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Abstract 
The end of the cold war signified the triumph of western ideas of capitalism 

and liberalism against the forces and ideas of communism. There were 

celebrations and some intellectuals declared The End of History by which 

they meant that the era of grand conflict in the history of man has passed. 

The assumption was that there would be a harmonization of cultures and 

identities. This prediction and conceptualization of history have proved to 

be wrong. Today, there is no harmonization of cultures and conflict persists. 

Post-cold war conflict has not been motivated by grand ideologies anymore 

but by the differences in identities. This paper attempts a theoretical 

explanation of the types, manifestations and nature of conflict in Africa 

using the ‘Protracted Social Conflict’ (PSC) model by Edward Azar. The 

paper starts with an examination of the nature and typology of conflict, 

touching on the forms conflict in a state can take. The paper proceeds to the 

analysis of Azar’s PSC model in the context of African conflicts. The paper 

concludes that the PSC thesis provides a relevant framework for 

understanding Africa’s conflicts, especially those conflicts that have 

persisted over a long period of time.  
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Introduction 
It is a truism that the world is in the 

throes of violent conflicts. This 

realization has made Singer and 

Wildavsky (1993) to divide the globe 

into ‘the zones of peace’ (to imply the 

industrialised world) and ‘the zones of 

turmoil’ (to imply the developing 

world). Kacowicz’s (1995), in his 

characterization has also divided the 

globe into “the zones of peace” and 

“the zones of war.” 

Coser (1956) in his insightful book 

‘The Function of Social Conflict’, 

advanced the theory of social conflict. 

The three basic assumptions of this 

theory according to Coser are that 

firstly, society is composed of 

different groups that compete for 

resources. Secondly, that while 

societies may portray a sense of 

cooperation, there is a continual 

power struggle between social groups 

as they pursue their own interests. 

Thirdly and finally, social groups will 

use resources to their own advantage 

in the pursuit of their goals. The theory 

emphasises conflict, particularly 

conflict between different value 

systems and interests. Modern society 

is viewed as complex and composed 

of different values and interests, 

which are often incompatible. This 

theory thus, seeks to re-emphasize the 

inevitable role of conflict. For 

example, the older legitimized value 

of profit maximization on which every 

business enterprise is based and 

energy usage conflicts with the 

increasing responsibility to the 

environment and the society at large 

expected of businesses. 

By explicitly emphasizing conflict, 

the social conflict approach directs 

attention at how the clash of values 

and interests is resolved and stresses 

that issues are not always resolved by 

the predominance of the side having 

the greatest advantage or power. For 

the resolution of the conflict of 

interest between the state and the 

subnational groups, an understanding 

of the demands or needs of the 

community are necessary. The major 

needs of the subnational groups as 

identified by Cutlip et al (1978) are as 

follows: 

• Community prosperity 

• Support for religion 

• Work for everyone 

• Law and order 
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• Adequate educational facilities 

• Proper housing and utilities 

• Attention to public welfare 

• Progressive measures for good health etc 

 

With social movements, violence can also be interactive. According to Tilly 

(1978:177) interactive violence occurs when “repressive forces do the largest 

part of the killing and wounding; while the groups (social movement) they are 

seeking to control do most of the damage to objects”. Violence forces people to 

choose sides thereby polarizing communities. When social movements adopt 

violence against the state, it becomes a powerful and sometimes effective source 

of power. This does not preclude the fact that taking the violent route comes 

with some liabilities in the sense that it can sometimes play into the hands of 

the state. Adopting violence makes it easier for the state to stamp any label on 

the social movement. The state can easily label the group a ‘terrorist’ 

organization, making it easier for the group to be further isolated from the 

mainstream. A good example of this is the Nigerian government’s proscription 

of the Indigenous People of Biafra (IPOB) in 2017. 

Thus violent activism in democracies requires a climate of acceptance of 

unconventional means of political action among groups and the state (Gurr, 

1990:87). State violence will lead to employing similar repertoire by contending 

social movements. Violence will always lead to more violence and hence 

conflicts become protracted, drawn-out and unending.  This drawn-out and 

unending conflict is what Azar (1990) described as Protracted Social Conflict 

(PSC).  

 

Nature and Types of Conflicts in Africa.  

The proliferation of conflicts in Africa and the many attempts to understand and 

categorise them into types by scholars have added to the lexicons of conflicts. 

Thus, we now have such terms as ‘internal conflicts’ (Brown 1996), 

‘asymmetrical warfare’ (Mack, 2008; Arreguin-Toft, 2001), ‘civilian-based 

civil wars’ (Anderson, 1999); ‘fire next door’ (Francis, 2011), ‘new wars’ 

(Kaldor and Vashee 1997), ‘small wars’ (Harding 1994), ‘civil wars’ (King 

1997), ‘ethnic conflicts’ (Stavenhagen1996), ‘conflicts in post-colonial states’ 

(van de Goor et al 1996), ‘ethno-religious wars’ (Furley, 1995), ‘greed and 

grievance’ (Berdal and Malone, 2004, Collier, 2004), ‘guerrilla/insurgence 
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warfare’(Clapham, 2000),and ‘unconventional warfare’ (Merari, 2007), to label 

conflicts in Africa. However, in terms of its manifestations, conflicts in Africa 

have taken many forms such as;    

 

States against Citizens 

The manifestation of violence by the state against its citizens has occurred at 

two levels. The first is through the overt legal process by which the state 

enforces its laws and ensures its citizens’ compliance with them. By this the 

state is merely asserting its internal sovereignty and power over its citizens. The 

power of the state in this regard includes statutory processes for sanctioning and 

punishing erring citizens who may infringe on any of the laws. The second 

means of exercising violence against the citizen is through the clandestine use 

of illegal violence designed to intimidate and terrorise citizens with the intention 

of preventing them from opposing the government and disobeying or 

contravening the state’s laws. Two ways have been used by states to perpetrate 

this kind of violence. The first is by enacting draconian laws aimed at subjecting 

and conditioning the citizens psychologically and physically to succumb and 

cajole them. The second way is by physically annihilating or assassinating 

opposition through the use of special security forces. For instance, “death 

squads” were created and manned by members of the security forces. In Nigeria, 

under Babaginda’s rule and later under Abacha, citizens’ assassination through 

bomb parcels and other means were not uncommon.    

 

Citizens against Citizens 

Apart from petty crimes (Agara et al, 2016), the major manifestation of this type 

of violence is vigilante violence and ethnic or tribal conflicts. Although over 

80% of conflicts experienced in the world today are located within Asia and 

Africa, such violence has always taken the form of ethnic conflict. The vigilante 

type emerged primarily because of the inability of the police to control crime 

and these vigilante groups, at least in Nigeria, later metamorphosed into armed 

vanguards of their different ethnic groups, popularly called ethnic militias 

(Agara, 2009, 2011). However, the most popular form of citizens’ violence 

against citizens takes the form of ethnic violence. In Nigeria, for instance, this 

ethnic conflict has been further complicated by religious motivated violence 

thereby making the divide between ethnic conflict and religious violence 

difficult to delineate. Many reasons can be adduced for the eruption of ethnic 
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conflicts. Prominent among these reasons are group loyalty and identity, 

feelings of marginalisation and alienation, struggle for access to state power and 

hence political accommodation, control of group’s destiny and resource control. 

The Minorities at Risk Project reports that from 1998-2000, 117 countries 

(about 2/3) were home to substantial ethnic groups that were politically active. 

In almost half of these states, ethnic groups constituted more than one-quarter 

of the total population. A total of about 284 groups are actively engaged in one 

form of violent struggle or the other while 103 groups are participating in 

sporadic violence against other groups (Russett et al 2006, p. 219). The 

Rwandan genocide is history’s current tragic illustration of the extreme brutality 

of unchecked ethnic conflict. Many instances of Nigeria’s religious riots have 

also acquired the characteristics of this type of insurgency (Ukanah, 2011). 

 

Citizens against States 

This is a form of citizens’ expression of discontent against state’s policies or its 

leadership and may be either organised or spontaneous having neither clear 

political goals nor organised leadership (Agara, 2014). In its organised form, 

this type of violence falls under the category of insurgency aimed at 

overthrowing the government. Conflicts of this nature occur within states but 

also contain within it the possibility of provoking conflicts between states. For 

instance, the success of the French Revolution brought fear to other monarchs 

in Europe and their resentment eventually led to France declaring war against 

Austria in 1792. In Nigeria, the citizens’ resentment of the state of the nation 

led to the Biafra War from May 1967 to January 1970. 

Basically, no matter what the nature of the conflict is, the insurgents have 

always had an option of choice or means of prosecuting the conflicts or wars. 

Within the plethora of means available, the insurgents can opt for or choose any 

or all of the following;  

 

Guerrilla Wars 

“Guerrilla” in Spanish means “small war”, a form of insurgency and violence 

that is older than conventional war itself. In numerous instances, guerrilla war 

has been used as the main form of struggle whereas in other instances, it has 

been used as an auxiliary form of fighting especially behind enemy’s lines while 

the main confrontation between armies in a conventional war is taking place 

(Lawrence, 2008, pp. 244-251). In both instances, guerrilla war is a diffuse type 
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of war, fought by a relatively inferior combatant force against a qualitatively 

superior and stronger enemy force. Thus, as a strategy, guerrilla warfare avoids 

direct, decisive battles and instead, opt for a series of protracted but small 

clashes and skirmishes where the insurgents’ inferiority in terms of manpower, 

arms and equipment can be turn to an advantage by adopting flexible hit-and-

run tactics and style of warfare (Liddell Hart, 1991). The purpose and the effect 

of this are not only to wear down the conventional enemy’s force through 

attrition, but to also prevent it from employing its full qualitative advantage of 

armaments, number and equipment in the contest. Thus, guerrilla warfare 

employ raids, ambushes and sabotage from remote and inaccessible bases in 

mountains, forests, jungles or territory of neighbouring states.  

Tacticians and theoreticians have however argued that guerrilla warfare should 

only be adopted as an interim phase of the struggle. The main aim is that it 

should enable the insurgents the time to build up a necessary support base and 

recruitment of manpower for its cause and hence, build a regular army that will 

eventually win through conventional war (Mao, 1968, Lacquer, 1976). Be that 

as it may, insurgent groups usually resort to this mode of combat out of 

necessity borne out of the need to adopt the most cost-effective methods of 

military combat and political disruption.  

The main question to consider now is ‘what is a guerrilla?’ In giving answer to 

this simple question, we will rely heavily on the writings of an acclaimed and 

committed African revolutionary/guerrilla per excellence – Ernesto Che 

Guevara. His experience as a guerrilla and in guerrilla tactics assisted Cuba and 

Bolivia, although resulting in his death in October 1967. Che Guevara (1961, 

1967) has systematically argued that guerrilla warfare, contrary to what it’s 

often thought of, is not a small scale war; a war conducted by a minority 

grouping against powerful army, but rather, it is a “war by the entire people 

against the reigning oppression.” The guerrilla army is made up of all the people 

of a region or a country; it is almost impossible for “a small armed group … 

surviving the organized persecution of a well-equipped army without this 

powerful assistance.” Of significant importance is also the fact that “each 

member of the guerrilla army … must embody the qualities of the best of the 

world’s soldiers. The army must observe strict discipline.” Expatiating on the 

issue of discipline, Che Guevara (1967) emphasized that “guerrilla discipline is 

within the individual, born of his profound conviction of the need to obey his 
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supervisor, not only as to maintain the effectiveness of the armed group of 

which he is a part, but also to defend his own life.” Thus, the guerrilla;  

is a social reformer. The guerrilla takes up weapons as the 

wrathful protest of the people against their oppressors, the 

guerrilla fights to change the social system that subjects 

his unarmed brothers to opprobrium and poverty. He acts 

against the special conditions of the Establishment at a 

given moment. And he is determined to smash the 

Establishment’s patterns, with all the force that 

circumstances permit.  

 

It must be pointed out that, historically, guerrilla warfare is not limited to a 

revolutionary form of struggle; anti-imperialist, banditry and terrorism has often 

had a guerrilla character. Even though it is the classic way for less armed people 

to fight organized power of a strong opponent, its ideological underpinning and 

character has been shaped by Marxist thought and ideas (Pomeroy, 1968). 

Guerrilla warfare had not escaped the attention of Marx and Engels as both had 

noted it as a legitimate form of warfare under conditions of national resistance 

to foreign invasion or occupation. Although Marx and Engels approved of 

guerrilla warfare as a form of popular struggle, neither of them had linked it 

with the tactics through which the working class can gain power. Insurrection, 

in which the organized masses of the people would be brought into playing 

decisive actions, was seen as the means of seizing power. The importance of 

guerrilla warfare as a form of struggle recognized along with other forms was 

Lenin’s doing in an essay on “Guerrilla Warfare” published in 1906.The 

Russian proletariat revolution provided the practical side of the theories which 

Lenin enunciated in this essay. Since then, the forms taken by guerrilla 

movements during World War II and the colonial liberation struggles have 

varied greatly from country to country. The spectacular success of guerrilla 

warfare in a number of liberation struggles – especially in China, Vietnam, 

Algeria and Cuba –is an attestation to its efficacy as a form of struggle that 

should be noteworthy.  

Many modern states with regular army also trained troops specifically for 

irregular warfare. These soldiers are members of an elite group of warriors 

called ‘special forces’ such as the British’s Special Air Service (SAS) and 

Special Boat Squadron (SBS), the Americans’ Delta Force (DF), Army Green 
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Berets and Navy SEALS (Sea, Air and Land), and the Russians’ Spetsnaz 

(Akpan and Agara, 2018). As a result of the special training in sabotage, 

explosives and selective destruction of targets and because cruelty and brutality 

unmodified and unsanctioned by rules of war under which regular army 

operates are the enduring characteristics of irregular warfare, these elites 

military groups actually qualify to be called terrorists-in-uniform.     

 

Revolution 

More than any other term, revolution has been associated with violence to 

achieve political means and ends. However, there are two dimensions to its 

usage. The first connotes it as a strategy of insurgency (means) and the second 

connotation is as a social or political outcome (ends). Conceptually precise 

definition of revolution is problematic but nevertheless, its understanding 

embodies “a deep-seated change, reflected invariably by alterations in the 

political fabric of society, often consummated through violence and ultimately 

accompanied by the production of ideology” (Leiden and Schmitt, 1968, p. 3). 

The term ‘revolution’ as Griewank (1971) has muted entered into the political 

science lexicon from astronomy where it is used to mean the oscillation of a 

planetary body around another and returning later to the initial starting point. 

Predictably, the reactionary and conservative usage of the term became popular 

amongst early political scientists who were the first to adopt the term (Leiden 

and Schmitt, 1968, p. 4). Later conception of revolution as renovation and 

transformation in the “basic principles of good government” by Machiavelli 

became popular (Griewank, 1971, p. 20). Marx however, adopted the term and 

gave it its current meaning as a strategy for effecting violent change in a political 

system when he asserted that “the next French Revolution will no longer 

attempt to transfer the bureaucratic-military apparatus from one hand to another, 

but to smash it…. (Marx, 1975; Lenin, 1967).    

A revolution as an insurgent strategy is distinguished from a reform, primarily, 

because of this insistence which seems to make violence a common 

denominator of revolution. As Majola (1988, p. 100) put it, “a change or 

development that takes place within one and the same socio-economic 

formation is called evolution or reform”. Usually, this kind of social reform or 

transformation occurs when “the powers-that-be resort to eliminate current 

contradictions in the social economic life of a country (or to create the 

impression of trying to resolve them)” (Yermakova and Ratnikov, 1986). Thus, 
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social reform implies attempt at improving the social and economic life of a 

country but this attempt is not underpinned by a radical change in either the 

class character of the society or the ownership of the means of production or in 

the class composition of those who wield state power. In contrast, social 

revolution refers to a radical change or transformation in “all the principal 

spheres of social life, such as the economy and politics…The principal issue as 

well as the main feature of (social) revolution consists in the transfer of state 

power from one class to another which is more progressive and advanced” 

(Yermakova and Ratnikov, 1986).  

The startling difference between a social reform and revolution can be located 

in the fact that while a social reform comes as a result of intra-class struggle, a 

social revolution is the end result of internal contradictions between 

antagonistic classes, that is, inter-class struggle. This is to say that no matter the 

scope, nature or comprehensiveness of a reform, it fails or falls short of a 

revolution if it does not smash the existing status-quo and replace it with a better 

one while at the same time resolving the issue of class antagonism and 

contradiction. However, as the Feierabends (1966) have noted, the presence of 

violence (or class struggle) in a community does not of itself mean that a 

revolution becomes necessarily imminent, but it does suggests that when 

eventually a revolution takes place, it will be accompanied by much violence.  

Going by the lessons learnt from the three Russian revolutions in the twentieth 

century, we can deduce what we may refer to as the fundamental law of 

revolution as follows;  

For a revolution to take place it is not enough for the 

exploited and oppressed masses to realise the impossibility 

of living in the old way, and demand changes; for a 

revolution to take place it is essential that the exploiters 

should not be able to live and rule in the old way, it is 

onlywhen the lower classes do not want to live in the old 

way and the upper classes cannot carry on in the old way 

that revolution can triumph.  

This truth can be expressed in other words; revolution is 

impossible without a nation-wide crisis (affecting both the 

exploited and the exploiters). It follows that, for a 

revolution to take place, it is essential, first, that a majority 

of the workers (or at least a majority of the class-conscious, 
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thinking and politically active workers) should fully realize 

that revolution is necessary and that they should be 

prepared to die for it.  

Second that the ruling classes should be going through a 

governmental crisis which draws even the most backward 

masses into politics (Lenin, 1967, p. 392).    

 

Terrorism 

According to Lenin (1967), the purpose of terrorism is to terrorise. It is the only 

way a small country or people can hope to take on a great nation and have any 

chance of winning. Terror therefore, becomes a “symbolic act designed to 

influence political behaviour by extra-normal means, entailing the use or threat 

of violence” (Thornton, 1964, p. 73). The general contention about terrorism as 

a weapon of the weak (Crozier 1960, p. 159) has now become contentious with 

the emergence of the phenomena of state terrorism and state-sponsored 

terrorism. Russett et al (2006, p. 224) have attempted to make a distinction 

amongst the traditional (what they refer to as “dissident”) form of terrorism, 

state (what they refer to as “establishment”) terrorism and state-sponsored 

terrorism. According to them, state terrorism is the use of terror by the state; 

“against their own populations to gain or increase control through fear. Tactics 

(used in this case) include expulsion or exile, failure to protect some citizens 

from the crimes of others (as in state-tolerated vigilante groups), arbitrary arrest, 

beatings, kidnappings (disappearances), torture and murder”, while state-

sponsored terrorism means; “...international terrorist activity conducted by 

states or, more often, the support of terrorist groups through the provision of 

arms, training, safe haven, or financial backing.”  

The emergence and increasing instances of religious-motivated terrorism has 

equally made it compulsory to differentiate between it and its political 

counterpart. Although both employ the use of violence, they differ in certain 

important respects that make it important for a better understanding of the 

concept. For a terrorist action to qualify as being politically motivated, it must 

“challenge the state but affect no private rights of innocent parties” (Kittrie, 

1981). On the other hand, religious motivated terrorism differs from other acts 

of terrorism primarily because first, while political terrorism attempts to find a 

resolution within the life times of the perpetrators, religious terrorism outlives 

their participants. This is predicated on the belief that the rewards of those 
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involved in this cause are trans-temporal and the time limit of their struggle is 

eternity. Second is that targets of religious terrorism are not chosen for their 

military values but rather they are chosen for the sole purpose of making an 

impact on public consciousness both by its brutality and suddenness. Thirdly, 

the constant recourse to a ‘god’ to justify their action has the power of 

‘satanising’ the enemies while making the perpetrators of religious terrorism 

‘godly’.  

As Juergensmeyer (2004, pp. 34-38) had noted, this is a kind of “perverse 

performance of power meant to ennoble the perpetrators’ views of the world 

while drawing viewers into their notions of cosmic war”. The effect of this, as 

he had also noted, is “not so much that religion has become politicised but that 

politics has become religionised. Through enduring absolutism, worldly 

struggles have been lifted into the high proscenium of sacred battles.” Fourth is 

that the targets of religious terrorism and violence also have the tendency to 

assume and acquire a similar religious mien, explanation and perspective. For 

instance following the 9/11 attacks, the then US President, George Bush further 

whipped up national sentiments when he invoked the ‘religious image’ of 

America’s “righteous cause” as combating and bringing to an end the “absolute 

evil” of its enemies. Fifth, the ‘divine’ nature of religious terrorism, the notion 

that the battle is between ‘good’ and ‘bad’, ‘truth’ and ‘evil’, the expectation of 

heavenly rewards for the terrorists all rule out the possibility of a compromise 

or a peaceful resolution. Sixth, the spiritual dimension of the war makes it to go 

beyond the confines of human law and ideal of morality. Society’s law are 

subordinated and in extreme cases are deemed non-existence or inapplicable 

because of the recourse to a higher authority. The belief and perception here is 

that society’s laws and limitations are of no relevance when one is obeying a 

higher ‘divine’ authority. Seventh and finally, the end result of religious 

terrorism is that it impacts a sense of redemption and dignity on the perpetrators. 

It is at this level that religious terrorism acquires a personal willingness on the 

part of the perpetrators who often times are men who feel alienated and 

marginalised from public life (Agara and Ogwola, 2014). 

From whichever perspective (whether religious or political) we look at it, 

terrorism as a strategy of insurgence, involves three basic components: the 

perpetrator(s), the victim(s) and the target(s) of the violence (Badey, 2007, p. 

1). The perpetrators are seen as fanatics, disaffected groups or minorities who 

employed terrorism as a tool to oppose the rule and the oppression of an 
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established and militarily superior power (Nicholson, 2003). The victims are 

seen as innocent people who have no part or are directly involved in the struggle 

and the struggle or target may or may not be strictly political in nature. A glaring 

thing about terrorism is that it involves acts of violence. Violence or the threat 

of violence is endemic to terrorism. The violent acts need not be perpetrated 

before it qualifies as terrorism. Once the threat is backed with the capacity and 

willingness to use force or violence then the act qualifies as terrorism.  

Coupled with this is the fact that terrorist actions would be useless if not directed 

to attract attention, the attention of a specific audience in which a particular 

mood of fear is sought to be created. The violence of terrorism is not an end in 

itself. Rather violence is employed precisely to create a sense of fear, terror and 

uncertainty in the people who are the audience of terrorism. The fear or terror 

thus created or caused by terrorism is linked to the nature of the victims of 

terrorist attacks. In terrorist action, the victims cannot be specifically defined. 

Even the terrorists seem not to be able to determine or define who their victims 

or the numbers will be. The fact that they are only interested in maximising the 

impact of their attacks without regards to the victims further served to intensify 

the mood of fear and uncertainty precisely because anyone could be a victim. 

As Howe (1976, p. 14) had stated; “to qualify as a victim of a terrorist today, 

we need not be tyrants or their sympathisers; we need not be connected in any 

way with the evils the terrorist perceives; we need not belong to any particular 

group; we need only to be in the wrong place at the wrong time.      

 

Analysis/Relevance of Azar’s ‘4 Clusters of Pre-Conditions for PSC’  

We start with a short biographical sketch. Edward Azar was born in Lebanon in 

1938 and moved to United States as a graduate student of International 

Relations and specialized in quantitative analysis of interstate conflict. He went 

on to build a data bank in Conflict and Peace Research at the University of North 

Carolina. The conflict in his native state of Lebanon contributed immensely to 

his choice of area of expertise. He was later to collaborate and work closely 

with John Burton and together, they set up the Center for International 

Development and Conflict Management (CIDCM) at the University of 

Maryland. Even after Burton moved to George Mason University, Azar stayed 

on at Maryland where he died in 1991 (Ramsbotham et al, 2012).  

From his sustained studies of conflicts in Lebanon, Sri Lanka, the Philippines, 

Northern Ireland, Ethiopia, Israel, Sudan, Cyprus, Iran, Nigeria and South 
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Africa, Azar came to the conclusion that protracted social conflict (PSC) is “the 

prolonged and often violent struggle by communal groups for such basic needs 

as security, recognition and acceptance, fair access to political institutions and 

economic participation” (Azar, 1991). His insight showed that the traditional 

(realist) preoccupation with relations between states have obscured the 

understanding of these dynamics. Also rejected as artificial was the traditional 

distinction between domestic and international politics; rather states should be 

seen as either satisfying or frustrating basic communal needs, and by this either 

preventing or promoting conflict (Azar, 1990).     

In one of his major works, Azar (1990) highlighted three aspects where his 

intellectual proclivity and approach deviated from the prevailing intellectual 

orthodoxy in war studies. First was the tendency to see and understand conflicts 

as dichotomized into internal and external dimensions. The intellectual 

concerns of sociologist, anthropologists and psychologists were with the 

internal dimensions and hence their focus would be on such conflicts as civil 

wars, insurgencies, revolts, coups, protests, riots, revolutions etc. The external 

dimensions, such as interstate wars, crises, invasions, border conflicts, 

blockades etc. become the intellectual concerns of international relations 

scholars. Second, was that the traditional frameworks of analysis 

approach/method have always favoured the functional differentiation of 

conflicts into sub-categories of psychological, social, political and economic 

levels of analysis. Thirdly, was the tendency to focus exclusively on overt and 

violent conflicts to the detriment of latent, covert or nonviolent conflicts based 

on the assumption that the termination of violence automatically signifies or is 

equated with a state of peace. Examples are numerous of many ceasefires 

between insurgencies that did not lead to peace.  

Thus, in contrast to this tendency, PSC has indicated that conflicts, particularly 

those that occur in the underdeveloped parts of the world are often characterized 

by a blurred demarcation between internal and external sources and actors. 

These conflicts exhibit multiple causal factors and dynamics which are reflected 

in their changing goals, actors and targets. Crucial to these conflicts is that many 

do not show clear starting and terminating points (Azar, 1990, p. 6). Thus, while 

noting that the sources of such conflicts lay predominantly within and are 

internal to the states, Azar then went on to identify four clusters of variables as 

preconditions for understanding why such conflicts become protracted and in 

many cases are transformed to high levels of intensity. We must quickly note 
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here that our adoption of these four variables as explanatory tools to explain 

conflicts in Africa is not to imply that we are unaware of the fact that the reality 

of conflicts in Africa is such that it is almost impossible to neatly categorise 

them according to causal factors mainly because experience and empirical 

evidence have shown that they are not only causally complex, but also that what 

passes for the root cause of a conflict or the fundamental grievance of a conflict 

may not remain static or same for the duration of the conflict. Examples abound 

in the cases of the conflicts in Democratic Republic of Congo, Sierra Leone 

Liberia and Nigeria where new groups and social movements are emerging to 

instigate new wars and conflicts based on different forms of grievances, thereby 

lending credibility to the fact that wars may have multiple causes and these 

causes are not static but dynamic. We shall now proceed to look at these four 

variables and apply them to conflicts within the African region.  

(1) The ‘Communal Content’.  

Unlike the ‘levels of analysis frameworks’ popularized by Waltz 

(1959). Azar (1986) pointed out that the most useful unit of 

analysis in PSC situation is the identity group – racial, religious, 

ethnic, cultural and others. Thus, PSC analysis urges scholars to 

focus on identity of the parties in conflict, noting that it is the 

relationship between identity groups (and states as the case may 

be) which is at the core of the problem. This is what Azar (1990) 

has called the “disarticulation between the state and society as a 

whole.” He further asked that attention be drawn to how 

individual needs and interests are mediated through membership 

of social group; emphasizing here that the primary concern is with 

the social needs of the individual – security, identity, recognition, 

etc (Azar, 1986). For Azar, the disjunction between the state and 

society is not undue to the colonial legacy which artificially 

imposed European idea of territoriality on “a multitude of 

communal groups” on the principle of “divide and rule.” A 

consequence of this is that in many postcolonial multi-communal 

societies, the state machinery comes under the domination of a 

single communal group or a coalition of a few communal groups 

that are unresponsive to the needs of other groups in the society. 

This type of relationship puts strains on the social fabric and 

eventually leads to fragmentation and conflict.     
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It is from the ‘communal content’ framework that identity 

conflicts in Nigeria, Rwanda, Burundi, Sudan, Algeria and 

Liberia could best be analysed and its dynamics be understood. 

The communal content of conflicts in these countries are not only 

based on threat perception to core identities and values and but 

has also become the basis for mobilisation for armed conflict. 

Identity issues relate to race, ethnicity, religion, language, 

nationalism and cultural/common heritage. Ethnic-based conflict 

and genocide is not a new phenomenon in Africa basically 

because the exploitation of ethnic differences had been a common 

feature of colonial rule in Africa. For instance, in Rwanda (1960–

64) and Burundi (1970–74) there were outbreaks of ethnic strife 

and genocide fueled by colonial manipulation of the basic 

differences in the constituents of ethnicity. In Rwanda alone, the 

1994 genocide claimed an estimated 1 million people. The 

perception of enmity is fueled by a centrally directed and planned 

propaganda against the so-called ‘enemy.’ It starts with the 

dehumanization and denigration of the ‘enemy’ or ‘opponent’ as 

something sub-human. A glaring example was the Hutu 

government and Interehamwe militia’s propaganda media in 

Rwanda which described the Tutsis as ‘cockroaches’ that must be 

exterminated.  

Identity-based violence, in particular ethnically motivated armed 

conflict, is not just an emerging feature in Africa, most of the 

conflicts have strong communal contents of ethnically and tribally 

caused. Furley (1995) has asserted that, “ethnicity in fact has 

often been a major cause of African conflicts and it continues to 

be so.” Entire communities have been exterminated simply for the 

fact that they belong to certain tribes and ethnic groups. Most 

appalling were the Tivs and Junkuns in Taraba State of Nigeria, 

Tutsi in Rwanda, the Khran, Gio, Mandingo in Liberia among 

many instances. In such frenzy and killing sprees, ethnicity more 

than any other bounds such as language or even religion, may be 

the only banner of protection or ‘safe haven’ as people are killed 

or spared simply for belonging to a particular ethnic group, 

irrespective of political or ideological views. This has always 
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been the case in Nigeria between northern and southern Muslims. 

The prevalence of this type of killings has not only led to 

ethnicism been used to explain conflict and genocide in countries 

such as Nigeria and Rwanda, but also to the conclusion that in 

ethnically divided societies, of which many societies in Africa, 

are, ethnic conflict is at the center of politics and ethnic conflicts 

have strained the bonds that sustain civility and is often at the root 

cause of most violence.  

In using Azar’s ‘communal content’ framework of analysis, we 

need to be aware of certain core issues or questions; ‘Is ethnicity 

the root cause of conflict in Africa?’ ‘Does ethnicity kill?’ Why 

do some multi-ethnic states disintegrate into civil war and others, 

despite ethnic pluralism, have not faced wars and armed 

conflicts? Are all conflicts not in some ways about identity or the 

contestations over identities? The problematic concerning 

ethnicity as a tool of analysis itself has led to arguments being 

generated that it is more than just the composition of language, 

culture and history, but also about perception of identity by 

groups, family and community or attribution by outsiders. 

According to Fowler (1991) and Staub (1989), ethnicity results 

from mere categorisation of people by others and it is assigned 

“according to the requirements of the classifiers” (Eriksen, 1996, 

p. 8). Thus, “ethnic boundaries are between whoever people think 

they are between” (Fardon, 1987, p. 176). However, among 

radical scholars, it is agreed and argued that the ethnic and 

identity-based interpretation of conflict in Africa is not only 

simplistic, but also problematic because the factors of identity are 

not just strong enough. For instance, a more toted factor is 

language, and in fact, this is a poor guide to ethnic or tribal 

identity because in the deliberate effort to promote good 

‘neighbourliness’ among Africans has led to the speaking of 

several tribal languages in many regions of Africa. Equally, dress 

mode and skin-colour do not provide objective criteria as to ethnic 

origin. Eltringham (2004) explains that decades of Tutsi 

migration at different times from Rwanda and Burundi to 

neighbouring countries has led to the emergence of a new ‘mixed 
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ethnic group,’ the Banyanwanda, in both Uganda and Democratic 

Republic of Congo.  

The multi ethnic character of most African states creates the right 

environment and circumstances for violent politicization of 

ethnicity. Rival communities, with the perception of threat to their 

survival (real or imagined) see the control of the state and its 

resources as the only means of survival. However, it is important 

to point out here that the politicisation, exploitation and 

mobilisation of ethnicity to serve particular interests is not a 

unique phenomenon in Africa, although it may be more prevalent 

than any other part of the globe. To buttress this point are the 

examples of genocide in the Balkans in the 1990s, the ethno-

religious violence in the Indonesian province of Aceh, Nazi 

pogroms from 1938–44, and the extermination of Armenians by 

the young Turks in 1915.  

Consequently, three competing schools of thought have 

dominated the interpretations of the link between ethnic solidarity 

and the propensity of conflict. Firstly, the primordialists see 

ethnicity as historically rooted and embedded in peoples’ way of 

life and culture, and re-enforced by social institutions, collective 

myths and memories–developed from early socialisation, and 

hence likely to persist over time. Secondly, instrumentalists 

perceive ethnicity as a front for the pursuit, mobilisation, 

exploitation and manipulation to secure self-serving or vested 

interests by individuals or groups. Thirdly, social constructionists 

perceive ethnicity as an invention of the human imagination, an 

intellectual construct devoid of objective reality.  

From whichever perception we tend to see the issue, the fact 

remains that the ‘communal content’ of conflicts in Africa has 

made its resolution virtually impossible and hence the conflict 

becomes protracted. In not a few cases, the failure to find a 

resolution has led to such conflicts escalating to demands for 

secession by the aggrieved ethnic groups as in the case of the 

Igbos in Nigeria. The political terrain of Africa has become 

inundated with many instances of this type of conflicts following 

on the heels of the secessionist war in Congo (1960–65), which 
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gave coloration and direction to what was to be expected from 

other states, thereby making the former OAU (now AU) to 

enshrine the principle of inviolability of the inherited colonial 

borders into its Charter. Quickly following in the wake of the 

Congo secessionist war and in spite of the OAU Charter, were 

Sudan 1955–1972, Nigeria, 1966–69, Namibia, 1999 (Caprivi 

strip), Senegal, 1982 to present (Casamance), and Somalia, 1984–

89 (North West). The majority of these secessionist wars failed 

because the OAU and the international community withheld 

support for the secessionists primarily because of the fear of the 

generalized chaos that would ensue from the contestation of 

colonial boundaries in Africa. Success of such contestations 

would have had a domino effect in which case virtually all states 

would have wanted a fragmentation or adjustment of the colonial 

borders through secession (Agara et al, 2017).  

In effect, the secessionist wars affected state formation and nation 

building, and in some cases, such as Eritrea, it prevented state 

making until 1994. These secessionist wars, often with external 

support, shifted between periods of violence and attempts at 

political negotiation and settlement. In the Nigerian case, Okpu 

(1977) had identified three types of negotiated settlements 

namely; the constitutional self-determination policy involving 

alliance with the ruling party in another region to agitate for a new 

state; the compromise policy of cooperation with the ruling party 

in the region usually through the latter’s coercion; and a non-

constitutional self-determination policy with demands for 

separate states through riots, revolts and threats of secession. 

Osaghae (1991, p. 241), on the other hand, had limited these three 

to two, namely; formation of opposition groups and agitation for 

separate states to be created for them.  

A consideration that is pertinent here for purpose of scholarship 

is how different are secessionist wars from wars of national 

liberation? It is important to note that irrespective of the principle 

of the inviolability of colonial inherited boundaries by OAU 

(AU), similar principle of self-determination which was accepted 

to justify conflicts against colonial domination was now 
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appropriated by nations and political communities who found 

themselves ‘prisoners’ of or ‘unequal partners’ in the artificial 

colonial union. This same principle for self-determination is now 

used as a basis to justify the various attempts to secede from the 

post-colonial state. 

(2) The Greed-Grievance Nexus.  

Azar (1990) identified human needs deprivation as another 

underlying factor and source of protracted social conflict. 

Accordingly, Azar (1990, p. 9) noted that “grievances resulting 

from need deprivation are usually expressed collectively. Failure 

to redress these grievances by the authority cultivates a niche for 

a protracted social conflict.” However, unlike interests, the 

saliency of needs lies in that they are ‘ontological‘ and hence 

virtually non-negotiable. Thus conflicts generated by needs 

deprivation are usually intense, vicious and from a Clausewitzean 

perspective, quite ‘irrational.’ Specifically, Azar cited such needs 

as including security, development, political access and identity. 

Interestingly, while these needs correlate with Maslow’s first 

three needs in his hierarchy of human needs, they also correlate 

with Shue’s (1980) three “basic rights” of security, subsistence 

and freedom. Incidentally, the greed-grievance debate was not 

started by Azar, but by Berdal and Malone (2004) and expounded 

by other scholars who agreed that “many, if not most, current 

conflicts stem from the failure of political, economic and social 

institutions to pay sufficient attentions to the grievances and 

perceived needs of significant groups in population” (Rasmussen 

et al 1997, p. 33). However, Collier (2004) and Collier and 

Hoeffler (2001) are quick to disagree with the fact that grievance 

causes any major armed conflict and instead direct our attention 

to greed – economic agendas as causes of conflict.     

This finds correlation within most African states with a rentier 

mentality, mass politics becomes reconstructed along clientele 

and ethnic relationships, coupled with the increasing propensity 

to use state-sponsored violence and repression as a means to 

extract legitimacy from the ruled. Collier’s (2004) conclusion that 

greed is the most important cause of violence is based on the fact 
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that a country with large natural resources and many young men 

with little education is very much at risk of conflict than one with 

opposite characteristics. The argument is that states such as DRC, 

Sierra Leone, Liberia, Angola, Nigeria, and Sudan, with high 

dependence on primary resources, what Francis (2011) had called 

“lootable products,” provide the motivation and driving force for 

violent conflicts. Collier (2004) has therefore concluded that the 

“true cause of much civil war is not the loud discourse of 

grievance but the silent force of greed.” Accordingly, the 

availability and presence of primary export commodities provides 

the opportunity to instigate conflict as an ‘income-earning 

opportunity’, and ‘create economic opportunities for the majority 

of actors. Thus, these resource-based civil wars could better be 

understood as the continuation of ‘economics’ by other means. 

Deriving from examples of states where natural resources have 

instigated wars, there is no denying the fact that ‘lootable 

resources’ fuel and do prolong wars in Africa. As Francis (2011) 

has stated, economic resources and agendas, in particular the 

violent entrepreneurial motives of political leaders, warlords and 

warring factions, create an environment for illegal business 

practices and commercial opportunities for a vast array of actors 

and entrepreneurs at local, national, regional and international 

levels. These interests, therefore, become entrenched in war 

economies and the war continues because of the profits and as a 

way of life and livelihood.  

(3) Governance Failure.  

Given that scholars are in agreement that the state is a 

recognizable entity, endowed with authority to govern and the use 

of force to regulate society (if need be), to protect its citizens and 

to provide collective goods, Azar (1990, p. 10) has opined that 

“governance and the state’s role are the critical factors in the 

satisfaction or frustration of individual identity group needs.” 

Based on this fact, therefore, Azar submitted that “most states 

which experienced protracted social conflict tend to be 

characterized by incompetent, parochial, fragile and authoritarian 

governments that fail to satisfy basic human needs.”  
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Azar made three points to further strengthen this conclusion he 

has reached. First, he noted that, although, western liberal theory 

of the state is predicated on the fact that it “is an aggregate of 

individuals entrusted to govern effectively and to act as an 

impartial arbiter of conflicts among the constituent parts,” thereby 

treating all members of the society as legally equal, this is not 

always true of newer and less stable states where political 

authority “tends to be monopolized by a dominant identity group 

or a coalition of hegemonic groups” which use the state to project, 

actualize and maximize their parochial interests at the expense of 

other groups in the society. By projecting the dominant groups’ 

interests by the political elites, and by the reactive counter-

identification by the minorities’ of their own interests, the 

communal content of the state is brought to the fore and hence 

becomes basic to the study of PSC.  

Second, according to Azar (1990, p. 11), the monopolization of 

power by the dominant group and the limiting or outright denial 

of political access to the other groups in the society will 

eventually precipitate “a crisis of legitimacy,” such that “regime 

type and level of legitimacy” become the “important linkage 

variables between needs and protracted social conflict.” Finally, 

Azar noted in particular, how protracted social conflict seems to 

be exclusive to developing countries, particularly, those that are 

characterized by “rapid population growth and limited resource 

base,” restricted “political capacity” with links to a colonial 

legacy of weak participatory institutions, a hierarchical tradition 

of imposed bureaucratic rule from metropolitan centers, and an 

inherited instruments of political repression. States with these 

types of characterizations have political capacity limited “by a 

rigid or fragile authority structure which prevents the state from 

responding to, and meeting the needs of various constituencies.”  

As far back as the 1980s and 1990s, academic attention and 

discourse have been focused on the political economy analysis of 

civil wars in Africa, in particular, how the nature of domestic 

politics or prebendal politics creates the sources for violent 

conflict in Africa. The root of this can be traced to the nature of 
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domestic politics in Africa which is based on a system of patron-

clientele. This provides a system of appropriation where state 

resources were appropriated to support and consolidate regimes 

in power and their followers. Political clientelism, as a system of 

governance, therefore provides mechanism of exchange; a 

mechanism that leverages on private interests and using the 

machinery of state to purvey private benefits to groups and 

individuals, and by so doing give these private individuals vested 

and purely instrumental interest in the maintenance of the state 

itself (Agara, 2013; Agara and Ajisebiyawo, 2017).  

Linked to this politics of clientelism are other manifestations such 

as patrimonialism and neo-patrimonialism. These are logical 

extensions of the patron-clientele nature of domestic politics in 

Africa. Patrimonialism, as a basis for governance and exercise of 

political power, entails a total lack of distinction between public 

and private affairs and goods while encouraging the general 

privatisation and in-formalisation of political life. It involves a 

high degree of personalised rule, in which the ‘headman,’ 

including other members of the ruling and governing elites, are 

able to extract and redistribute patrimonial (state’s) resources 

along regional, ethnic, religious and familial lines in order to 

consolidate political power and ensure regime survival. This 

nature of prebendal politics found in countries such as Sierra 

Leone, Liberia, Somalia, DRC, Angola, Mozambique, Côte 

d’Ivoire, and Nigeria among many others, has successfully  

converted the state into a ‘market’ where office holders exhibit 

tendencies towards primitive acquisition and accumulation of 

material benefits.  

The privatization and in-formalisation of the state machinery and 

resources ultimately result in a progressive weakening of the 

political, legal and economic governing institutions. Thus, in the 

majority of the extractive-based economies in Africa, a rentier 

state develops characterised by an excessive dependence on 

external rents from MNCs, international financial institutions and 

western governments and donors. The resultant effects of this are 

two-fold: first is that the rentier nature of the economy does not 
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allow for a formulation of any sustainable economic and 

development policies; and secondly, it generates the necessary 

conditions for a weak and collapsing state that could hardly 

respond to the basic imperative of statehood. Patrimonialism and 

rentierism therefore created and led to widespread 

impoverishment, dilapidated social services and infrastructure, 

poor educational systems and badly managed economies, and the 

marginalisation and exclusion of the majority of the populace 

from the political and economic processes in the country. The 

resultant widespread political and socio-economic discontent this 

bred provided the basis for fundamental grievances and the 

breeding ground for armed rebellion. Therefore, neo-patrimonial 

politics, to a large extent, offers creditable explanation for the 

ethnicisation and militarisation of politics in Africa.  

(4) The International Dimensions/Linkages of the Conflicts.  

This, Azar (1990, p. 11), has linked with the political-economic 

relations of economic dependency within the international 

economic system and the network of political-military linkages 

constituting regional and global patterns of clientage and cross-

border interest (Ramsbotham et al 2012). Azar identified this 

tendency with modern states, particularly, weak states, that are 

porous to the international forces operating within the wider 

global community. He submitted that the “formation of domestic 

social and political institutions and their impact on the role of the 

state are greatly influenced by the patterns of linkage within the 

international system.” Drawing heavily from the works of Sumner 

(1906), Gurr (1970) among others, Azar attempted to trace the 

process by which one group's experiences, fears and belief 

systems generate a reciprocal negative image which perpetuate 

communal antagonisms and solidify protracted social conflict. In 

particular, this negative image of another group's intentions and 

history serve to justify discriminatory policies and legitimize 

atrocities. Actions from antagonistic groups are mutually 

interpreted as threatening, with the worst motivations attributed 

to the other side and this shrinks the space for compromise and 

accommodation  and so “proposals for political solutions become 
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rare and tend to be perceived on all sides as mechanism for 

gaining relative power and control” (Azar, 1990:15).  Thus, Azar 

(1991:95) perceives PSC as a model or framework that 

“synthesize the realist and structuralist paradigms into a pluralist 

framework” more suitable for explaining protracted and prevalent 

patterns of conflict than the more limited alternatives.            

Long before the commencement of the Cold War, Africa has 

emerged as a strategic sphere of influence for the superpowers, 

due to a variety of political, ideological, economic and military 

factors. The strategic imperative to have allies in Africa and to 

contain the threat of communism saw the outbreak of proxy wars 

orchestrated by both sides of the Cold War divide and thus, 

converted Africa into a hostile battleground. The Cold War 

competition in Africa directly instigated conflicts in Angola in 

1975 and Somalia in 1977. Apartheid South Africa’s intervention 

in Angola to prevent the communist-based MPLA from taking 

power led to the deployment of 12,000 Cuban troops in support 

of the MPLA government. The perception of communist threat 

and spread in Southern Africa, not only intensified conflict in 

Angola, but also instigated another Cold War induced proxy war 

between supporters of the two major parties in Mozambique 

(FRELIMO and RENAMO).  

The Cold War conflict and competition led not only to the 

partitioning of Africa into ideological blocs and spheres of 

influence, but also resulted in garnering support for client states, 

and installing in power, brutal, anti-democratic and authoritarian 

puppets and their regimes. Thus, corrupt and tyrannical regimes 

such as Siad Barre’s Somalia, Mobutu’s Zaire, Mengistu’s 

Ethiopia, and Stevens’ Sierra Leone were maintained and 

consolidated in power to serve the vested interests of the 

superpowers and their allies. The superpowers were inclined to 

maintaining order and stability in client states at any cost. For 

instance, former President George Bush Sr. is noted to have 

described the brutal dictator of Zaire, the late Mobutu Seseko, as 

‘America’s greatest friend in Africa’ whilst Ronald Reagan once 

described the tyrannical UNITA leader, the late Jonas Savimbi, as 
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a ‘freedom fighter.’ The crucial and painful effect of the Cold War 

induced proxy wars was to undermine the political development 

and stability of the continent.  

With the end of the Cold War, support for client states declined 

which automatically put an end to Cold War patronage by the 

superpowers. The resultant effect of this was the collapse of the 

puppet regimes it had fostered, and a lot of simmering grievances 

previously contained by the Cold War, now exploded into bloody 

conflicts and civil wars. Thus, in Africa, most armed conflicts that 

ensued after this period constituted what can be called ‘new wars.’ 

Former President Charles Taylor of Liberia’s surrogate war in 

Sierra Leone through the RUF backed rebels, and both Presidents 

Museveni of Uganda and Paul Kagame of Rwanda’s orchestrated 

wars in the DRC are examples of these ‘new wars.’ Of equal 

importance here is for us to point out how and why globalization 

has enhanced international linkages among states in the 

international system and the political and economic implications 

of this on engendering protracted social conflicts through 

breeding inequalities within and among states. The advocates of 

globalization are always quick to point out how, through new 

technology, it has created a world more interconnected than ever 

before. They will be the first to highlight how this 

interconnectedness has brought about interdependence in 

economic relations (such as trade, investment, finance and the 

organization of production globally), social and political 

interactions among organizations and individual across the globe. 

For the advocates, they will canvass for how the process is 

apolitical but engineered to bring about unrivalled productive 

capacity, which if left unhindered by states’ interference and 

allowed to run its natural course, can bring about unprecedented 

progress for the poor.  

As Poku and Therskelsen (2013, p. 223) have noted, the euphoria 

generated by advent of globalization has disguised the very real 

social and economic inequalities that are the result of the ideology 

at the heart of the process. As a process driven by economics, it 

adopted the neoliberal ideology of development, propagating and 
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reflecting the basic ideological underpinnings of international 

financial institutions like the World Trade Organisation (WTO), 

World Bank (WB), and International Monetary Fund (IMF) and 

making rules favouring the adoption of neoliberal pro-market 

policies (O’Brien et al, 2000). With its SAP policy (See Tables 

below), not only has it engendered rising inequality between and 

within nations, but this inequality has further led to conflicts in 

some cases and exacerbate them in other cases.  

 

TABLE: IMF Adjustment Policies  

IMF Macroeconomics 

Adjustment (Stabilisation) 

Policies 

Economic Objectives 

Devaluation To promote exports and reduce demand for 

imports by raising their prices 

Public spending reduction on 

wages, employment, 

investment, subsidies etc 

To reduce the budget deficit and thus slow 

down the growth of government debt, slow 

down the growth of the money supply and 

reduce overall demand and thus demand for 

imports 

Tax increase on incomes, 

taxes on spending. 

Ditto (same as above) 

Tighter monetary and credit 

policies and higher interest 

rates 

To reduce overall demand and thus demand 

for imports to limit or reduce the rate of 

inflation.  

Source: Poku and Therkeslen (2013, p. 226) 

 

TABLE: WORLD BANK STRUCTURAL ADJUSTMENT POLICY 

(SAP) 

World Bank (SAP) Economic Objectives 

Reducing the role of the state by restricting 

government spending, privatization, 

deregulation of markets  

To increase economy 

efficiency and thus 

improve long term 

economic performance. 
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Getting the prices right by freeing interests rates, 

freeing exchange rates, wages, prices, 

agricultural produce price increases, parastatal 

price increases, subsidy reductions, tax reforms, 

cost recovery 

Ditto  

Opening the economy through trade reform, 

foreign investment reform  

Ditto 

Institutional strengthening and capacity building Ditto  

Source: Poku and Therkeslen (2013, p. 226) 

 

What then is the global implication for this uneven and skewed unequal 

distribution of wealth? One thing that is very clear to all including the advocates 

of neoliberal agenda through globalization as an ideology for development is 

that it has failed to deliver the promised macroeconomic stability and growth 

with the intended trickle down benefits. What we have is the fact that 

globalization continues to increase the already existing gap between the rich 

and poor, between and within states with the Southern side of the fence 

becoming more overcrowded and impoverished. Globalization is thereby an 

ideology that services the exclusive and exclusionary interests of the ruling 

class, its advocates, and the elites of the core capitalist economies at the expense 

and immiseration of the majority of the people in developing economies – 

arguably a form of neo-colonialism or crypto-imperialism – and the weaker 

segments of their own societies.   

An alternate interpretation of the J-Curve theory (Davies, 1974), shows that 

whenever desperation meets with grievance, rebellion and radicalization are 

likely to ferment, which in turn can lead to or result in conflict and violence. 

This is reminiscent of the happenings in Middle East and North Africa (MENA), 

particularly in Egypt in the early 2011, and the murmurings of radicalization in 

Greece in 2010. Globalisation’s incitement of rebellion and radicalization have 

untold ramifications for national and international security in the years to come. 

Although Hosni Mubarak’s Egypt and Ben Ali’s Tunisia were at the forefront 

of instituting neoliberal policies in the Middle East, Armbrust (2011) has 

reported that the rhetoric of Egypt’s political economy during the Mubarak 

period did not match up with the reality as was the case with every countries 

where neoliberal policies were instituted. In the case of Egypt, the openness of 

the market and the implementation of the agenda of privatization were unevenly 
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applied and the most vulnerable members of the society suffered most in the 

hand of neoliberalism. The result was as Armbrust (2011) has stated;  

Organized labor was fiercely suppressed. The public 

education and the health care systems were gutted by a 

combination of neglect and privitisation. Much of the 

population suffered stagnant of failing wages relative to 

inflation. Official unemployment was estimated at approxi-

mately 9.4% and about 20% of the population is said to live 

below a poverty line defined as $2 per day per person.  

 

The immiseration of the populace was not evenly spread as the wealthy and the 

well-connected of the populace profiteered from the neoliberal economic 

agenda as Egypt reallocated public resources for the benefit of a small and 

already affluent elite. Privatization provided windfalls for the elite as they were 

able to purchase state-owned assets for themselves at much less their market 

value. On January 25, 2011, a popular uprising began in Egypt, with the 

protesters rejecting the structural adjustments, austerity measures and 

privatization that had put the middle and working classes increasingly under 

pressure mainly due to the cutback of income redistribution mechanism with 

the protesters and rising job insecurity (Bogaert, 2011).   

 

Conclusion:  

In conclusion, we allude to the depth and breadth of Azar’s theoretical 

framework as of great relevance and explanatory tool for analyzing types and 

nature of conflicts in Africa. The table below shows how the study of PSC is 

relevant to the different disciplines and can be used by scholars of different 

theoretical persuasions.  

 

Azar’s ‘4’ Precondition for Protracted Social Conflict  

RELEVANT 

DISCIPLINES 

PRE-CONDITIONS FOR 

PSC 

CORRELATES 

Anthropology, 

History, Sociology. 

Communal Content Degree of Ethnic 

Heterogeneity. 

Psychology, 

Biology, 

Greed-Grievances Nexus Levels of Human 

Development  
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Development 

Studies 

Politics, Political-

Economy 

Failure of Governance  State Capacity and 

Scales of Political 

Repression 

International 

Relations, Strategic 

Studies 

International Linkages 

(Underdevelopment and 

Dependency) 

Volume of Arms Import 

etc. Cross-Border 

Formentation.  

Adapted from: Ramsbotham et al (2012, p. 104). 

 

As he had claimed (Azar, 1991, p. 95), PSC is an attempt to “synthesise the 

realist and structuralist paradigms into a pluralist framework, more suitable for 

for explaining prevalent patterns of conflict than the more limited alternatives.” 

We are not by this paper claiming that PSC is the only theoretical framework 

pointing to the significance of mobilized identities, exclusionist ideologies, 

fragile and authoritarian governance, weak or fragile states, and disputed 

sovereignty as the major sources of conflicts, rather what we hope to emphasise 

is that this approach anticipated many aspects of what has since become 

orthodoxy but broader than most in its analytical and explanatory depth.     

Hence, we have attempted to use Azar’s PSC as a theoretical base to explain the 

nature of conflicts in Africa. While we do not claim to be exhaustive or to have 

come up with an esoteric explanation of conflicts in Africa, we sincerely hope 

that we have provided, at the very least, one more useful insight to 

understanding the nature of conflicts in Africa and why they are protracted.  
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