
In 42 religious civil
wars from 1940 to 2000,1 incumbent governments and rebels who identified
with Islam were involved in 34 (81 percent), far more than those identifying
with other religions, such as Christianity (21, or 50 percent) or Hinduism (7, or
16 percent).2 In addition, civil wars in which key actors identify as Islamic are
more likely to escalate into religious civil wars than civil wars in which key
actors identify with other religions.

In this article I argue that overlapping historical, geographical, and, in par-
ticular, structural factors account for Islam’s higher representation in religious
civil wars. Together, the historical absence of an internecine religious war simi-
lar to the Thirty Years’ War in Europe (1618–48), the geographic proximity of
Islam’s holiest sites to Israel and large petroleum reserves, and jihad—a struc-
tural feature of Islam—explain why so many civil wars include Islamic partici-
pants. When political elites come under immediate threat, they will work to
reframe issues of contention as religious issues, essentially attempting to out-
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1. I deªne a “religious civil war” as a war in which religious belief or practice is either a central or
peripheral issue in the conºict. For religion to count as “central,” combatants had to be ªghting
over whether the state or a region of the state would be ruled according to a speciªc religious tra-
dition—as in the cases of Afghanistan, Chad, and Sudan. For religion to count as “peripheral,”
combatants had to identify with a speciªc religious tradition and group themselves accordingly,
but the rule of a speciªc religious tradition could not be the object of contention. An example
would be the conºict in the former Yugoslavia, which involved Bosnian Muslims (Islam), Croats
(Catholicism), and Serbs (Orthodox Christianity). This leaves open the question of conºation of
ethnicity and religion: if ethnicity and religion generally covaried, then Orthodox Christianity may
have been a central issue in the Serb campaign to hold Yugoslavia together under Serb rule. But
ethnicity and religion did not covary. Although most ethnic Serbs, for example, are Orthodox
Christian, not all are. Moreover, local leaders made nationalist rather than religious bids, which
underscores the low proªle of religion compared to other issues of contention.
2. See Monica Duffy Toft, “Religion, Civil War, and International Order,” Discussion Paper, No.
2006-03 (Cambridge, Mass.: Belfer Center for Science and International Affairs, John F. Kennedy
School of Government, Harvard University, July 2006), p. 12.



bid each other in an effort to establish religious credibility and thus attract do-
mestic and external support.

A recent empirical survey of civil wars from 1940 to 2000 revealed two
ªndings. First, the percentage of civil wars in which religion has become a cen-
tral issue has increased over time. Second, these religious civil wars are much
more destructive than wars fought over other issues: they result in more casu-
alties and more noncombatant deaths, and they last longer.3

I begin by introducing the subject of religion in civil wars and then offer a
deªnition of religion. Next I put forth a theory of religious outbidding to help
explain why religion becomes a central issue in some civil wars but not in oth-
ers. I then offer three hypotheses on the role of religion in civil wars and exam-
ine the problem of Islam’s disproportionate representation in religious civil
wars from 1940 to 2000.4 After testing these hypotheses against a statistical
data set of civil wars, I examine the case of Sudan’s two civil wars. I conclude
with a discussion of some of the theoretical and foreign policy implications of
religion and civil war that follow from this analysis.

Religion in Civil Wars

In recent years, organized religion has experienced a worldwide resurgence,5

and with it an increase in religiously inspired violence and war. Examples in-
clude al-Qaida’s attacks on the United States on September 11, 2001, as well
as civil wars raging between Buddhists and Hindus in Sri Lanka, between
Hindus and Muslims in India, and among Muslims in Iraq. Partly as a result,
policymakers have focused greater attention on the subject of religion and or-
ganized violence.6 Yet more than ªve years after al-Qaida’s attack on New
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3. Ibid., pp. 17–18.
4. I selected this time period for three reasons. First, it permits comparison of the maximum data
(civil wars) possible. Second, it does so in the time period closest to our own. Third, it allows infer-
ences to be drawn without as much risk of perturbation from World War I and World War II (only
one war carried over from 1940). In sum, conclusions drawn from this data set have the highest
potential to yield both general and statistically signiªcant ªndings.
5. Ibid.; and Timothy Samuel Shah and Monica Duffy Toft, “Why God Is Winning,” Foreign Policy,
No. 155 (July/August 2006), pp. 39–43.
6. See Douglas Johnston and Cynthia Sampson, eds., Religion, the Missing Dimension of Statecraft
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1994); the special issue of Millennium: Journal of International
Studies, Vol. 29, No. 3 (December 2000); and Daniel Philpott, Revolutions in Sovereignty: How Ideas
Shaped Modern International Relations (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 2001). For recent
works that assess the resurgence of religion in public life, see Gilles Kepel, The Revenge of God: The
Resurgence of Islam, Christianity, and Judaism in the Modern World (University Park: Penn State Uni-
versity Press, 1994); David Westerlund, ed., Questioning the Secular State: The Worldwide Resurgence



York’s World Trade Center and the Pentagon, the academic literature on this
topic remains relatively undeveloped. Much of it focuses on religiously in-
spired terrorism (in particular, the idea that suicide terrorism is an artifact of
religious fanaticism),7 or it tests Samuel Huntington’s “clash of civilizations”
thesis (essentially, the notion that identiªcation with a particular religious faith
causes some groups to form transnational communities that are, ipso facto,
existentially opposed to one another’s existence).8

Deªning Religion

“Religion” is a complex concept.9 Deªnitions typically include some or all of
the following elements: a belief in a supernatural being (or beings); prayers
and communication with that being; transcendent realities that might include
some form of heaven, paradise, or hell; a distinction between the sacred and
the profane and between ritual acts and sacred objects; a view that explains
both the world as a whole and a person’s proper role in it; a code of conduct in
line with that worldview; and a community bound by its adherence to these
elements.10

In the West, religion and violence are generally associated with the
Abrahamic religions, or “peoples of the book” (e.g., Judaism/Old Testament,
Christianity/New Testament, and Islam/Quran), and to a lesser extent,
Hinduism and Buddhism. Each faith has its own beliefs and prescribed and
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of Religion in Politics (New York: St. Martin’s, 1996); Peter L. Berger, ed., The Desecularization of the
World: Resurgent Religion and Politics (Grand Rapids, Mich.: William B. Eerdmans, 1999); and
Susanne Hoeber Rudolph and James Piscatori, Transnational Religion and Fading States (Boulder,
Colo.: Westview, 1997).
7. Three of the best works are Mark Juergensmeyer, The New Cold War? Religious Nationalism Con-
fronts the Secular State (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1993); Mark Juergensmeyer, Terror
in the Mind of God: The Global Rise of Religious Violence (Berkeley: University of California Press,
2001); and Jessica Stern, Terror in the Name of God: Why Religious Militants Kill (New York: Ecco/
HarperCollins, 2003).
8. See, for example, Jonathan Fox, Religion, Civilization, and Civil War: 1945 through the New Millen-
nium (Lanham, Md.: Lexington, 2004); Bruce M. Russett, John R. Oneal, and Michaelene Cox,
“Clash of Civilizations, or Realism and Liberalism Déjà Vu? Some Evidence,” Journal of Peace Re-
search, Vol. 37, No. 5 (September 2000), pp. 583–608; Ted Robert Gurr, “People against States:
Ethnopolitical Conºict and the Changing World System: 1994 Presidential Address,” International
Studies Quarterly, Vol. 38, No. 3 (September 1994), pp. 347–377; and Samuel P. Huntington, The
Clash of Civilizations and the Remaking of World Order (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1996).
9. As philosopher of religion William P. Alston illustrates, deªning religion is difªcult and contro-
versial. The deªnition I offer here is not intended to stand as comprehensive. Instead, it helps clar-
ify the arguments tested in this article. Alston, “Religion,” in Paul Edwards, ed., Encyclopedia of
Philosophy, Vol. 7 (New York: Macmillan, 1972), pp. 140–145.
10. This deªnition follows Alston’s. Ibid.



proscribed practices. Yet it is what Judaism, Christianity, and Islam may have
in common that makes them of such interest to scholars who study religion
and violence, as well as to policymakers grappling with ending or preventing
religious civil wars. As practiced today, the Abrahamic religions share two key
aspects relevant to the likelihood that conºict between competing groups may
escalate into violence. First, they tend to be uncompromising; that is, even
given some liberty in interpretation over time, the texts of the Old Testament,
New Testament, and Quran place important limits on the conduct of believ-
ers.11 Each text serves as a guide to conduct approved or mandated by a su-
preme being. Considerable rewards follow good conduct, and dire punish-
ment (either individually or collectively) follows prohibited conduct. As a
result, when believers are asked to violate key tenets of their faith as laid down
in holy scripture, they are less likely to do so, even when it might result in
what most would consider a better outcome, such as peace. Second, both
Christianity and Islam encourage followers to discount their physical sur-
vival.12 The logic is simple: the physical self is mortal, and hence temporary;
the religious self, however, is potentially immortal and eternal. Thus,
sacriªcing the temporary and mortal to obtain the eternal and immortal is not
only rational but also desirable.13 And “sacriªce” is the operational word. Be-
cause there is no way to empirically verify the existence of a divine being (and
by such means establish the validity of holy texts), physical self-sacriªce in de-
fending one’s faith becomes itself a test of faith, one particularly respected in
Christian and Muslim traditions.14

Contemporary policymakers worry about the combination of religion and
violence for at least three reasons. First, taken together, the indivisibility of reli-
gious doctrine and the promise of martyrdom threaten the two key pillars of
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11. One should therefore expect theocracies to be more authoritarian than nontheocracies, because
when church and state are fused, opposition to state policy becomes tantamount to opposition to
God. On the other hand, a 2002 study of the alleged relationship between Islam and “authoritari-
anism” found only one causal link between the antidemocratic character of Islamic states and Is-
lam as a religion: the subordination of women. See M. Steven Fish, “Islam and Authoritarianism,”
World Politics, Vol. 55, No. 1 (October 2002), pp. 4–37. On religion, political values, and women, see
also Pippa Norris and Ronald Inglehart, Sacred and Secular: Religion and Politics Worldwide (Cam-
bridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004).
12. My descriptions of religion, religious practice, and religious motivations refer only to ideal
types. As such, I do not claim that they are literally descriptive of the practice or motivation of a
majority of the followers of any particular religion.
13. As a system of beliefs, nationalism can also have this effect. See Benedict Anderson, Imagined
Communities: Reºections on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism (London: Verso, 1991), pp. 9–12.
14. Juergensmeyer, Terror in the Mind of God.



the state system as established in Europe following the end of the Thirty Years’
War:15 bargaining and deterrence. In any bargaining exchange, a rational per-
son (or state) calculates the tangible costs and beneªts of action or inaction,
and then maximizes his or her utility by choosing the course of action that will
result in the highest likelihood of beneªt with the lowest risk or cost.16 In con-
trast, religious followers often choose to sacriªce tangible beneªts for intangi-
ble ones, even to the point of sacriªcing their lives.17 Similarly, a rational
person (or state) will be systematically deterred from action that credibly
threatens harm—especially physical harm—and that is not redeemed by some
greater beneªt. Thus, a more secular person (or state) can be coerced or de-
terred by the threat of physical destruction, whereas a less secular actor (or
state) may be impossible to coerce or deter with the same threat.18

A second source of policymakers’ deep concern with religious civil wars is
that, on average, they are far more destructive than civil wars fought over
other issues (e.g., ideology or ethnicity). Religious civil wars result in higher
combatant deaths; they last longer; they are more likely to recur once “ended”;
and they are four times as deadly for noncombatants.19

When religion becomes a central issue of contention, therefore, it poses a po-
tential threat to both domestic and international order just as much today as it
did in the seventeenth century. The logic is straightforward: when religion hin-
ders the ability of the state to bargain, the combatants may go on killing each
other long after there is any political, economic, or social utility in doing so
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15. See Stephen D. Krasner, Sovereignty: Organized Hypocrisy (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University
Press, 2003); Philpott, Revolutions in Sovereignty; and Daniel Philpott, “The Challenges of Septem-
ber 11 to Secularism in International Relations,” World Politics, Vol. 55, No. 1 (October 2002),
pp. 66–95.
16. On the history of the rational state more generally, see Stephen Toulmin, Cosmopolis: The Hid-
den Agenda of Modernity (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1990); and Albert O. Hirschman,
The Passions and the Interests: Political Arguments for Capitalism before Its Triumph (Princeton, N.J.:
Princeton University Press, 1977).
17. According to prominent neorealists such as Kenneth N. Waltz, the domestic preferences of
substate actors disappear at the interstate system level. See Waltz, Theory of International Politics
(New York: Macmillan, 1979), pp. 76–78. Policymakers in the real world, however, are less con-
vinced, as the debate over Iran’s nuclearization makes clear. See John J. Mearsheimer, The Tragedy
of Great Power Politics (New York: W.W. Norton, 2001).
18. See Monica Duffy Toft, “Issue Indivisibility and Time Horizons as Rationalist Explanations for
War,” Security Studies, Vol. 15, No. 1 (January–March 2006), pp. 34–69. On the neglect of religion
and the fear of it in U.S. foreign policy during Bill Clinton’s administration, see Madeleine
Albright, The Mighty and the Almighty: Reºections on America, God, and World Affairs (New York:
HarperCollins, 2006).
19. Toft, “Religion, Civil War, and International Order.”



(religious motivation is not necessary for this to be true, but depending on the
religion, it may well be sufªcient).20 And in religious traditions such as Chris-
tianity, Islam, and Judaism, violent conºict is often considered a manifestation
of God’s will (a judgment); such conºict can therefore become a test of reli-
gious faith.21

A third concern among policymakers is that religiously motivated violence
tends to fuse temporal and religious authority, which in turn can produce
more authoritarian forms of government. When government and religion are
mixed, criticism of, or resistance to, government policy becomes tantamount to
criticism of, or resistance to, God—an intolerable religious crime. Although
much controversy about a causal link between regime type and interstate
aggression remains,22 to the extent that authoritarian regimes are more aggres-
sive neighbors, the tendency of religious fundamentalism to make govern-
ments more authoritarian implies a more violent world.

These three concerns underpin the view that religious fundamentalism is a
threat to peace, whether in the form of civil or interstate war.

Religious Outbidding: A Theory of Religious Civil Wars

My argument about the role of religion in civil wars builds on Jack Snyder’s
model of nationalist outbidding.23 In From Voting to Violence, Snyder posited
that political elites will attempt to outbid each other to enhance their national-
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20. This pattern characterizes the dynamics of conºict bargaining in the 1980–88 Iran-Iraq War. Af-
ter Iraq’s ªrst series of offensives failed and it became clear that Iran could not easily be beaten in a
conventional conºict, Iraq offered Iran peace terms. Iraq acted as a secular European state might
have done in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Once the tangible costs exceeded
the expected beneªts, Iraq was ready to quit. Iran, however, acted irrationally by those same stan-
dards: even though continued ªghting was unlikely to result in victory (or victory at an acceptable
cost), Iran refused to accept Iraq’s increasingly favorable peace terms. As a result, a war that
should have been over in two years lasted nearly a decade. For a concise history of this war, see
Efraim Karsh, The Iran-Iraq War, 1980–1988 (Oxford: Osprey, 2002).
21. Moreover, God’s punishments can be expected to be collective as well as individual, especially
in the Jewish and Muslim contexts; that is, Jewish or Muslim civilization can be harmed by devia-
tions from proper conduct by even a minority of the community’s members. For a statement of
this in Islam, see Marc Sageman, “The Global Salaª Jihad,” Statement of Marc Sageman to the Na-
tional Commission on Terrorist Attacks upon the United States, July 9, 2003, http://
www.globalsecurity.org.
22. For an overview of the competing arguments and evidence, see “Forum on the Democratic
Peace,” American Political Science Review, Vol. 99, No. 3 (August 2005), pp. 453–472.
23. Jack Snyder, From Voting to Violence: Democratization and Nationalist Conºict (New York: W.W.
Norton, 2000).



ist credentials with a key domestic political audience (these audiences being
most important in democratic states, in which publics have at least some ca-
pacity to inºuence a state’s domestic and foreign policies). Elites who win this
contest and establish themselves as the most credible defender of the nation
will then gain the support and resources needed either to maintain their tenure
as leaders (assuming they are incumbents) or, in a conºict, to be victorious.

In religious outbidding, the process is similar; elites attempt to outbid each
other to enhance their religious credentials and thereby gain the support they
need to counter an immediate threat. In this process, however, regime type is
not as important as it is in nationalist outbidding. I argue that a civil war is
likely to become a religious civil war when four conditions hold: (1) govern-
ment or rebel leaders are immediately threatened; (2) resources (e.g., small
arms, cash, skilled ªghters, and logistical support) needed to reduce or elimi-
nate the threat may be acquired by framing a conºict in religious terms; (3) the
society has preexisting, though not necessarily deep, religious cleavages; and
(4) the government controls public access to information. The second condition
is particularly important because unlike nationalism, which by its nature tends
to be a local issue,24 religion (i.e., Christianity before the Thirty Years’ War and
Islam since its inception) tends to be transnational. In other words, appeals to
religion may attract support as a form of religious obligation from outside the
area of the conºict. This is true of some religions more than others (e.g., Islam
more than Buddhism), and of some religions in certain historical periods more
than in others (e.g., Christianity before the Thirty Years’ War).

These four conditions highlight the signiªcant role of resources in achieving
victory and give rise to two key questions: Where are the internal or external
resources necessary to counter a threat located? And what type of bid is most
likely to result in the acquisition of those resources? Variation in location will
help explain variation in the type of bid, but the outbidding process is similar
in all cases.

From 1940 to 2000, there were 42 religious civil wars: in 25 of these, religion
was a central issue; in 17 it was a peripheral issue. In the next section I intro-
duce three hypotheses to help explain why religion becomes a central issue of
contention in some civil wars but not in others.
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24. The various “pan” movements of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries stand as nota-
ble exceptions that prove the rule. In pan-Slavism, for example, ethnic Serbs were able to gain dip-
lomatic support from the Russian Empire by appealing to a shared Slavic identity.



Hypotheses on Religion in Civil Wars

The logic of bargaining intransigence, religious outbidding, and conºict esca-
lation can be reduced to three hypotheses that link the centrality of religion to
the quality and outcomes of civil wars.

hypothesis 1: religion and conflict

Hypothesis 1 states that religious bids have higher utility for Islamic elites
than for non-Islamic elites.

This hypothesis compares the utility of religious bids across religions. Politi-
cal elites under immediate threat will make legitimacy bids: that is, bids calcu-
lated to enhance their reputation and, by extension, their chances of survival.25

The nature of those bids—ideological, ethnic, nationalist, or religious—de-
pends on leaders’ assessments of the appeal most likely to provide access to
needed resources. In places with preexisting religious cleavages or large num-
bers of people who strongly identify with a given religion, religious bids can
both enhance local support (e.g., from army ofªcers, key union leaders or
other interest groups, and the population more generally) and attract foreign
support from fellow adherents. Although a combination of internal and exter-
nal support is generally desirable, external support will matter only when (1) it
results in an inºux of resources capable of altering the outcome of a local
power struggle; and (2) the resources in question (say, a particular type of ex-
plosive or ªrearm or an especially charismatic ªghter) are not available locally.

In many cases, an inºow of arms or ªghters will inºuence the outcome of a
local power struggle. This creates an obvious risk for nationalist-based insur-
gencies, because the coin of legitimacy in such contests precludes foreign inter-
vention (which is anathema to nationalist insurgencies).26 Thus, even in cases
where an inºux of foreign weapons or ªghters might be able to break a stale-
mate in a local conºict, embattled elites would be unwise to make nationalist
bids, except in cases when (1) the local government or insurgent group has ac-
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25. This assumption is not intended to be descriptive so much as ideal type. Some threatened
elites will advance religious bids not for instrumental reasons, but because a profession of faith is
what is called for when one is threatened. On balance, however, a cause-and-effect relationship is a
reasonable assumption to make: actors respond to threats by advancing a religious (or other) bid
to defend themselves or advance their rule; such conduct is therefore instrumental in the way as-
sumed here.
26. On the role of outside actors in nationalist wars, see Stephen M. Saideman, Ties That Divide:
Ethnic Politics, Foreign Policy, and International Conºict (New York: Columbia University Press,
2001).



cess to a large pool of nationals living outside the country, (2) those nationals
reside in states with access to resources capable of increasing the chances of
victory, and (3) appeals for money and other forms of support are restricted to
these nationals. By contrast, in the same circumstances religious bids are less
risky because communities of faith are not tethered to speciªc physical places
the way nations are. Believers are therefore free to cross temporal boundaries
or send aid without diminishing the legitimacy of the elites who have ap-
pealed to them for help.

To the extent that this ideal-type model (i.e., threatened elites seeking sup-
port by means of legitimacy bids) approaches reality, the process of religious
outbidding would explain why Islam is so much more likely to be involved in
religious civil wars than other religions: Islam has a speciªc (and today very
active) obligation-to-defend-by-force component. Examples since World War II
include Afghan mujahideen appeals for cash and Muslim ªghters from Iran,
Pakistan, and Saudi Arabia during the Soviet intervention from 1979 to 1989;
Shiite calls for cash and ªghters from Iran during the ªrst and second wars
with Iraq (1990–91 and 2003); and Chechen calls for support from Muslims
during Chechnya’s two most recent wars with Russia (1994–96 and 1999–
present). In all three cases, embattled local elites worked to establish their cred-
ibility as Muslims, and then used that legitimacy to summon external help
from Muslims of different races and nationalities. Young men answered these
calls by traveling to the areas of conºict, often bringing cash and arms with
them, to satisfy what they believed to be a religious obligation to defend Islam
against attacks from nonbelievers. In the most recent case, Iraqi Shiites, who
are predominately Arab, have highlighted shared religious ties with Iranian
Shiites (who are predominately Persian) as a way to gain cash, weapons, and
ªghters to defend themselves from attacks by Sunnis and Christians.

hypothesis 2: centrality of religion in violent conflict

The second hypothesis posits that the more religious outbidding that occurs,
the more likely religion is to move from a peripheral to a central issue in a
conºict.

This hypothesis focuses on the conditions under which religion will move
from a peripheral to a central issue in a conºict. The logic of this hypothesis is
grounded in the notion that issues are constructed or framed in an interactive
process that begins with elites. For example, the political status of Kosovo in
former Yugoslavia could be seen as an issue of religious legitimacy, because
several sites considered holy by Orthodox Serbs are located there. On the other
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hand, by 1998, ethnic Albanians constituted more than 90 percent of Kosovo’s
population.  Thus,  Serb  political  elites  were  unlikely  to  frame  the  issue  of
Kosovo’s status in terms of ethnic population distribution and more likely to
frame it as a question of cultural and religious heritage. By contrast, ethnic Al-
banian Kosovars were apt to frame the issue of Kosovo’s political status in
terms of both the democratic principle of majority rule and the norm of na-
tional self-determination.27 This hypothesis is tricky, however, because the ar-
row of causality can also point in the other direction: once religion becomes
central to a conºict, elites are likely to compete to enhance their religious cre-
dentials and legitimacy.

hypotheses 3a and 3b: the consequences of religious conflict

Hypothesis 3a states that the more central religion is to a violent conºict, the
less likely that conºict will be resolved through negotiations. Hypothesis 3b
holds that the more central religion is to a conºict, the less likely combatants
are to restrain themselves from using force against noncombatants who are
nonbelievers.

Hypotheses 3a and 3b focus on the consequences of religion moving from
the periphery to the center. Hypothesis 3a tests the proposition that religious
issues are less amenable to compromise than most other issues. Every conºict
involves some error in anticipating the costs and beneªts of escalation. After
the violence starts, however, the relative balance between costs and beneªts
becomes progressively clearer, and this clarity presents opportunities for bar-
gaining to end the violence (though not necessarily the dispute).28 Hypothesis
3a posits that, having framed an issue of conºict as a religious issue, elites will
support (1) escalating nonviolent conºicts to violence, and (2) continuing or
escalating a violent conºict beyond the point where the beneªts exceed the
costs. This is another way of saying that religious issues have an uncompro-
mising character, such that even rational actors may ªnd it difªcult to arrive at
a nonviolent resolution.29 If this is true, then one should also expect religious
civil wars that end short of a decisive outcome to be more prone to reignite
than civil wars fought over other issues.

Hypothesis 3b gets at a problem not restricted to religious belief but closely
associated with it historically: the treatment of noncombatants. When Spain
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27. On principles used in ethnic bargaining, see Monica Duffy Toft, The Geography of Ethnic Vio-
lence: Identity, Interests, and the Indivisibility of Territory (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press,
2003), especially chap. 2.
28. Geoffrey Blainey, Causes of War (New York: Free Press, 1988).
29. Toft, “Issue Indivisibility and Time Horizons as Rationalist Explanations for War.”



encountered the New World in the ªfteenth century, for example, the Catholic
Church had to decide the status of peoples indigenous to America: Were they
human, and thus entitled to due process and fair treatment? Or were they
“savages” to be treated as a special category of animal?30 After considerable
debate, the distinction turned on the process of conversion: those who con-
verted to Christianity would be considered humans (albeit conquered hu-
mans) and therefore entitled to humane treatment. The unconverted could be
treated as any other natural resource: killed, made slaves, and so on (it was, for
example, impossible to murder a “savage”). Thus in some religions, only ad-
herents gain the full protection of the law.

Islam in Civil Wars

Three factors in addition to the transnational aspect of religious outbidding
help to explain why Islam has played a larger role in contemporary religious
civil wars than either Christianity or Judaism. The ªrst factor is historical: the
timing of the emergence of the state system and the subsequent development
of an international system that made industrialized states the most lethal form
of political association.31 The second is geographical: the co-location of Islamic
holy sites and concentrated petroleum reserves. The third is structural: a com-
ponent of Islam known as jihad that has been interpreted and practiced since
ancient times.

the thirty years’ war and the emergence of the state system

The notion that political communities are best organized into states is not uni-
versal across time or space. It is neither natural nor inevitable that people
should choose to live in states. The contemporary state system had its birth in
Europe following thirty years of religious war.32 The Treaties of Westphalia in
1648 marked the end of the era of the unfettered prince as sovereign and ush-
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30. See Anthony Pagden, The Fall of Natural Man: The American Indian and the Origins of Comparative
Ethology (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1987).
31. Industrialization is the most common explanation for the success of the West in overcoming
resistance from beyond the boundaries of Europe, but plague and culture also contributed to this
success. See, for example, Jared Diamond, Guns, Germs, and Steel: The Fates of Human Societies (New
York: W.W. Norton, 1997); and Victor Davis Hanson, Carnage and Culture: Landmark Battles in the
Rise of Western Power (New York: Doubleday, 2001).
32. Some controversy remains over the claim that the Thirty Years’ War was in fact a “religious”
war. Certainly no one disputes that the war began as a ªght between Protestants and Catholics,
and that much of its intensity and cruelty resulted from its religious character. For my purposes, it
is sufªcient to note the war’s religious origins, destructiveness, and political consequences (which
are not in dispute).



ered in a progressively more secularized system of leadership. Princes no
longer acted as agents of religious authority (or on an equal basis with regard
to temporal authority), and they increasingly came to view religious authority
as a resource (in terms of legitimacy, tangible assets, or both). Even before the
Thirty Years’ War, princes had come to rely less on religious approval for their
actions and more on divine right as a source of legitimacy. But the extreme
barbarity of the war and philosophical reaction to it—for example, the perva-
siveness of the theme of “reason over faith” during the Enlightenment—
persuaded most survivors that a secular form of government and some sort of
power-sharing arrangement should supersede the power of the formerly un-
fettered prince (whether an agent of religious authority or not).33 Worship
would become a private matter distinct from the practice of ruling.

In addition, the nature of warfare itself underwent signiªcant change during
this period.34 Much of the destructiveness of the Thirty Years’ War, especially
in the early years, was wrought by the necessity of quartering troops in areas
with accessible food supplies. The process of foraging and counterforaging—
as armies fought over the same lands season after season—soon left much of
the European heartland incapable of supporting military operations (and
eventually noncombatants). In addition, poor diet and constant movement
made soldiers more susceptible to disease and more capable of spreading it.
Europe was beset by plagues even more lethal than losses from starvation and
combat. Princes turned increasingly to mercenaries to supplement their mili-
tary power, which led to a dramatic increase in the demand for cash to pay
them. Princes found that to raise enough money to continue the ªght, they had
to bargain with merchants and bankers (i.e., their social subordinates). Such
subordinates were thus positioned to advance their own agendas in exchange
for funding the princes. By the end of the war, mutual exhaustion and cross-
class bargaining combined to make the previous century’s ideal of a reli-
giously sanctioned, all-powerful prince nearly extinct (it survived only in
Russia).
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33. Europeans had other great struggles to endure, including the struggle over the proper system
of government for the state. Separating the cleric from the prince was not enough. If clerics were
uncompromising, princes were capricious. Dissatisfaction with absolute monarchy led to a wide-
spread struggle to overcome institutionalized aristocracy (the rule of blood over merit), which
ended in the nineteenth century with the triumph of the bourgeoisie. On this theme, see
Hirschman, The Passions and the Interests; and Francis Fukuyama, The End of History and the Last
Man (New York: Free Press, 1992).
34. For a general introduction, see John Childs, Warfare in the Seventeenth Century (London:
Cassell, 2001).



As a result, emerging European states progressively abandoned the model
of countries being ruled by God, save perhaps for the Russian Empire and the
vestigial “state” of Vatican City in Rome. The Islamic world, however, has not
undergone a similar experience. The 1980–88 Iran-Iraq War is its only major in-
ternecine conºict, and horriªc as this war was, it never approached the scale or
intensity of the Thirty Years’ War.35 Like Christianity, Islam is a religion sup-
ported and constrained by holy texts. But unlike Christian polities, Islamic pol-
ities have not had sufªcient incentives to separate religion and state.36 Instead,
in almost every country that identiªes itself as Islamic, religion and state are
fused; and rather than address schisms between, for example, Sunnis and
Shiites, most contemporary interpretations of the Quran focus on the conduct
of Muslims vis-à-vis Jews and Christians.37

co-location of holy islamic sites and petroleum reserves

A second factor that helps to explain Islam’s greater involvement in religious
civil wars is the co-location of Islam’s holiest sites and accessible petroleum
reserves. Since the oil crisis of the 1970s, large oil reserves have been discov-
ered outside the Middle East; and today the Russian Federation controls a
signiªcant supply of those reserves. But until recently, petroleum as a strategic
resource was closely identiªed with the Arabian Peninsula. Importantly,
petroleum would not have been so important had the West (and Japan) not in-
dustrialized. Indeed, industrial production under conditions of interstate com-
petition produced the most lethal form of the state: the advanced-industrial
state (of which there are still relatively few).
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35. For an overview of the war’s causes, course, and consequences, see Richard Bonney, The Thirty
Years’ War, 1618–1648 (Oxford: Osprey, 2002). In the German territories alone, an estimated 15 per-
cent of the prewar population perished due to both military action and disease exacerbated by
military action. It would be another 300 years before the industrial revolution–fed world wars
would result in losses on this scale.
36. The literature on the connection between Islam and the state is vast. For an overview of the
tension between Islam, the state, and individual liberty, see Khaled Abou El Fadl, “Islam and the
Challenge of Democracy,” Boston Review, Vol. 28 (April/May 2003). See also Bernard Lewis, “Islam
and Liberal Democracy: A Historical Overview,” Journal of Democracy, Vol. 7, No. 2 (April 1996),
pp. 52–63; and John L. Esposito and John O. Voll, Islam and Democracy (New York: Oxford Univer-
sity Press, 1996). For an empirical evaluation that ªnds that Islamic countries are “democratically
challenged,” see Fish, “Islam and Authoritarianism.”
37. The data below support this argument: almost no difference exists between the number of
states with an Islamic orientation and those whose ofªcial religion is Islam (27 and 25, respec-
tively). For Christian states, the proportions are very different: 32 states have a distinctly Christian
orientation, yet only 13 claim Christianity as a state religion. Moreover, there are more Christians
worldwide than Muslims and more states whose populations contain a majority of Christians; yet
Christianity is much less prevalent in religious civil wars than is Islam.



Toward the end of the nineteenth century and through two world wars,
Western advanced-industrial states, with their secular governments and
highly developed killing technology, came into increasing (and increasingly vi-
olent) contact with the Middle East. In their interstate depredations, and later
export of the concept of nationalism as a high form of legitimacy, the West be-
came a force for inadvertently unifying and radicalizing Islam.38 The colonial
and postcolonial periods, marked by the paradoxical mix of good intentions,
on the one hand, and lies and naked exploitation, on the other hand, helped to
re-create the concept of Arab (and Islamic) unity.39 In addition, both Arab na-
tionalism and Islamic fundamentalism received a strong boost from the estab-
lishment—with some Western help—of a Jewish state in 1948 on territory
predominantly populated by Arabs and Muslims. More important, Mecca,
Islam’s holiest site, is located on the Arabian Peninsula. It follows that the
West’s increasing dependence on petroleum and the growing antipathy be-
tween Jews, Arabs, and Persians after World War II would combine to make
conºict more likely in this region, and that as a result of faith and resource co-
location, Islam would play a disproportionately greater role.

islam and jihad

A third factor that has contributed to Islam’s disproportionate role in religious
civil wars is jihad.40 The best translation of the Arabic “jihad” is generally
given as “struggle.” Traditionally, the term refers to the defense of faith when
faith is threatened, and it has an internal and an external aspect. The internal
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38. The main cause of disunity had been the machinations of European colonial powers, which
had long ago mastered the concept of “divide and rule.” Colonial borders served no other purpose
than to make it more difªcult for the organic polities of North Africa, Egypt, the Arabian Penin-
sula, Persia, and Turkey to act as uniªed polities. For a cogent example of this process—Russian
conquest of the Caucasus in the nineteenth century—see Ivan Arreguín-Toft, How the Weak Win
Wars: A Theory of Asymmetric Conºict (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2005), chap. 4.
39. This is a concept that predates the advent of the European states system and has endured ever
since. For early manifestations of nationalism against ªrst the Ottomans and then the British, see
George Antonius, The Arab Awakening: The Story of the Arab National Movement (New York: Simon
Publications, 2001); and T.E. Lawrence, The Seven Pillars of Wisdom: A Triumph (New York: Anchor,
1991). For a more scholarly account, see Rashid Khalidi, Lisa Anderson, Muhammad Muslih, and
Reeva S. Simon, eds., The Origins of Arab Nationalism (New York: Columbia University Press, 1991).
See also Ernest Gellner, ed., Islamic Dilemmas: Reformers, Nationalists, and Industrialization (New
York: Mouton, 1985); Bernard Lewis, Islam and the West (New York: Oxford University Press, 1994);
and Bernard Lewis, What Went Wrong? Western Impact and Middle Eastern Response (New York: Ox-
ford University Press, 2002).
40. The literature on jihad is vast. See Noor Mohammad, “The Doctrine of Jihad, an Introduction,”
Journal of Law and Religion, Vol. 3, No. 2 (1985), pp. 381–397; Gilles Kepel, Jihad: The Trail of Political
Islam (New York: Belknap, 2003); and Fawaz A. Gerges, The Far Enemy: Why Jihad Went Global
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2005).



aspect involves personal struggle, that is, coming to see the wisdom of God
through the teachings of the Prophet Mohammed. Many religions embrace a
similar concept, which often involves challenging believers to strengthen their
faith in God by means of meditation and prayer, fasting, and so forth.

The external aspect involves the defense of the community of believers from
unbelievers—from those who, having come to adulthood, have consciously re-
jected the teachings of the Prophet and, by extension, the commandments of
God. This external defense-of-the-faith component of Islam has parallels in
other religions, including Christianity. In contemporary states whose histories
include participation in the Thirty Years’ War, however, this component has
remained dormant for centuries. In the Islamic world, the external aspect of
jihad was revived during the Soviet Union’s ill-fated attempt in the 1980s to
preserve an unpopular Marxist regime in Afghanistan. It gave license to young
men to travel great distances to Afghanistan to defend Islam by killing Soviet
troops and the Soviet Union’s local allies. This effort was thus characterized by
a sense of religious obligation; and combined with a never-ending stream of
cash and weapons across Afghanistan’s notoriously porous borders, these
young men prevented the Soviets from achieving their political objectives at
an acceptable cost. Although military analysts in the West were apt to credit
high technology (speciªcally, U.S.-made Stinger surface-to-air missiles) with
the Soviet defeat in Afghanistan, to Islam’s more conservative clerics and to
many Muslims, jihad’s external aspect was responsible for defeating a nuclear-
armed, advanced-industrial Christian state.41 This accounts for why, since the
end of the Cold War, external jihad has become the legitimizing principle of
choice for Islam’s most conservative clerics—many of whom either personally
satisªed their religious obligation to defend the faith from “godless commu-
nists” or sanctioned others to do so. This explains why the term “jihad,” as
used today in both the West and the Islamic world, tends to be reduced to this
external aspect.

By contrast, the emergence of a similar appeal in a contemporary Christian
context is highly unlikely,42 not because Christianity is free of its own versions
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41. On Islamic strategic thinkers’ views about how to defeat the West, see Jarret M. Brachman and
William F. McCants, “Stealing al-Qa’ida’s Playbook,” Studies in Conºict and Terrorism, Vol. 29, No. 4
(June 2006), pp. 309–321.
42. On the contrary, the most useful type of argument a beleaguered combatant—be it an incum-
bent government or a rebel group—could make to gain Western support today is that of an ally in
the war against Islamic fundamentalist terror. There is nothing, however, to prevent Christianity,
or even Judaism, from reactivating this aspect of faith and practice. In Judaism’s case, because only
a single state is Jewish, when threatened, Jewish elites will not tender religious bids for external
support because no other state exists that could come to Israel’s aid on religious grounds. Never-



of jihad—the Crusades are only the most notorious reminder that it is not—but
because as inheritors of the state system that came out of the Thirty Years’ War,
Western elites have long since secularized their political leadership.43

In sum, although a combination of historical, geographical, and structural
factors are necessary to explain Islam’s disproportionately high role in reli-
gious civil wars from 1940 to 2000, they are not sufªcient. For that we will need
to include the phenomenon of religious outbidding. Since World War II, Arab
leaders from Egypt, Iraq, Jordan, and Saudi Arabia have attempted to outdo
one another in claiming their dedication to Arabs as an ethnic group, adhering
to Islam as their chosen faith, and (at least until Egypt’s stunning defection in
1979 with the signing of the Camp David accords) seeking to annihilate the
state of Israel. Embattled elites who succeed in establishing religious credibil-
ity (e.g., contemporary Iraqi Sunni and Shiite clerics) gain support at home, as
well as cash, weapons, and ªghters from abroad. Leaders who neglect reli-
gion—for example, the shah of Iran in the 1970s—may be ousted from power
or, like Anwar el-Sadat, lose their lives when seeking to suppress it.

Islam and Civil War: A Statistical Overview

This section begins with a statistical overview of the relationship between reli-
gion and some civil wars. It then offers tests of hypotheses 1 and 3 and the
plausibility of the theory of religious outbidding. A case study of Sudan’s two
civil wars serves as a test of hypothesis 2 in the following section.

The data analyzed below were collected in a data set that includes all civil
wars fought from 1940 to 2000. To be part of the data set, a civil war had to
meet six criteria.44 First, the focus of the war was control over which group
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theless, when powerful states have signiªcant numbers of nationals living outside the state (or
when in powerful states they have a strong lobby—for example, the Jewish-Israel lobby in the
United States), religious appeals may make more sense. See John Mearsheimer and Stephen Walt,
“The Israel Lobby,” London Review of Books, March 23, 2006, pp. 3–12.
43. This is not a teleological argument. Christianity could again become the focus of internecine
ªghting, but today—especially in Europe—this remains unlikely. On the subject of global religious
resurgence, see Shah and Toft, “Why God Is Winning,” pp. 38–43.
44. These six criteria are an amalgamation of those used by other scholars to deªne civil wars. For
example, Roy Licklider and Nicholas Sambanis use a death threshold of 1,000 total, as opposed to
a yearly average. Furthermore, this data set includes wars that involved colonial struggles. Other
data sets are inconsistent on this score. Take, for example, the case of Russia and Chechnya, which
is included in most data sets, whereas the war for Algerian independence is not. Licklider would
probably argue that this war fails to meet part of his third criterion that “each side must have
signiªcant numbers of troops made up of local residents.” Licklider, “The Consequences of Nego-
tiated Settlements in Civil Wars, 1945–1993,” American Political Science Review, Vol. 89, No. 3 (Sep-



would govern, as each contender rejects the legitimacy of the claims of other
contenders for control of the government. Second, there were at least two
groups of organized combatants. This criterion therefore excludes spontane-
ous mob actions or riots, such as occurred during the Albanian pyramid
scheme crisis in 1997. Third, the state was one of the combatants. This excludes
communal conºicts in which the government is not one of the warring parties.
Fourth, there were at least 1,000 battle deaths per year on average. This ex-
cludes other types of violence such as crime, riots, and smaller-scale insurgen-
cies. It also excludes cases such as the ªght for Northern Ireland (although the
long-term costs of that conºict have been high). Fifth, the ratio of total deaths
was at least 95 to 5, meaning that the stronger side had to have suffered at least
5 percent of the total casualties. This criterion excludes massacres and geno-
cides. Sixth, the war had to start within the boundaries of an internationally
recognized state or entity. This excludes wars between two sovereign states.
The total number of wars that qualiªed for inclusion in the data set was 133;45

of this, 42 (32 percent) were religious civil wars (see Table 1).
According to hypothesis 1, religious outbidding should be more prevalent in

Islamic states than in non-Islamic states. If this is true, then Islam should be
disproportionately involved in religious civil wars, as elites propound reli-
gious identities, beliefs, and traditions to advance their political position vis-à-
vis both a domestic and an international audience. Of the 42 religious civil
wars fought from 1940 to 2000, one or both parties adhered to Islam in a strik-
ing 34 cases (81 percent),46 and 34 (26 percent) of the civil wars during this pe-
riod had an Islamic component. Christianity was involved in 21 (50 percent) of
the 42 religious civil wars and 21 (16 percent) of the 133 civil wars examined.

Another way to examine the connection between religion and civil war is to
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tember 1995), p. 682. The problem here is not with the criterion, but in its application across
potential cases. In the case of Chechnya, most of the ªghting on the side of the Russian govern-
ment was done by federal troops sent down to Chechnya from Moscow. Local Russians did not
ªght in the war; rather, they fell victim to the violence or ºed. In Algeria, by contrast, French set-
tlers engaged Algerians during the war for independence. Algeria better meets Licklider’s crite-
rion than does Chechnya, yet it is excluded from his data set. To be consistent, wars that are
commonly thought of as colonial wars are included in this data set. There are a total of 10 such
wars included here. See Licklider, “The Consequences of Negotiated Settlements in Civil Wars”;
Michael W. Doyle and Nicholas Sambanis, “International Peacebuilding: A Theoretical and Quan-
titative Analysis,” American Political Science Review, Vol. 94, No. 4 (December 2000), pp. 779–802;
and James D. Fearon and David D. Laitin, “Ethnicity, Insurgency, and Civil War,” American Political
Science Review, Vol. 97, No. 1 (February 2003), pp. 75–90.
45. The data set is available from the author.
46. For a similar ªnding about ethnic conºicts in the early 1990s, see Huntington, The Clash of Civi-
lizations and the Remaking of World Order, p. 269.



look at the religious makeup of the states involved. Table 2 reveals that in 14 of
the 24 (58 percent) states that experienced religious civil wars, Islam was the
dominant religion (where “dominant” refers to the majority of the population
with a given religious identity). To fully appreciate Islam’s disproportionate
involvement in such wars, consider the global distribution of Islamic states
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Table 1. Religious Civil Wars, 1940–2000

State Start Year Name/Combatants

Afghanistan 1978 Mujahideen/Taliban
Algeria 1992 Fundamentalists
Azerbaijan/Soviet Union 1988 Nagorno Karabakh
Bangladesh 1972 Chittagong Hill
Burma 1948 Karens
Burma 1960 Kachins
Chad 1965 National Liberation Front of Chad
China 1950 Tibet
China 1954 Tibet
Cyprus 1963 Greek/Turk clashes
Cyprus 1974 Coup/Turkey invasion
Ethiopia 1977 Ogaden
Georgia 1992 Abkhazia
India 1946 Partition
India 1948 Hyderabad
India 1956 Naga revolt
India 1965 Kashmir
India 1982 Sikh insurrection
India 1988 Kashmir
Indonesia 1950 Ambon/Moluccans
Indonesia 1953 Aceh revolt
Indonesia 1975 East Timor
Iran 1978 Revolution
Iran 1981 National Council of Resistance of Iran/Mojahedin
Iraq 1991 Shiite insurrection
Israel/Palestine 1945 Independence
Lebanon 1958 First civil war
Lebanon 1975 Second civil war
Nigeria 1967 Biafra
Nigeria 1980 Maitatsine
Philippines 1972 Moro rebellion
Philippines 2000 Moro rebellion
Russia 1994 First Chechen war
Russia 1999 Second Chechen war
Sri Lanka 1983 Tamil insurgency
Sudan 1955 Anya-Nya
Sudan 1983 Sudan People’s Liberation Movement/Army
Syria 1979 Sunnis versus Alawites
Tajikistan 1992 Civil war
Yugoslavia 1991 Croatian secession
Yugoslavia 1992 Bosnian civil war
Yugoslavia 1998 Kosovo



and adherents of Islam. Of the 191 states worldwide, only 27 (14 percent) have
a clear orientation toward Islam,47 while only 25 (13 percent) have regimes in
which Islam is deªned as the state religion.48 Yet Islam is represented in 81 per-
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47. Assaf Moghadam, “A Global Resurgence of Religion?” Working Paper, No. 03-03 (Cambridge,
Mass.: Weatherhead Center for International Affairs, Harvard University, August 2003), pp. 46–54.
I deªne “orientation” as the preferential treatment of a given religion within a state over others,
such that the distribution of state funds to one religion’s institutions or members compares dispro-
portionately to other religions or groups.
48. Ibid., p. 53.

Table 2. Dominant Religion of States Experiencing Religious Civil War

State Dominant Religion Percentage of Population

Afghanistan Islam/Sunni 80
Algeria Islam/Sunni 99
Azerbaijan Islam/Shiite/maj 93
Bangladesh Islam/Sunni 83
Burma Buddhist 89
Chad Islam/Sunni 51
China Taoist 95
Cyprus Christian/Greek Orthodox 78
Ethiopia Islam/Sunni 45–50
Georgia Christian/Georgian Orthodox 84
India Hindu 81
Indonesia Islam 88
Iran Islam/Shiite 89
Iraq Islam/Shiite 60
Israel Judaism 76
Lebanon Islam 60
Nigeria Islam 50
Philippines Christian/Catholic 81
Russia Christian/Russian Orthodox 15–202

Sri Lanka Buddhist 69
Sudan Islam/Sunni 70
Syria Islam/Sunni 74
Tajikistan Islam/Sunni 85
Yugoslavia Christian/Eastern Orthodox 393

1Unless otherwise indicated, figures are from the CIA World Factbook, 2007, https://www
.cia.gov/cia/publications/factbook/index.html.

2This figure represents practicing worshipers and therefore underestimates the number of
adherents who have an Orthodox background. Ethnic Russians, most of whom are Ortho-
dox, make up 80 percent of the population.

3Because the last census in former Yugoslavia to ask about religion was conducted in 1953,
this figure is only an estimate and includes ethnic Serbs and Montenegrins from the 1991
census. Ruza Petrovi×, “The National Composition of Yugoslavia’s Population, Yugoslav
Survey, Vol. 33, No. 1 (1992), pp. 3–24; and Dusan Breznik and Nada Raduski, “Demo-
graphic Characteristics of the Population of FR Yugoslavia by Nationality,” Yugoslav Sur-
vey, Vol. 34, No. 4 (1993) pp. 3–44.



cent of religious civil wars and 26 percent of all civil wars. Hypothesis 1 is
therefore supported.

Hypothesis 3 proposes that religious civil wars are more intractable and
more destructive than other kinds of civil war. To test this hypothesis, I exam-
ined the following four factors: war duration, war termination type, recur-
rence, and noncombatant deaths. The data show that whereas nonreligious
civil wars last on average 76 months, religious civil wars last 103 months, or
about two years longer.49 The same holds true if one compares civil wars in
which religion is central with all other civil wars; the former last on average 91
months and the latter about 76 months. These data reveal that civil wars in
which religion is peripheral are the longest, lasting 119 months on average.
These ªndings, however, are not statistically signiªcant and do not take into
account other reasons for the peripheral wars, such as level of economic
development.

Civil wars in which religion is central do seem to be more intractable than
nonreligious civil wars, and they are less likely to be resolved by a negotiated
settlement; 19 percent of civil wars from 1940 to 2000 ended in negotiated set-
tlements, whereas only 12 percent of civil wars in which religion was central
did.50 Civil wars in which religion was peripheral were twice as likely to be re-
solved in this manner.51

Furthermore, civil wars in which religion was central were nearly twice as
likely as nonreligious civil wars to recur: 6 of 25 (24 percent) of these wars re-
curred, compared with 11 of 91 (12 percent) nonreligious wars.52 Civil wars in
which religion was peripheral were slightly more likely to recur than civil
wars without a religious dimension.

Finally, civil wars in which religion was central were four times deadlier to
noncombatants than civil wars in which religion was peripheral (28,000 versus
7,000 average deaths per year for central and peripheral religious involvement,
respectively).53 All war is brutal, but this ªnding shows that in terms of non-
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49. The overall mean is 84 months.
50. Pearson chi2(3) = 5.1549; Pr = 0.161. Note that it is barely insigniªcant. The problem here is that
the number of cases is limited. There are only 25 central religious conºicts to compare against only
23 negotiated settlements.
51. Pearson chi2(3) = 11.0024; Pr = 0.012.
52. Pearson chi2(1) = 2.23; Pr = 0.14. This statistic compares religious civil wars when religion was
central against nonreligious civil wars. Wars in which religion is peripheral were excluded in this
calculation.
53. To calculate whether religious civil wars are more brutal toward civilians, I subtracted the av-
erage number of battleªeld deaths per year for each war from the total deaths per year, thereby ob-
taining an average nonbattleªeld annual death count. Nonreligious civil wars seem to brutalize



combatant mortality, the greater the centrality of religion, the more brutal the
war.

Sudan’s Civil Wars

I have argued that religious outbidding is an important factor in explaining
why religion moves from a peripheral to a central issue of conºict in some civil
wars. Hypotheses 1 and 3 have been tested and supported by statistical data
analysis. In this section I test hypothesis 2, as well as hypotheses 1 and 3, in the
case of Sudan’s civil wars. I chose this case because it can be used to illustrate
and test arguments about the role of religion in war. In addition, it includes im-
portant variation along the “centralization of religion” variable. I begin with a
brief historical background, before moving on to explore each of the three hy-
potheses on religion and civil war.

background

Save for eleven years between 1972 and 1983, Sudan (from the Arabic bilad as-
Sudan, or “land of the blacks”) has been ravaged by civil war since gaining
independence on January 1, 1956. The war has pitted predominantly black
African, non-Muslim southerners against largely Arab, Muslim northerners.
Since 1983 this war and related causes (such as war-induced famine) have left
more than 2 million Sudanese dead and displaced nearly 4.5 million.54 In 2002
a task force report published by the Center for Strategic and International
Studies described the situation as follows: “Adding to the outrage is the gov-
ernment’s aerial bombardment of humanitarian relief sites; the systematic de-
nial and manipulation by Khartoum and opposition forces of relief to
imperiled civilian populations; religious persecution; failure by the govern-
ment to combat slavery and abductions of children and women into servitude
by Arab tribal militias; and mounting allegations that the aggregate conse-
quence of this pattern of violence is genocidal.” The task force concluded that
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civilians even more than central religious wars, accounting for an average of 42,000 nonbattle
deaths per year.
54. See, for example, U.S. Committee for Refugees and Immigrants, “Country Report: Sudan,”
World Refugee Survey, 2002 (Washington, D.C.: U.S. Committee for Refugees and Immigrants,
2002). For statistics on internally displaced persons (IDPs), see “Proªle of Internal Displacement:
Sudan,” Global IDP Database, Global IDP Project, Norwegian Refugee Council, http://
www.unhcr.org/home/RSDCOI/4059b7044.pdf, updated March 24, 2005. Sudan has the largest
concentration of IDPs in the world. Freedom House cites a ªgure of 4.5 million displaced persons.
See “Sudan Campaign,” Center for Religious Freedom, Freedom House, http://www
.freedomhouse.org/religion/sudan/index.htm.



the central problem on which “virtually everything hinges is the devastating
war that has raged in Sudan since 1983,” and it urged the next U.S. administra-
tion to exert great effort to end the conºict.55

Sudan is the largest country on the African continent. With an area of
roughly 2.5 million square kilometers, it is slightly more than one-quarter the
size of the United States.56 In 2006 Sudan’s population was estimated at 41 mil-
lion, 70 percent of whom were Sunni Muslims, 25 percent adherents of indige-
nous traditional religions, and 5 percent Christians.57 Muslims dominate the
northern part of the country, while Sudanese who practice Christianity and
traditional religions tend to live in the south. Nearly 2 million Christian south-
ern Sudanese reside in or around the capital, Khartoum. As of July 2006, the
ethnic division of Sudanese was 52 percent black and 39 percent Arab.58 The
number of tribes is estimated at 450, and some 132 languages are spoken
across the country.59

According to Francis Deng, former Sudanese ambassador to the United
States and a preeminent scholar of Sudan, the country’s civil war “culminates
a long history in which the North has tried to spread its religion and language
to the South, which has resisted these efforts.”60 Christianity and Islam ap-
peared in Sudan in the sixth and seventh centuries a.d., respectively. The ar-
rival of Islam in North Africa led to a gradual decline of Christian inºuence,
including in northern Sudan where, in 1504, an Arab-Muslim alliance over-
threw the Christian kingdoms. With Islam established in the north, Islamic
Arabs tried to assert control over the south.61

The Arab incursions from the north, however, proved neither deep nor per-
manent. They were halted in the southern parts of today’s Sudan by a combi-
nation of impassable swamps and ªerce resistance by southern Sudanese.
Consequently, the Arabization and Islamization of the north failed to take root
in the south.62

International Security 31:4 118

55. Ibid., pp. 1–3.
56. CIA World Factbook, 2007, https://www.cia.gov/cia/publications/factbook/index.html.
57. Ibid.
58. The Beja ethnic group formed 6 percent of the population, foreigners 2 percent, and other eth-
nic groups 1 percent. Ibid.
59. Donald Petterson, Inside Sudan: Political Islam, Conºict, and Catastrophe (Boulder, Colo.:
Westview, 1999), p. 5.
60. Francis M. Deng, “Sudan—Civil War and Genocide: Disappearing Christians of the Middle
East,” Middle East Quarterly, Vol. 8, No. 1 (Winter 2001), p. 13.
61. Ibid.
62. Deng notes that the Arabs were interested in the material value of blacks as slaves and thus



In the late nineteenth century, Muhammad Ahmad bin Abdallah, a boat
builder’s son, proclaimed himself the Mahdi, the second prophet and restorer
of the Islamic faith. The Mahdist regime lasted until 1899, when it was de-
stroyed by British and Egyptian forces, which subsequently established “con-
dominium rule.”63

Islam survived in the north, but during the Anglo-Egyptian condominium,
the British sought to reduce the chances of a future Islamic uprising by replac-
ing Arab ofªcials in the south with black Africans and preventing northerners
from entering this region.64 Use of the English language was encouraged,
and conversion to Christianity was vigorously pursued.65 To make uniªed
Sudanese resistance to condominium rule more difªcult, the British systemati-
cally neglected the south’s economic development and undermined creation of
an effective administrative infrastructure.66 In the north, by contrast, the Brit-
ish invested in creating an educated Arab and Muslim Sudanese elite, while
advancing the region’s economic and social development. At the same time,
Egypt, one of Sudan’s neighbors, encouraged Islamic values and beliefs. As a
result, condominium rule promoted cultural and religious separateness of the
north and the south.

The British united the separately ruled zones in 1947, following signs of
growing Sudanese nationalism in the north and increasing awareness of the in-
evitability of Sudanese independence. In the Juba conference of the same year,
southern chiefs cooperated with northern nationalists to pursue independence
from colonial rule. As the British troops began to withdraw, however, and as
most administrative posts were ªlled by better educated northerners, south-
erners came to feel that the fusion between government and religion placed
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them at a disadvantage. Southerners were at an additional disadvantage be-
cause few of them spoke Arabic, which had become the ofªcial language of the
north. In the south, “Sudanization” became tantamount to “northernization.”
According to Deng, for southerners, “independence was to prove merely a
change of outside masters, with the northerners taking over from the British
and deªning the nation in accordance with the symbols of their Arab-Islamic
identity.”67

sudan’s first civil war, 1955–72

By the mid-1950s, the divisions between northern and southern Sudan had
taken on a multilayered complexity. Differences of geography, race, language,
education, and economic development added to differences in religion to
make conºict between the two regions all but inevitable.

On August 18, 1955, several months before Sudan’s independence, violent
conºict broke out when soldiers of the army’s Southern Corps mutinied after
hearing rumors that they were to be disarmed and taken northward. Led by
Lt. Reynaldo Loyela, a group of southern soldiers at Torit refused to comply
with orders given to them by their superiors. On the same day, another 190
southern soldiers mutinied in the districts of Juba, Maridi, Yambio, and Yei.
The government in Khartoum declared a state of emergency, and on August
21, the Royal Air Force airlifted some 8,000 Sudanese army troops into the
south.68 The civil war had begun.

In 1958, following a short period of democratic rule under Sudan’s ªrst
prime minister, Ismail al-Azhari, the ºuctuation between civilian and military
rule began. In November 1958 the military, led by Gen. Ibrahim Abboud,
assumed power, quickly suppressing the opposition and speeding up the
Islamization of the south through aggressive proselytizing.69

Abboud’s military campaign forced thousands of southerners into exile in
neighboring countries, where they soon established opposition organizations.
The remnants of the mutiny of 1955 formed the most violent of southern
Sudanese opposition groups, the Anya-Nya (“snake poison”), which enjoyed
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widespread support in the south. General Abboud’s full-scale military cam-
paign against the Anya-Nya and other southern opposition movements gener-
ated some 500,000 refugees.70

On May 25, 1969, a military junta headed by Jaafar Muhammad al-Nimeiri
overthrew a civilian caretaker government that had ruled since October 1964.
Nimeiri strengthened the relationship between the Sudanese government and
the Soviet Union, already the main ªnancial and military backer of Khartoum.
He also increased his country’s support of and identiªcation with Arab states
vis-à-vis Israel.71

In July 1971 a failed communist coup led to the termination of Soviet
support. Ruling a Sudan now bereft of its strongest military supporter, and
leading a weakened army, Nimeiri made peace overtures to the southern re-
bels. In March 1972 his government signed the Addis Ababa agreement. Its
clauses contained power-sharing and security guarantees for southerners and
granted the south political and economic autonomy.72 The ªrst civil war was
over.

sudan’s second civil war, 1983–?

Sudan’s ªrst civil war was halted by the promise of social, religious, and eco-
nomic autonomy for the south. So long as that promise held, there was no in-
centive for the south to ªght. But neither Sudan nor the rest of North Africa
and the Middle East could escape the outside world or its pressures. Their
states having proven unable to defeat Israel militarily, Islamic leaders through-
out the region engaged in ªerce rhetoric against Israel and advocated an in-
creasingly conservative brand of Islam at home. Frustrated on the battleªeld,
many of the region’s leaders took to supporting terrorism against Israel and re-
pressing non-Muslim minorities within their own countries.

In Sudan, Nimeiri came under constant pressure from conservative army
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ofªcers and clerics to abrogate the Addis Ababa treaty and begin the work of
securing all of Sudan for “God.” This pressure became especially intense fol-
lowing the discovery of oil in the south in the 1970s.

In January 1983, in an act of deªance similar in nature and effect to the mu-
tiny of August 1955, southern troops of the 105th Battalion refused orders to
disarm and be transferred north. After several months of fruitless negotiations,
Nimeiri ordered an attack on the mutineers in May. Members of the unit ºed
to neighboring Ethiopia, where they formed the Sudan People’s Liberation
Movement/Army (SPLM/A), the main southern rebel faction led by John
Garang.73 Ethiopia, Uganda, and later Eritrea each supported the overthrow of
the Sudanese government, and as a result, each gave considerable logistical
support (e.g., training facilities, arms, and intelligence) to various rebel groups
opposing the Sudanese government.

The Addis Ababa agreement was ofªcially abrogated in June 1983, when
Nimeiri issued presidential decree number 1, which returned regional powers
to the central government, ended the autonomy of the south, and divided the
latter into three separate and powerless administrative provinces (Upper Nile,
Bahr al-Ghazal, and Equatoria).74 The semi-independent budgetary authority
of the south was abolished, and ªscal authority was transferred to Khartoum.
Arabic was declared the country’s ofªcial language. And the central govern-
ment seized control of the south’s armed forces.75

In September 1983 Nimeiri promulgated the so-called September Laws,
which imposed Islamic religious law (sharia) on the Sudanese people and
sanctioned the use of hudud (e.g., physical punishment such as ºogging, am-
putation and cross amputation—the simultaneous amputation of a person’s
right hand and left foot—stoning, and execution for various crimes). South-
erners labeled the imposition of the harsh laws a “rising tide of Muslim funda-
mentalism,” which “threatened to unsettle the spirit of tolerance characteristic
of the Addis Ababa decade.”76 Meanwhile, the SPLM/A, which had uniªed
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behind Garang, declared that it would ªght until the September Laws were
revoked. The SPLM/A’s objectives were deªned more broadly than just south-
ern autonomy, and included a call to transform Sudan into a multiracial,
multireligious, and multiethnic democratic state.77

In 1985 Nimeiri was replaced by Sadiq al-Mahdi, who stood as the demo-
cratically elected prime minister of Sudan until 1989. Al-Mahdi had responded
to increasing SPLM/A successes in the ªeld by attempting to negotiate an-
other peace.

On June 30, 1989, Brig. Gen. Omar Hassan al-Bashir seized power in a
bloodless coup, toppling al-Mahdi’s government. President al-Bashir, who was
born in 1944 about 150 miles south of Khartoum, is a devout Muslim and ca-
reer soldier who fought in the 1967 and 1973 Arab-Israeli wars, as well as in
Sudan’s ªrst civil war.

The new regime immediately canceled the agreements reached by the al-
Mahdi government, which had begun to negotiate with the SPLM/A and even
met preconditions for a constitutional conference.78 Al-Bashir’s coup against
al-Mahdi was supported, and perhaps planned by, the National Islamic Front
(NIF), a group that expounded a radical Islamic vision and was determined to
transform Sudan into a religious society.79 The NIF’s leader, Hassan al-Turabi,
is widely believed to have been the key ªgure behind most of Sudan’s policy
initiatives until his arrest in 2001.80

The new regime moved quickly to destroy all political opposition by abol-
ishing parliament, banning political parties, and imprisoning all other party
leaders. It imposed a state of emergency and created the Revolutionary
Command Council, which served as a cabinet and was chaired by President al-
Bashir. It also closed the newspapers. Leaders of student groups, unions,
professional associations, and political parties were arrested, with many disap-
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pearing into “ghost houses” and prisons, where they were tortured or mur-
dered.81 Undeterred by the SPLM/A’s recent military gains, which had in part
prompted the al-Mahdi government’s more conciliatory stance, the al-Bashir
regime intensiªed the civil war.

Al-Bashir refused to consider revoking sharia law and, with NIF support
and guidance, intensiªed efforts to force Islam on all Sudanese. As in the 1955–
72 civil war, religion was not the only issue of contention between north and
south. But increasingly, the al-Bashir regime described the war as a jihad and
northern Muslim ªghters as martyrs.82 Although the al-Bashir government
signed a peace agreement with the SPLM/A in January 2005, Sudan’s civil war
is effectively ongoing.

analysis: hypotheses on religious civil war and sudan’s civil wars

Sudan’s civil wars lend support to hypotheses 2 and 3. Hypothesis 2 holds that
religion will shift from being a peripheral to a central issue when local elites at-
tempt to outbid each other in an effort to increase their religious legitimacy
with an internal and, in many but not all cases, an external audience. In
Sudan’s ªrst civil war, although the sides identiªed with different religions,
the imposition of Islam by the north was not a source of the south’s resistance.
By all accounts, the proximate cause of the ªrst outbreak of violence (the 1955
mutiny) was southern concern over the systematic denial of civil service posts
in the national government (including the army). In fact, even six years after
General Abboud’s so-called Islamization campaign, southern resistance
groups focused their grievances on economic hardship rather than on religious
discrimination. The prioritization of southern grievances is reºected in a mem-
orandum sent to the Organization for African Unity, in which the Sudan Afri-
can National Union complained that the north had denied southerners
participation in the administration, stunted southern economic development,
and hampered educational progress. Religious persecution was virtually
unmentioned. Moreover, a detailed account of the motivations of Abboud’s
Islamization campaign reveals that the campaign itself did not constitute a re-
ligious bid. Abboud’s leadership was not threatened; and the north, by its own
calculations, was not feeling seriously threatened by the Anya-Nya.

In the face of increasing SPLM/A victories, and weakened by the loss of
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Soviet patronage after 1971, Nimeiri essentially sued for peace, and the 1972
Addis Ababa agreement was followed by eleven years of calm. This raises the
question: Why did he not make a religious bid instead of suing for peace?

In 1972 Nimeiri and many Arab leaders were bidding for Soviet support
both to counter Western support for Israel and to modernize their countries
(and their militaries, in particular). The disappearance of Soviet patronage put
Sudan’s northern leaders at a loss as to how to proceed. At the same time, it
strengthened the position of the SPLM/A: once the Soviet Union turned
against Sudan, its client states in Africa—Mengistu’s Ethiopia, in particular—
were both willing and able to host Garang. The new type of legitimacy that re-
ligion provided was soon to emerge, however. The increased advantages of
tightened economic control over the south grew exponentially after the discov-
ery of oil there in the early 1970s, and the potential costs of continuing to per-
mit southern autonomy—exempliªed for Nimeiri by al-Mahdi’s attempted
coup in 1976—led to Nimeiri’s complete conversion to an Islamic justiªcation
for northern aggression in the south. He made Islam the central issue of
conºict when he issued the September Laws in 1983, and full-scale civil war
resumed.

The problem for Nimeiri was not that his religious bids were ill timed or
the wrong sort, but that his history (after 1971) of repressing Islamic groups
made it relatively easy for his rivals (e.g., al-Mahdi and al-Bashir) to criticize
him as a fair-weather friend of Islam. How could such a man be trusted? Even
al-Mahdi’s credibility was eventually called into question by Sudan’s current
leader, al-Bashir. Aided by the collapse of the Soviet Union and the subsequent
split of the rebel forces opposing northern imposition of Islam in the south, al-
Bashir has led a radicalized Islamic campaign of genocidal war in the south. In
addition, his regime has gained increasing support from other Islamic states
(e.g., Saudi Arabia) in the form of ªghters, cash, and arms, while continuing to
deºect Western concerns over human rights abuses encouraged by the north in
the south.

Hypothesis 2 is therefore supported in the case of Sudan: a succession of
northern leaders, threatened with defeat by the military advances of the
SPLM/A, tendered competing religious bids to enhance their legitimacy (and
attract support) at home and abroad. The bidding process forced religion to
the center of what had started as a conºict over the distribution of ofªces and
economic resources. The result was a civil war that proved to be one of the
twentieth century’s longest and most brutal. More case studies will be needed
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to determine the extent to which this pattern holds true in other civil wars.
Nevertheless, a cursory review of other cases involving Islam and civil war re-
veals religion moving from a peripheral to central issue as a result of religious
outbidding. Consider Afghanistan from 1979 to the present, Chechnya from
1994 to the present, and today’s Iraq.

Hypothesis 3a, which holds that the more central religion is to a conºict, the
less likely the conºict will end short of a decisive victory, would have received
strong support in the Sudan case, had it not been for the January 2005 signing
of the Naivasha (North-South) Comprehensive Peace Agreement. The logic of
hypothesis 3a is that because a direct commandment from God would be nec-
essary to stop a war previously justiªed as God’s will, civil wars in which reli-
gion has become a central issue will be unlikely to end short of a decisive
outcome.83 The corollary to hypothesis 3a is that when religion moves from be-
ing a central to a peripheral issue, negotiations for lasting peace (such as the
Addis Ababa agreement) become much more likely. What then should one
make of the Naivasha agreement? Is this a real peace, resulting from a shift
of religion from the center to the periphery? Or is it an armistice whose real
purpose is to allow unreconciled combatants to continue ªghting at a future
date?

These questions are difªcult to answer. On the one hand, the inºuence of the
radical Islamists in Khartoum has diminished since 2005. On the other hand,
Khartoum’s agenda appears to remain ªxed on Islamization of the south. A
statement by Ethiopian Prime Minister Meles Zenawi reºects this puzzling
ambiguity: “Ideologically and politically,” he told the International Crisis
Group, “the form of fundamentalism that was ascendant from 1989 to 1996 in
Khartoum is defeated. However, Islamic values are still there, and will be a po-
litical factor for a long time. But the virulent, messianic, export-oriented
Islamism has dwindled in signiªcance and has become inward-looking.”84

Given more recent statements by al-Bashir and his government, however,
Zenawi’s characterization of religion as less central in Khartoum’s calculations
is questionable. Al-Bashir and Vice President Ali Osman Taha have been
quoted as saying that a secular Sudan is out of the question and that Islam is

International Security 31:4 126

83. One should not be surprised, however, by “tactical” cease-ªres, whose real aim is either to
carry on the violence under a different name (or to a different degree) or to gather the resources
necessary to achieve complete victory at some future date.
84. Prime Minister Meles Zenawi of Ethiopia, interview with the International Crisis Group,
Addis Ababa, July 16, 2001, quoted in International Crisis Group, “God, Oil, and Country,” p. 23.



the religion of the land.85 One high-ranking Sudanese government ofªcial told
the International Crisis Group, “We need to add other religions and ap-
proaches, not remove Islam from the law and constitution. We simply can’t
take it out: it’s life or death.”86 Al-Bashir himself considers Islam to be the “cor-
nerstone of our policy.”87 And the U.S. State Department’s Report on Religious
Freedom of 2002 noted that “[Sudan’s] government continued to insist that
sharia law form the basis of a uniªed state.”88

Support for hypothesis 3a is therefore mixed in the Sudan case. On the basis
of my research, I would argue that, the Naivasha agreement notwithstanding,
Sudan’s civil war is not over. Furthermore, it will not end until either the
north’s leaders are replaced by leaders who repudiate the war’s religious ob-
jectives, or the south votes to secede as outlined in the agreement.89

In contrast, support for hypothesis 3b is strong in the Sudan case. As religion
became more central, the number of civilian casualties grew. Although
Sudan’s ªrst civil war did not spare noncombatants, noncombatants were
much worse off during the height of the second civil war—which lasted from
1989 until 1996—when the al-Bashir government began to moderate its stance
on religion (though sharia law is still formally the law of the land).90

In sum, Sudan’s long civil war is effectively two distinct civil wars with two
overlapping sets of actors and causes. In the ªrst civil war, religion was no
more important than any other issue, including conºicts over economic auton-
omy, the distribution of government ofªces, social practices (e.g., education),
and political liberties. But this civil war, though destructive and costly, was
nevertheless stoppable. Religion had not become the central issue of conºict,
and when feeling threatened and unsure of what sort of bid to make, Nimeiri
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opted to compromise. In addition, the government and insurgents were able to
negotiate a peace treaty that left both better off. The terms of the Addis Ababa
agreement were followed until religious intolerance combined with simple
greed to destroy it.

In Sudan’s second civil war, religion moved from a peripheral issue to be-
come the central issue. The north unilaterally declared the whole of Sudan to
be Islamic, and then sought to make that declaration true by means of vio-
lence. The north’s religious intolerance made it unwilling to compromise on
otherwise divisible issues of conºict with the south (as it had previously) until
the south had no recourse but to respond by force of arms. The civil war that
followed the north’s abrogation of the Addis Ababa agreement was far more
brutal than the one before. In it, civilians became the systematic targets of a
host of abuses, ranging from forced slavery and mass murder to starvation.
Millions were killed or forced to ºee their homes.

Conclusion

Religious civil wars pose an increasingly important local, regional, and inter-
state problem. Religious outbidding has played a key role in this trend, espe-
cially since the 1990s, when the end of the Cold War arguably shifted the
utility of different types of bids from secular, ideological issues to ethno-
national and religious issues. The deadliness of religious civil wars, combined
with the salience of religiously inspired terror (in particular, suicide bomb-
ings), explains why the subject of religion and violence continues to capture
the attention of policymakers in both the developed and developing worlds.

From 1940 to 2000, Islam was involved in a disproportionately high number
of civil wars compared with other religions. This overrepresentation is likely
the result of the high utility of religious outbidding for political elites seeking
the resources they need to stay in power, combined with certain historical,
geographic, and structural factors.

The theory of religious outbidding, as presented in this article, isolates the
conditions under which civil wars become religious civil wars. Essentially, em-
battled political elites will tender religious bids when and where they calculate
that increasing their religious legitimacy can help them survive (or achieve an
objective that would otherwise remain out of reach). Embattled leaders can ex-
pect to obtain relatively higher utility from appeals to religion when a domes-
tic constituency favors that religion (and possesses resources that may be
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transferred to the leader as a result of the religious appeal), and when the reli-
gion in question has signiªcant extrastate constituencies—such as Islam,
which predominates in a broad belt of states ranging from North Africa to
Indonesia.

Additionally, in states that identify as Islamic, church and state are much
more likely to be fused. In contrast, after the Thirty Years’ War, “Christian”
states abandoned this model of political authority. Moreover, the co-location of
key holy sites (e.g., Mecca and Jerusalem) and the world’s most accessible pe-
troleum reserves made countries that identify as Islamic more likely to be the
site of conºict, especially after petroleum became a vital component of post–
World War II industrial and military power. Finally, Islam has jihad, an aspect
of which conceives of defense of the faith from external threats as a religious
obligation. This aspect of jihad makes travel over long distances and the risk of
death in conºicts over defense of the faith not only rational, but desirable.

This research suggests at least two major implications. First, in theoretical
terms, if religious fervor generally undermines compromise, then religious be-
lief should be incorporated into bargaining theory rather than shunted aside as
a category of irrational action. Religious preferences are rational (at least pro-
cedurally), but they operate under a different conception of costs and beneªts
than do secular preferences.91

Second, in policy terms, if the underlying objective of Western intervention
in Islamic countries is secure access to cheap petroleum, then Western coun-
tries are progressively undermining their security by refusing to seriously re-
duce their consumption of petroleum. Saudi Arabia is only the most important
of several states with large Muslim populations (including, for example, Iraq
and Iran) that sit astride most of the world’s known (or more easily accessible)
petroleum reserves. Excessive demand for petroleum only accelerates the
transfer of wealth from the developed world to oil-rich states, many of which
are represented by Islamic governments. These states then have the ªnancial
resources to buy arms and train ªghters. They are also in a position to transfer
these resources to threatened Islamic political elites in poorer countries, thus
fueling the process of religious outbidding and increasing the likelihood that
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what begins as a civil war may spill over into a regional or even an interstate
war.

How then should this cycle of threat, religious outbidding, and conºict esca-
lation be stopped? This study suggests two broad strategies: one that ad-
dresses the supply of resources to embattled elites and another that addresses
elites’ demand for such resources.

On the supply side, a reduction in the number of religious civil wars would
require a reduction in the utility of religious bids. Yet as long as states that
identify as Islamic control such vast wealth, the utility of religious bids will re-
main high.

This “conºict resources dynamic” may also solve the puzzle of why there
appears to be a gap between a widely reported Muslim majority, which rejects
conservative interpretations of the Quran and Hadith, and what appears to be
an increase in Islamic fundamentalism. If, as I have shown, the only appeals
likely to gain resources (e.g., cash, arms, ªghters, and sanctuary) incorporate
the most conservative interpretations of Islamic holy texts, two predictions fol-
low. First, all else being equal, the proportion of extreme religious bids will in-
crease. Second, elites who acquire resources as a result of these bids will be
associated with violent conºict, which will then attract much more attention
from global media than religious or secular disputes that do not escalate into
violence. This explains why Islam so often appears to be growing more conser-
vative even though its most conservative adherents remain a minority.

On the demand side, it may be possible to reduce the threat that some lead-
ers feel. In many cases, this threat will emanate from local competition, and
there is not much an outside power can do to help. But in other cases, the
source of the threat will be external. The dramatic cultural, religious, eco-
nomic, and military interventions in states with Muslim majorities that began
in the colonial era, continued into the Cold War, and have been repeated in the
post–Cold War era. Many governments that rule countries with Muslim major-
ities (e.g., Iran, Libya, and Syria) feel directly threatened by non-Islamic states
(e.g., the United States), and at least some of this threat perception lies within
the power of non-Islamic states to change. For example, the United States
could rationalize its foreign policies toward Pakistan (a military dictatorship
that continues to beneªt from U.S. economic and military support) and Israel
(a democracy, but one that continues to violate United Nations resolution 242
in deªance of international law). By making its continued support of Pakistan
and Israel contingent on Pakistani political liberalization and Israeli compli-
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ance with international law, the United States could reduce the demand for re-
sources by embattled Islamic political elites, thus disrupting the cycle of
escalation and reducing the likelihood of conºict spillover.

Both strategies are fraught with danger and would be expensive to pursue.
For countries such as the United States, however, the alternatives to energy in-
dependence and foreign policy rationalization may be far more costly in the
coming decades in terms of wealth, economic growth, and national security.
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