspect in terms of a modernizing and civilizing mission. At the present time, some of the 
armed interventions have likewise had a developmental rationale in a broad sense: 
establishing self-determination and human rights in Kosovo and East Timor; democratic 
pluralism in the former Yugoslavia, modernizing and democratizing the regimes in 
Afghanistan and Iraq. 
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 The key question in this context is whether, and under what kinds of conditions, 
interventionist wars actually function as a catalyst of subsequent development. There is by 
now a substantial case-specific material on post-conflict developments that can be harnessed 
for broader analysis of this kind. There is a large gray literature of commissioned evaluations 
(e.g. King’s College, 2003), as well as a more theoretical literature on peacebuilding. As the 
latte literature establishes, the degree of success in peacebuilding depends heavily on the 
conflict that preceded it, as well as the nature of the settlement.  
 Systematic research is needed on the question of whether, and under what kinds of 
conditions, wars and armed interventions actually function as a catalyst of subsequent 
development. Sufficient time has now elapsed to address the question with regard to the 
armed conflicts in the Third World during the Cold War. There is sufficient data to 
undertake preliminary assessment regarding the developmental consequences of the 
interventionist wars in the 1990s and beyond. 
 
 More generally, violent conflict can serve as a catalyst of development by removing 
structural obstacles to change and by opening up for post-war development. In the 
contemporary period, this has typically been associated with peace settlements and 
peacebuilding strategies in parts of the developing world that experienced severe wars in the 
1970s and 1980s (e.g. in Central America, southern Africa, Southeast Asia). Sufficient time 
has now passed since the peace settlement to assess the nature of the post-war development 
and its causes, including the role of the previous conflict. As in the case of interventionist 
wars, there is here a substantial case-specific literature, which can be utilized for a 
comparative, analytical approach.  
 Systematic research is needed on the question of whether, and under what kinds of 
conditions, wars and military intervention actually function as a catalyst of subsequent 
development. 
 
 Peacebuilding appeared as a central research area in the 1990s, largely as a result of 
demand by policy makers for policy-relevant knowledge in helping to rebuild societies after 
war and other conflicts. Peacebuilding in this sense is usually understood as a transitional 
activity designed to prevent the recurrence of past violent conflict and to lay the foundation 
for (re)building political, economic and social systems that in the longer run will prevent new 
wars. The key policy issues and related research have focused on ‘how to’ questions, notably 
how to ensure that donor-financed recovery encourages sustainable economic growth rather 
than enduring dependency, how to (re)start democratic processes and institution-building that 
will sustain the peace, how to undertake effective security sector reform, how to provide order 
and justice in war-torn societies, and how to addresses grievances of the past (transitional 
justice). 
 Much of the literature in this area has been tailored to specific cases and is quite applied. 
Increasingly, however, efforts have been made to aggregate and compare data based on 
several cases, both using both comparative historical analysis (Cousens et al., 2001; 
Hampson, 1996; Stedman, 2001; Suhrke et al., 2002; Woodward, 2002), and quantitative 
methods (Doyle and Sambanis, 2000). 
 Research on peacebuilding has immediate policy relevance. Many of the ‘how to’ 
questions depend on an understanding of causal mechanisms that are addressed in the broader 
literature on economic development, institution building, and democratization, as well as the 
conflict-specific literature.  
 Future research on peacebuilding could be enriched by drawing upon the more 
theoretical literature. A second-generation literature should be able to provide more 
systematic answers as to what types of conditions are required for producing the desired 
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effect in different policy sectors, in different kinds of societies, emerging from different 
kinds of conflicts, and situated in different kinds of regional/international contexts. 
 
 A related literature concerns the international institutions involved in peacebuilding, 
particularly the United Nations. A case-study literature is emerging in this area, focusing on 
the role of particular UN agencies or on UN operations in certain kinds of post-conflict 
contexts. Certain analytical themes have been stressed as well, e.g. the UN’s role in 
peacebuilding for conflict prevention (IPA, 2002), and organizational learning in the UN 
system. 
 Research on the role of international institutions in peacebuilding is a growth area 
of immediate relevance to policy. Given the data available, there are now opportunities 
to move forward with systematic research in this area. 

 
 
 

* * * * * 
 

Two challenges cut across the priority areas of research identified above. The upsurge of 
research on violent conflict in the 1990s has created a challenge of methodology. The deep 
divisions in the field over the conflicting findings relate in part to different methodological 
approaches, but also to differences among discipline-based approaches (Mack, 2002). The 
situation calls for research that can refine, reject, or reconcile these findings by drawing on 
multiple approaches and the insight from different disciplines. For instance, statistical 
relationships between indicators of development and conflict can be explored through 
qualitative analysis using case studies to identify causal dynamics. Ethnographic and 
anthropological research on motivation of fighters and reconciliation can be used to enrich 
research on patterns of violence based on structural or rational actor models (Schafer, 2001; 
Kalyvas, 2001; Gates, 2002). 
 There is a related challenge of generating policy-relevant knowledge. Much of the 
qualitative literature is case-specific and has limited applicability, while findings based on 
quantitative methods are probabilistic and hence have limited applicability to particular policy 
issues. The challenge is to refine knowledge generated by both methods and translate it into 
an intermediate level of theory that has greater applicability to policy. 
 
 

5. Current research in Norwegian institutions in this area 
 
In an early phase of preparing this report, a number of Norwegian research institutions were 
invited to report back on research priorities, current relevant work and general competence in 
the area of development and conflict., Only a few replied, however. Some reported no 
relevant research. Aside from CMI and PRIO, Centre for Development and the Environment 
(SUM) and the Norwegian Institute of International Affairs (NUPI) voiced a great interest in 
this research area and reported competence on several relevant issues. SUM stressed the need 
for methodological pluralism, regional perspectives, rights-based approaches, and research 
focusing on the beneficiaries of conflict. NUPI is engaged in relevant research on the 
conditions for establishing effective states, and of interventions as a means to achieve this. 
They also hold competence in the fields of corruption, peacekeeping operations, and 
development aid. 
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 Several university departments and research institutes in economics have dealt 
extensively with development issues, but rarely relating their work to conflict. Recently, 
however, economists at the University of Oslo and NTNU have contributed to the literature 
on the economics of conflict (Mehlum et al., 2002). 
 At the Research Council of Norway most research on conflict has been supported under 
discipline-based research, notably in political science. Although much of its research support 
is channeled through thematic research programs, few such programs have been concerned 
with conflict. Currently, the Council’s Division for Environment and Development (MU) has 
two relevant research programs, both funded by the Norwegian Ministry of Foreign Affairs. 
One is on ‘The multilateral system in the field of development’, and the other and much larger 
program on ‘Globalization and marginalization: Roads to development in the South’. PRIO, 
CMI, and other institutions have obtained funding for conflict-related projects under these 
programs. 
 At CMI, development and human rights are core research areas. CMI has an 
interdisciplinary research community that reflects the broad reach of the theme conflict and 
development. Relevant research foci of long-standing are (i) the causes and conditions of 
poverty, including poverty alleviation, (ii) strategies, impact and consequences of economic 
liberalization reforms in developing countries, (iii) economic development cooperation, 
including conditionality, (iv) political development in the form of democratic transitions, 
democratic consolidation, and good governance in Africa. The latter topic is organized  
through the program ‘Political institutions in Africa’ (POLINAF). More recently, corruption 
has emerged a major research field and CMI hosts the web-based Utstein Anti-Corruption 
Resource Centre (www.U4.no). 
 The causes and alleviation of human rights violations, and humanitarian emergencies 
and responses constitute major research fields at CMI. The role of humanitarian and 
development assistance to countries in protracted crisis and post-crisis transitions has been the 
principal focus of the institute program called Aid on Conflict. In a related area, the role of 
reforms in the legal sector to promote domestic justice and peace after violent conflict has 
been explored through an interdisciplinary and inter-institutional program based at CMI, 
called Courts in Transition. 
 At PRIO, there is a particularly long tradition in studying violent conflict, internally as 
well as between states. In recent years, PRIO has contributed to the international academic 
debate over the relationships between political institutions, political change and conflict 
behavior. Increasingly, this perspective has broadened to include studies of the interactions 
between economic and political development. Future research will also focus on disentangling 
the impact on conflict of various institutional traits. Other ongoing research projects 
investigate how conflict is related to economic globalization, inequality between ethnic and 
religious groups, resource abundance, and resource scarcity. The collection of data on small 
arms transfers (NISAT) provides opportunities for studies of the impact of small arms 
availability on recurrence of conflict and opportunities for economic, political and social 
development in post-conflict societies. Much relevant research at PRIO involves quantitative 
methods, but comparative case studies also contribute important insight. Much of the relevant 
work at PRIO is now in the process of being integrated into the new Centre for the Study of 
Civil War (www.prio.no/cscw), one of Norway’s thirteen Centres of Excellence. 
 CMI and PRIO are complementary in research on development and conflict. The main 
interests of the two institutions are development and peace research respectively, but much 
cross-cutting work already exists. Together, the two institutions are engaged in research 
relevant to all the four perspectives discussed above. Furthermore, the staff involved in 
relevant projects is collectively inter- and cross-disciplinary and thus represent 
methodological pluralism. Being able to draw on a great variety of foundational literature, 

http://www.u4.no/
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empirical research, and different methodologies, the two research institutes are well 
positioned to address together puzzles, challenges, and the substantive frontiers of research 
identified here. 
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