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Abstract:
Sub-Saharan Africa has shifted from having a lowyation density and no population growth in
the 19" century to an extremely high population growthapd We argue here that an important
cause behind contemporary civil conflict has bdesa tapid demographic shift. Specifically, we
show that low population densities in Africa histatly contributed to communal land rights and
the creation of large states. In the post-coloeial however, these two variables have combined
with high population growth rates, low levels obanization and rural-rural migration flows to
produce large amounts of ‘sons of the soil’ confbeer land. Evidence from contemporary civil

wars in Sudan and the Democratic Republic of Cangaports our theory.
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1. INTRODUCTION

The politics of population growth in contemporaririéa has largely been a neglected topic
in political science. While there is growing irgst in the long-term causes and consequences of
Africa’s historically low population densitythere remains relatively little interest in asgegshe
impact of demographic change on conflict in conterapy Africa. Indeed, this lacuna remains
striking considering both the high levels of cottflin Africa and the continent’s shift from a state
of population stagnation in the I@entury to one of the largest growth spurts in Aarhistory
today. Moreover, what scholarly interest doestentisthe relationship between population growth
and conflict has failed to answer the question by Wfrica in particular suffers so much from civil
conflict?

In this paper we thus focus on establishing a bekveen civil conflict and demographic
change in Sub-Saharan Africa. We argue that léstidy low population densities in Africa have
indirectly provided mechanisms for conflict via teeistence of communal land-holding structures
and large states. More recently population groavtti low levels of urbanization have encouraged
internal rural-rural migration, which has combineith these two variables to produce ‘sons of the
soil’ conflict over land. The preponderance ofstheonflicts between migrants and natives across
contemporary Africa, which has drawn growing attemfrom scholars in recent yedrsan thus be
traced to a large and very quick shift from low plapion densities to high population growth over
the past century and a half.

The paper thus builds on previous frameworks fatemstanding the relationship between
demography and conflict, in particular Goldstons&minal analysis of the role of population
growth in promoting political upheavals in early deon China, England, France and Turkele
argued that developing countries today would susferilar fates if they continued to suffer from
inflexible institutions, the resultant unequal disaition of resources, ‘urban bias’ (or perhaps enor
accurately a bias against agriculture) and rapidanizatiom The analysis below similarly

emphasizes the role of population growth, inflegilmstitutions and the unequal distribution of
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resources in sparking conflict in contemporary édri However, we differ from Goldstone in
focusing on rural rather than urban population dlhoas a key causal mechanism, whereby low
levels of urbanization contributed to rural-ruragnation and subsequent ‘sons of the soil’ conflict

The paper is structured as follows. First we explow Africa’s historic low population
densities have resulted in communal land rights lange states. Second, we detail how high
population growth from the 1920s onwards has ingghétfrican states negatively through these
two processes, with attention to the way populagmwth contributed subsequently to the closing
of the land frontier, migration and conflict in trete 28 century. For empirical evidence we turn
to examples from Darfur in Sudan and the eastenmdgeatic Republic of Congo. Finally we

conclude with some wider thoughts on political dgnaphy and conflict in Africa.

2. THE CONSEQUENCES OF LOW POPULATION DENSITY IN NDBERN AFRICA

Debates have raged among historians as to the<afigdrica’s low population density:
while some have suggested that Africa was sparsabylated due to ‘ancient rocks, poor soils,
fickle rainfall, abundant insects and unique premeé of diseas&, others have placed more
emphasis on the role of the intercontinental slasde in extracting people from the continént.
Regardless of the causes, there is almost univagsakment that pre-colonial Africa’s population
density was low and, due to large population grosésewhere, sharply decreasing relative to other
regions by the beginning of the colonial periodtia late 18 century. The political and economic
consequences of low population density have noweler, drawn as much attention. Here we
focus on two major consequences for pre-colonidl@tonial Africa, namely the development of a

communal system of land rights and the creatidargie states, each of which we examine in order.

2.1. Communal Land Rights
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Pre-colonial Africa’s low population density medhat labor was much scarcer than land,
which contributed to a set of agricultural practieghich can be collectively described as a system
of communal land rights. This system was markedhoge particular aspects, namely a lack of
private property rights, high labor costs and Heylels of migration. First, the concept of private
property was often absent while laws regulatingotabmarriage and cattle-ownership were
regularly highly detailed and intricate. Far frdraing inefficient at the time, various economists
have suggested that this system made perfect semse the benefits of private property were
outweighed by their enforcement co%t3hus land was so abundant that it had littled@oonomic
worth in itself; in 18" century Zimbabwe, for instance, ‘land was abundaat labor scarce, so that
land with no labor on it had little valud.’ Moreover, the contrast with Rwanda, which had a
population density in 1900 some 15 times highen tiee African average, is striking: tii@kingi
land tenure system, for instance, was ‘create@spanse to increased scarcity of lands’ in central
Rwanda where population densities were at thehes°

Second, low population densities meant that lalogtscwere high, leading to a subsequent
reliance upon labor-saving, land-extensive agnicelt' Indeed, historians generally agree that
Africans practiced ‘extensive agriculture over B@reas and shifting settlements when soils were
exhausted*® Thus, for example, a British diplomat in 1913 atésed the shifting nature of pre-
colonial agriculture in French Equatorial Africahét region which would later become Congo-

Brazzaville, Gabon and the Central African Repyla follows:

The native farmer... is, like his brother of the BaigCongo, nomadic in his operations;
after he exhausts the soil in one place he simplyvates another, and the transfer often
involves the erection of new huts on the new ardasnfrom the last farm, which is left to

be soon again buried in dense bush. His ignoraheescientific rotation of crops, and the
ease with which he secures virgin soil, with therespondingly more abundant crops,
operate formidably against any fixity of tenure ahé reduction of jungle to permanent
arable land?

Third, Africans not only migrated because of sihaustion but also for political reasons.

Indeed, in sharp contrast to later periods ‘stresigarere welcomed into pre-colonial African
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societies inasmuch ‘they enhanced the prestigeotiad the labor force of the head of a household,
kin group or community® This pattern of constant migration led one sahtdacall Africa a
‘frontier continent,” inasmuch as Africans were b@iushed to the frontier by political and social
change and pulled by the prospects of settling laed:>

This system of communal land rights had a profoefféct on the manner in which
European colonialists extended their rule overlrAfaca. More specifically, upon their decision
to utilize ‘indirect rule’ as an inexpensive meansrule over the African countryside European
administrators thus created ‘traditional’ or ‘custary’ land rights. These new colonial laws both
vested land rights in tribal chiefs and regulatdasbl movements outside Africans’ designated tribal
territories in the worry that migrant Africans wdubecome ‘detribalized’ and thus politically
dangerous. The result of these laws was to predbesidea of non-private land ownership but at
the cost of ethnicizing land such that ‘nativesd Ipgivileged access over ‘strangets.While some
moves towards promoting private property righter@®W/orld War Il took place in such colonies as
Kenya, Nyasaland (Malawi), Tanganyika (Tanzaniajl &outhern Rhodesia (Zimbabwe), over
80% of all land across Africa remained in custom@rmureshig, in part because of the political
disruption such a shift could cause at the locadlle

To summarize, Africa’s pre-colonial low populatiodensities contributed to a communal
land rights system generally marked by a lack afgte property rights, high labor costs and
extensive migration. In the colonial period thesl Ito the colonial creation of ‘customary’ land
rights that encompassed the vast majority of lasrdss the continent, whereby land was vested in
tribal chiefs who governed over supposedly ethhjdabmogenous areas with sharply controlled

migration flows.

2.2. Large States
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Africa’s low pre-colonial population densities alsad a profound effect on the size of the
continent’s states. In the pre-colonial era indmes states were overwhelmingly small due to their
inability to project their power across large temies, with large parts of the continent ruledyosu
the village level® European colonialists, however, had no problempimquering Africa with their
sophisticated medicines and militaries, and wete &b divide up the continent between them in
only a quarter-century.

These colonists were in large part driven by claiha Africa contained ‘the world’s last
great untapped reservoir of markets, resources mossible investment opportuniti€s.’ In
particular much of the speculation about Africa’arket potential revolved around estimates of its
supposedly large population. To take one exanffiance was interested in obtaining the West
African interior as a ‘substitute India’ around 088 in part because it was assumed that the area
comprised ‘an inexhaustible new market’ of some@®@00 million people according to the then
French Naval Ministef: However, upon closer inspection European colsritind that their new
colonies contained far fewer people than theyahitithought; to take the most extreme example,
only 6 million inhabitants lived in what would latdbecome Burkina Faso, Mali, Niger and
Mauritania in 19067 or less than a tenth of earlier estimates.

Not only were these small populations disappointmdzuropean merchants but they also
led to the creation of large colonies. More spealily, due to the ability of settlers at avoiding
taxes, colonial governments instead had to relynupead taxes as the primary source of
government revenue, which itself meant that co®migh small populations could not be self-
sustaining except in coastal areas close to iniema trading routes. Combined with intense
concerns about the need for colonial self-sufficieback in Europe, colonial governments thus
created large colonies in Africa’s large low depsiteas, with smaller colonies in higher density
areas such as the Great Lakes Region or coastal AMffesa.® Figure 1 makes this relationship

clear?



[Insert Figure 1 here]

Indeed, due to ongoing concerns about the paudityogernment revenues the colonial
period was marked by repeated attempts by Europearinistrators to create even larger colonies,
such as the short-lived Central African Federatiosouthern Africa, the abolition of the French
colony of Upper Volta between 1932 and 1947 andatieted British East African Federation. As
a result most African colonies emerged at indepecele@s unusually large states. Thus, despite
Sub-Saharan Africa being 2.4 times larger than Bgirthe two continents today contain the same
number of sovereign states. Moreover, as seeraliteTl the median former colony in Africa is

larger than in Asia or Latin America and the Caeab, whether or not island states are included.

[Insert Table 1 here]

3. AFRICA UNDER HIGH POPULATION GROWTH

The low population density which did so much tatcibbute to communal land rights
systems and the creation of large states has oag\Ver, been a constant factor throughout African
history. As noted in Tables 2 and*3Sub-Saharan Africa had a higher average annuailgigmn
growth rate than Asia, Europe or the global avefagéhe first 1600 years of the Common Era, and
actually had a larger population than Europe betwéee 14 and 18 centuries. After
experiencing negative population growth between01&@d 1900 — possibly the only region in the
world to do so over this peri6tl— since 1900 Africa has suddenly experienced dribeolargest

growth spurts ever recorded in human history.

[Insert Tables 2 and 3 here]
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The cause for this shift is simple: Africa is thestl region of the world to enter the
demographic transition, whereby societies move feohigh birth/high death equilibrium to a low
birth/low death equilibrium via a high birth/low @i transition phase. More specifically, the
demographic transition leads to high populationagihoin this intermediate period where mortality
remains low and fertility rates have yet to declioeeplacement levefé. As with earlier episodes
of mortality decline, the late 20th century Africdecline in mortality was arguably exogenous in
that it was a result of medical breakthroughs saglhe creation of DDT and penicillin alongside
new vaccinations and treatments for such diseasebaera, measles, smallpox, tuberculosis and
yellow fever®® What is remarkable about the transition in Afria that the continent is
experiencing large increases in population desp#efact that, thanks to war, HIV/AIDS, malaria,
and other diseases, mortality still remains reéyihigh compared to other parts of world.

The evidence suggests that, in part due to thdigalistability and western medicine
introduced by colonialism after World War |, Africdertility and population growth rates rose for
decades to peak in 1983 and 1990, respectiVelyet, at a Total Fertility Rate of 5.1 childrenrpe
woman, African birth rates remain more than twicat tof Asia (2.28) or Latin America and the
Caribbean Asia (2.30); while it will certainly dew over the following decades, it will still
continue to be the highest in the world through éhd of the 21st century according to the latest
UN projections®® The result of this slow decline has also meaatftesence of a large “youth
bulge” in Africa, whereby the median age in mostiée countries declined over the course of the
late 20th century to a nadir below 17 years in soohntries as Angola, Malawi, Niger and
Uganda®® This extraordinary quick shift from negative ptgiion growth in the early fcentury
to a peak of around 3% a year in the lat8 @éntury has given Africans very little time to @stjto
the very different political, economic and sociahditions brought by rapid population growth.
Thus we now return to the two outcomes of low papoh density, namely communal land rights
and large states, and examine their interactiorh vaigh population growth and subsequent

migration in the post-colonial era.



3.1. Communal Land Rights

As noted above, upon independence African statésamal tenure systems that were largely
communal and governed according to separate ‘castomules for each tribal area. The effect of
these policies were to tie land and ethnic idertbgether, such that members of the ethnic group
assigned to the relevant tribal area could acdagal land as ‘natives’ while others, includingithe
fellow citizens from neighboring communities, wexnsidered ‘foreigners’ or ‘strangers’ and thus
ineligible for local land acquisition. During theolonial period those strangers who migrated
outside their tribal areas could appeal to Europeininistrators for legal protection, inasmuch as
colonial development programs often supported rtimmafor select industrie¥, but after
independence this recourse was no longer availdilereover, the ethnic identities encouraged by
colonial ‘indirect rule’ policies helped to encogearesources for collective action, specifically
through the existence of ethnic norms and instingithat enforce cooperative behavior.

The post-colonial period gradually also saw popoatiensities in some regions grow to
the point where many rural Africans could no longecess enough land in their ‘tribal’ areas.
Efforts that had previously focused on expandirggamount of land under cultivation, which was
easy with low population densities, had thus largeh their course by the 1980s as farm sizes
declined across the continent and the land frofiggran to close in such places as Kenya, Niger
and southern Seneg#l.Indeed, as one scholar put it at the time,

Due to high population growth and the low carryaagacity of much of the land in Africa,

there are now far fewer empty areas into which fgeoan move... The land frontier has all

but closed. The specter of a land shortage isumalic development because as late as two
generations ago Africa was characterized by snmaitentrations of people surrounded by
large amounts of open lard.

Thus migration became an increasingly viable optammany Africans, especially to other

regions which had still had good quality farmlanditable. Many of these labor migrants who had
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the ear of the central government could now accatienalized land in these new areas, and, as the
labor migrants often came from areas which wereemignsely populated and had therefore
developed higher human capital levels than thevestiof areas to which they migraf&d,
resentment and sometimes rebellion developed armdmgsndigenous populations. Inasmuch as
these natives have in various places styled themsels ‘sons of the sofl”’such conflicts between
natives and state-supported migrants over the alooftiocal resources are now called ‘sons of the

soil’ conflicts.

3.2. Large States

An extant set of literature has already drawmhk between large states and civil wars. For
instance, Englebert et al. find a direct relatiopdhetween state size and civil war in a cross-
sectional analysis of African countrigswhile Buhaug and Red similarly find that distarficem a
country’s capital is positively correlated with tbatbreak of civil war in a set of panel data from
post-colonial Africa®® Finally, using a global panel dataset Buhaugsitist state size is strongly
correlated with separatist or territorial civil waf In all of these studies the plausible causal
mechanism is the inability of large states to poticeir peripheral territories adequately.

Within the African context there is also evidenbattlarge states have indirectly promoted
the outbreak of civil wars in Africa, inasmuch &gyt have allowed for greater amounts of internal
migration. More specifically, before independenonial regimes promoted large-scale migration
across their colonies, such as from Angola to S&md and Principe, from various British colonies
in southern Africa to Rhodesia (Zimbabwe) and SdAftica, and from French Sudan (Mali) and
Upper Volta (Burkina Faso) to Coéte d'lvoire. Thesgration flows were created through the
highly-regulated use of forced labor laws and taxain order to alleviate the problem of low

population densities.
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However, colonial independence marked the endisf@riod of cross-border migration as
African states enforced border controls and exgdibeeigners, inasmuch as ‘the achievement of
independence provided several countries with aroppity to get rid of [foreign] ‘strangers’ in
their midst.** Many countries suffered from high levels of youtlemployment in large part due
to the “youth bulge” mentioned abof%e.As a result numerous countries expelled Africanm
neighboring stateen massen order to ease unemployment and enforce their iméernational
boundaries, as in Niger in 1964, Cameroun and $nedl967, Cote d'lvoire in 1968, Ghana in
1969, Uganda in 1982, and Nigeria in 1983, amomgrsf® In other countries restrictive laws
were imposed on immigrants which led to large eseguof foreign workers: in Gabon, for
instance, a 1994 law forced foreigners to regiatat pay residence fees, while in Cote d'lvoire
annual residence fees for foreigners were tripte@998?* Finally, post-independence regimes in
countries which had previously supplied South Afrigith a great deal of migrants subsequently
barred citizens from doing so as part of their-aptartheid policies, which coincided as well with a
decreased demand for migrants within South Afrisa  growing levels of unemployméhit.

However, these restrictions on international migratvere not accompanied by a similar
decrease in internal rural-rural migration. Indieas part of their post-independence nation-
building policies, most regimes nationalized comaluland ownership, with some states like
Ethiopia, Nigeria, Tanzania and Zambia going so darto nationalize private land as well.
Undertaken partially for reasons both political darmining the power of traditional authorities)
and economic (the need to allocate land produgtif@ economic development), one significant
effect of these reforms was to remove the powéoal chiefs to prevent the acquisition of land by
internal migrants. Indeed, by abolishing the laged between ethnic identity and land ownership,
the new governments thus gave internal migrantdrée®glom to acquire land outside their former
tribal areas.

Thus in countries like Kenya ‘with political freemhiocame freedom of [internal] migration,

no more Passes to be carried and absolutely naictest of movement whether to the urban areas
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or to any other rural places of choié®.’Yet urbanization, while not legally restrictedasvnot
available as an option to many Africans who cowdtlactcess employment opportunities in the city.
More specifically, African countries have failedaeate formal sector jobs in their cities whilscal
often explicitly expelling the urban unemployed wrderemployed to rural are¥s.As a result
African urbanization has thus proceeded slower fthensame starting point than it did in Latin
America, the Middle East and East Asia, which mehaslevels of urbanization remain the lowest

in Africa among all continents and is not predictedurpass 50% until at least 20%80.

4. EMPIRICAL EVIDENCE

To repeat, the above analysis shows how a comdmet initial low population density and
subsequent high population growth can contributidnéooutbreak of rural conflict over land. First,
the legacy of ‘customary’ land rights from the cubd period led to the ethnicization of land
ownership, whereby ‘natives’ enjoyed easier actedand than ‘strangers,’” while simultaneously
also encouraging the formation of clear ethnic laures between natives and strangers. Second,
large states meant that migration from areas dhdriglensity towards lower density areas took
place within countries rather than between thenghkopulation growth combined with relatively
low levels of urbanization amplified demand foraluresources, including land, and increasingly
led to migration from areas where the land fronhed closed. Land nationalization policies
allowed migrants to legally acquire land outsideithtribal areas, despite previous norms
privileging natives, and the stage was set forenblconflict over land between natives and
strangers across large parts of the continent. aA®sult numerous authors have noted the
increasing frequency of conflicts characterizedaldgons of the soil’ discourse or cognates such as
autochthony, regionalism or ‘territorial politict.” Moreover, some like Boone date the beginning
of this upsurge to the late 1980s while others dateearly 19908° dates which correspond to the

closing of the land frontier discussed above.



13

To demonstrate the effect of the interaction betwlegv pre-colonial population densities,
our two intervening variables of communal land tggand large states, and conflict we choose a
case study methodology here, for two reasons.t, Rhhe causal story involves several variables
which evolve over time from the pre-colonial pertodhe present. Thus the analysis is not entirely
dissimilar from the historical sociological apprbao conflict employed by Michael Marihwho
also employs case studies to examine origins ofemodthnic cleansing. Second, as noted above
our dependent variable here is not civil war btiea‘sons of the soil’ conflict, of which thereear
no available cross-country data s&tsWe could, of course, construct such a dataset bet it
would be problematic not only in deciding whethemot to code individual conflicts as ‘sons of
the soil’ but also in the use of other conflicttstacs, which are notoriously unreliable (espdyial
in Africa).

We have many case studies from which we could @ausich exemplify our story,
including the civil war in Céte d'lvoire, electiamolence in Kenya, civil violence in Nigeria and
civil conflict in western Uganda, among othersddad, a number of scholars have already spelled
out some of the causal links between communal tagids, large states, high population growth,
internal migration and ‘sons of the soil confliat’ these cases. However, to choose such cases
merely because they fit our theory would open up analysis to accusations of selection bias.
Instead, we deliberately choose two cases whicle baemot been previously claimed as ‘sons of
the soil’ conflict by most scholars, namely the &welse civil war in Darfur since 2002 and the civil
war in the eastern Democratic Republic of Congo @PRince 1996. In both cases much of the
literature has suggested strong causal roles furalaresources, center-periphery relations and
external intervention, with little attention to tlsausal mechanisms described here. Indeed, only
one scholarly source has identified the Darfur ionés a ‘sons of the soil’ conflicf, while Bgas,
Dunn and Jackson have been the only scholars tifigéhe Congolese civil war as suth.Thus
our goal here is to demonstrate that both confliets be explained by our political demography

theory.
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4.1. Darfur

The Darfur civil war in western Sudan has been lyideported and examined by scholars
since it erupted in 2003. However, most of thelyams of the conflict has focused on the role of
external intervention, the violent attempts of Kiertoum government to control its periphery and
the role of racism and global warming. For insegnone noted historian has summarized the
conflict as ‘the latest and most tragic episodehanforty-year conflict for control of the Chad bas
in which neither Chad, Libya nor Sudan possesshtiraan and material resources to dominate
Darfur.”®® Scholars such as Prunier have instead emphatsieetle of the Government of Sudan
in suppressing a rebellion which ‘threatened thatreeof the system, not its periphery.’Finally,
many journalists and policy makers such as UN $agréseneral Ban-Ki Moon have suggested
that racism and/or global warming are responsibletfie conflict® Indeed, these macro-level
analyses have naturally contributed to discussalrmit the role of the African Union, the United
Nations and the International Criminal Court indued) to bring an end to the conflict.

However, evidence also suggests that the civillvearspecific micro-level origins along the
lines suggested above. Indeed, at the onset ohiedlsm Sudan had a particularly low population
density of only 7 people per square kilometer depbally arable land, or lower than the already-
low African average of 8 people per square kilom&eThus, with large amounts of available land,
farmers such as the Masalit of western Darfur ‘wlofdrm an area of land until productivity
declined and then move on to establish a new corityaif

In the late 19 and early 28 centuries the British consolidated the bordersAnfjlo-
Egyptian Sudan, which was more than ten times tatgen the UK and would become the largest
state in Africa upon independence. They alsotutsil an indirect tribal administration in Darfur,
where eacltar (province) was created to serve an individual etlgnoup. More specifically, this

system meant that land was communally administénedocal paramount chiefs, who would
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allocate land rights over tribal land, bawakeey to their ethnic brethren. Yet, far from being
demographically static, low population densities fost of the 26 century meant that in Darfur
‘there was sufficient free land’ such that a ‘venpstantial settler population’ from northern Sudan
and Chad could move into the area through the 1@tbsut any problem$'

This migration, which continued into the 1980s &egond, was largely the result of three
factors. First, Sudan’s far north was historica#ly overcrowded area with few opportunitiés;’
the added pressure of decades of low rainfall fepth a southward shift in the desert climate thus
led northern pastoralists to migrate southwardeco8d, President Gaafar Nimeiry’s government
nationalized 99% of all land in Sudan in 1970, éhgr allocating land rights to higher levels of
government. This law thus not only led to the asitjon of land in Darfur by non-Darfuris but also
contributed to growing inequalities in land ownepsas politicians, soldiers and bureaucrats from
central Sudan acquired land at the expense of tigicplly powerless. Third, Nimeiry’'s
government also centralized local government poweits Regional Government Act of 1980,
thereby taking away power from the tribal chiefsowtad previously prevented internal migration
and giving it to increasingly Islamist cadres alliwith Khartoum®® Moreover, post-Nimeiry
efforts at restoring traditional administration endhe Native Administration Act in 1986 failed to
stem this tide, especially as the government cdeat@eny new chiefdoms for landless Arab
leaders”

As a result of this migration alongside high fémtilrates, Darfur's population increased
from 1.1 million in 1956 to 6.5 million in 2003, @n annual growth rate of 4.0%, 1% higher than
Sudan’s already-high population growth rate over same time period. This large increase in
population would not have posed a problem if it badn accompanied by large-scale urbanization,
but poor urban infrastructure and economic undexidgvment meant that Sudanese cities were
unable to provide jobs for urban migrants and tmasy stayed in the countryside inst&adin
particular Darfur suffered from a paucity of inwvesint in manufacturing, inasmuch as it had the

lowest levels of industrial production, capital @tment and number of manufacturing workers
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among all provinces of Sudan in the early 1?08oreover, desertification pushed up population
densities on arable land even higher, with farmesponding by expanding the size of their plots to
compensate for the decreased rainfall and an isedepopulatiofi’ In particular millet, the staple
food of Darfur, saw increasing cultivation (incladiinto areas with unsuitable soil) but decreasing
yields per acre over this time perifd. These patterns thus led to the closure of mamyaalic
migratory routes and increasing conflict betweestq@alists and farmers.

Additional government policies only exacerbated sheation. First, Nimeiry attempted to
build Sudan into the ‘Breadbasket of the Middle tEd&dy acquiring large tracts of land for
mechanized agriculture in the 1970s, such as inabaam in North Darfur. While successful in
the short term, this policy had more serious lorigem consequences of promoting even more land
inequalities, displacing farmers and pastoraligimiftheir land and adding to the country’s growing
problems with external debt and inflation. Theut#st economic collapse of the late 1970s was
only exacerbated by a structural adjustment poiigyosed by the World Bank and several years of
drought, leading to chronic food shortages and dbtbreak of famine in Darfur in the early
1980s%° Second, Nimeiry and his successors contributeahtincrease in Arab supremacism in
Sudan, which led to an increased emphasis on ‘&ifigm’ by the Sudanese People’s Liberation
Movement (SPLM) rebel leader John Garang and atheporters of a ‘new Sudan’ not dominated
by Arabs. This increasing polarization thus help@gpromote ethnic/racial differences between
‘Arab’ migrants and ‘African’ natives in Darfur daite the fact that these differences had little to
no historic basis in the region. As such many ‘Btarted to talk about Darfur “being for the Fur,”
and that the Arabs were foreigners who should 1e&ve

Various clashes between various migrant and ngtioeps that had started in the 1970s — as
noted at the time by Adams and Howel continued through the famine and beyond a Bviab-

Fur conflict in the late 19808. The new government of Omar al-Bashir strengthehedights of
the government to acquire laftin Darfur ongoing efforts to destroy the Fur ahéit army led to

the gerrymandered creation of three provincesenrdigion in 1994, each of which was deliberately
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designed to avoid a Fur majority. This and other efforts at Arabization across Sudambined
with government indifference to growing land coctfli in Darfur due to a belief that such conflicts
were ‘inherent to the region,” inevitably led toetformation of militias among locals concerned
about defending their land against armed nonfadBhese militias then later became the Sudanese
Liberation Movement (SLM), whose leaders delibdyatmpied their name and ideology of the
‘New Sudan’ from the SPLM of southern Sudan, arsb aimilarly expanded the scope of their
operations by creating ties with Chad and Eritrea.

If the rebels were concerned about land, so wemnbmes of the government-supported
militia, the janjawiid, who were largely unemployed youth without acdestand and were thus
spurred on as much by the prospects of gaining@onter resources as any other motiveAfter
the Khartoum government began arming jenrgawiid in 2003 the conflict quickly spiraled out of
control, with internal ethnic divisions within th8LM only further halting cease-fire efforts.
Nonetheless, the fact that the SLA claimed in th@52peace talks that ‘tHeawakeer{traditional
tribal land tenure] system must be entered intoa8ade law, failing which there will be no peace’
suggests the high level of importance the rebele da excluding landless migrants from their
land .’

Without wishing to ignore the various other facttirat contributed to the Darfur conflict,
including the external intervention of Chad andyakand intra-Arab conflict, it is thus clear that
the Darfur conflict is very much an example of an's of the soil’ conflict. To summarize, Sudan’s
historic low population densities encouraged tleation of communal land rights and a large state
during the colonial period, while subsequent higipydation growth and desertification promoted
migration into Darfur. Ongoing economic declingyllevels of urbanization, land inequalities and
increased polarization between ‘Arabs’ and ‘Afrisathus all contributed to the outbreak of

conflict in 2003.

4.2. Eastern DRC
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As with Darfur, the civil war in the eastern DR@shdrawn a great deal of attention from
scholars, with a similarly overwhelming focus on ammalevel factors. Many analyses have
emphasized the role of natural resources like mplisamonds and gold in both inspiring rebellion
and prolonging civil war and violené®. Similarly, other scholars have pointed to theerof
external actors, especially Rwanda and Ugandalbat/ngola, France, the US and Zimbabwe, in
their attempts to control these natural resouftesddowever, analyses that have incorporated
discussions of population growth and migration hagen very rare; even those few scholars who
have identified the DRC civil war as an exampleaofsons of the soil'’ conflict have attributed
settler/native conflicts not to demography but eathto the ‘ontological uncertainty’ of
postmodernity and the global promotion of deceiztasibn, democratization and liberalizatith.

Yet, as with Darfur, there is a good deal of enmkethat the DRC civil war is not only a
‘sons of the soil’ conflict but one which fits wafito the story told above. To return to the pre-
colonial era, in the Kivu areas of eastern DRCcaled west of Lakes Edward and Kivu across the
border from Rwanda and Uganda — population dessitere low enough that the private alienation
of land was non-existent and migration could taleeg without any serious land pressures. Indeed,
while a land tenure system knownkadinzi existed in pre-colonial times, rents were free tuthe
abundance of lantf. Similarly, one British diplomat noted in 1907 abthe Katanga region that

It may be probably be safely said that individuabpgerty in land does not exist. The

existence of collective property, however, cannetdoubted... Village communities are

continually on the move. These frequent changeslae to a variety of causes, the chief of
which is probably the comparative poverty of thel.so After three or four years’
cultivation the yield decreases and villages cieat plant new land¥.

In the colonial period the Belgian King Leopoldttiok control of the Congo Free State, a
region which was more than 75 times larger tharmgiBel and which today encompasses two time
zones, the only African country to do so. The Belg codified customary land laws but only for

land ‘already under the practical control of tramitl authorities,” with all other land henceforth
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declared property of the colonial state with thalgaf using these vast amounts of virgin land for
coffee plantations and wildlife parkS. This policy, of course, was formed due to a ladk
understanding about pre-colonial migration pattewith one British diplomat noting in 1908 that
the policy had the effect of confining ‘the actiwof the natives to the smallest areas, and sunte
their economic development’

Due in part to the mass deaths of Congolese uratbr Belgian colonial rule in addition to
decreasing national fertility levels, the Belgiagiscouraged Rwandan migration to the Belgian
Congo after acquiring Burundi and Rwanda from Geryrafter World War |. Indeed, large as the
Congo already was, the Belgians increased its amk population by merging its three African
colonies in 1925 into the single administrativeitgraf Congo belge et le Ruanda-Ururfdi While
the Rwandan migrants were welcomed by plantationensy they were viewed as foreigners by
local Congolese despite the fact that many Kinyadeaspeakers had lived in the DRC before
colonialism. Thus Belgian attempts at creating anygrwanda (ethnic Rwandan) chiefdom in
North Kivu province in 1936 failed due to local @sjtion®®

The eastern provinces were already a site of pagiulation density relative to other parts of
the DRC due to higher fertility rates and the highaeality soil that drew internal and Rwandan
migrants. By the 1950s fertility rates had stopgemving in the eastern DRC but started to sharply
increase elsewhere; as a result population growtbsa the DRC took off after 1950 and was
accompanied by internal migration and the cleadhgiew lands in rural areds. Indeed, the
‘unrelenting population growth’ in the Kivus wasutheven higher than other parts of the DRC at
more than 4.0% annually between 1948 and 1970 camdga a Congolese-wide growth rate of
2.6% over the same time peritd.

After independence President Mobutu enacted a wadge of nation-building policies,
which among them included the General Property db®973 which abolished customary land and
declared all land the property of the state. Heartle those Congolese who had been able to access

education during the colonial period and thereajten favor in Kinshasa such as the Banyarwanda
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in the North and South Kivu provinces were therefable to take advantage of these land laws to
acquire land? (It is no accident that the chief writer of ther@ral Property Law was a Tutsi of
Rwandan descent?) Thus already by the early 1980s there was evi@ficresentment against
“intruders™ in the Kivus, where a local judge ai@ed ‘he [would] do everything to ensure that
ancestral land does not pass into “foreign” harts.’

This period was also contemporaneous with a stagnat Congolese urbanization rates,
which remained at a level of 30% between 1970 #@D¥ As in Sudan and elsewhere in Africa
this low level of urbanization was a direct resaflthe failure to create formal sector jobs inasti
which itself was linked to the nationalization afdustrial assets in 1973 and subsequent
mismanagement. Indeed, by the 1980s the Congaeseomy started to collapse, with an
increased acceleration after 1990 as the end oftha War led to both a drop in international aid
to Mobutu’s government and to the abandonmentefritkernational Coffee Agreement which had
previously helped to secure good prices for loodlee growers. Thus, combined with increasing
Banyarwanda purchases of the former colonial ptenms after 1973 and ongoing rural population
growth, freely available land ownership thus caméith to diminish rapidly over the course of the
1990s»

In response to land pressures local politicianshfrion-Banyarwanda ethnic groups thus
initiated violence against the Banyarwanda in 1998e Rwandan genocide in 1994 only increased
local population densities and pressures on lantivasmillion refugees fled to North and South
Kivu; it also heightened ethnic differences between-Banyarwanda on the one hand and
Banyarwanda and their ethnic Banyamulenge bretime8outh Kivu on the other, leading the
former to style themselves astochthorandaccuse the latter of being ‘foreign’ allochton After
Laurent Kabila launched his rebellion that overthiobutu’s regime in 1997 this split manifested
itself violently between different rebel factiongith the Banyarwanda and Banyamulenge initially
represented by the Rally for Congolese Democrady(Rand later by the RCD-Goma splinter

group, while the non-Banyarwanda were supportedhieyCongolese government and Mai Mai
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rebels and later by the RCD-ML splinter group. [san official end to the civil war in 2003,
however, conflict over land has persisted, in padause people who had fled the civil war are now
returning home and attempting to regain their [&nd.

A similar story can be told for another part oftean DRC, namely the Ituri province to the
north of the Kivus and on the western shores ofelAlbert. The province is split demographically
between various ethnic groups, including Hema a@aldu, both of whom originally migrated into
the area in the seventeenth cenflinin the post-colonial period the province saw mmigration
as ethnic Nandes moved in from the Kivus. In 1#%owners started expelling squatters in
Djugu territory, the most densely-populated tergitm Ituri province, which led prominent Lendu
to organize into self-defense groudfs.At the same time the aforementioned RCD-K/ML tebe
group moved its capital to Bunia in Ituri, wherenpts leadership was assumed by a Nande who
then named a migrant as governor of Ituri provincds a result the Hema-dominated rebel
movementnion des Patriotes Congolaf{s/PC) began to talk about ‘Ituri for Iturianahd divided
Ituri inhabitants intooriginaires (Hema) andnon-originaires (Lendu, Nande and other migrant
groups) on local radio statioRs. The conflict quickly spiraled out of control, WitJPC attacks on
Lendu and Nande groups coupled with Ugandan andnBavaintervention contributing to the
deaths of some 60,000 people in the area before le&{er Thomas Lubanga was arrested by the
International Criminal Court in 2006.

The DRC civil war thus demonstrates how demografdmtors can interact with politics,
economics and ethnicity to produce ‘sons of thé sonflict. It would of course be remiss to
dismiss altogether analyses of the war that havphasized the role of natural resources and
external actors, but it should be clear by now thatneglect of political demography in previous
accounts is a major lacuna. Thus it is only appab@ to suggest that future analyses of the atinfli

do a better job at incorporating these various @laugchanisms.

5. CONCLUSIONS
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In this paper we have argued that Africa’s his@rilow population density left it with a
legacy of communal property rights and large stapes independence. High population growth,
low levels of urbanization and subsequent interngdl-rural migration since the mid-2@entury
have interacted with these two legacies and pratil@ege amounts of rural ‘sons of the soil
conflict over land. Empirical evidence from coaof$ in Darfur and the eastern DRC both gave
supporting evidence for this argument.

As with other recent scholarshipthis article thus suggests that a neo-Malthusiaect
relationship between population growth and confidmplausible’® However, it also suggests that
the general neglect of demographic factors by nsmhmplars has not been helpful in furthering our
understanding of African conflict. Indeed, as athg noted there is considerable evidence that the
causal mechanisms outlined above played a majerinoinstigating contemporary conflicts in a
variety of other African countries. It is thus pide that too much attention to oil and other redtu
resources as a cause of conflict has overshadoedvay the same mechanisms have led to
violence in such countries as Angola and Niger@hlof saw ‘sons of the soil’ conflicts in the
1960s contribute to full-scale civil wars after @pgndence.

The analysis here also lends itself to five posspalicy suggestions, several of which are
contentious. First and most obviously fertilityciee should be a target, inasmuch as high feytilit
has encouraged rural-rural migration. Indeed, ontr@st to the cases examined here there is
evidence that one of the main sources behind Masistgreat economic and political success has
been a population policy which helped to produeelthivest population growth rate in post-colonial
Africa.?®

Second, inasmuch as communal and nationalizeddeumeérship remains a problem within
Africa the redistribution of land rights towardsltotators could alleviate much rural conflict as
well as spur economic growth. It is notable thdempsive ‘land to the tiller’ reform is often seas

one of the major spurs behind many of Asia’$-2@ntury economic and political development
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success stori€d! It is also significant that Goldstone as wellsafiolars and policy makers in
places like the DRC and Sudan have explicitly adgfee a focus on land rights while warning
against a return to the ethnicized land rights éxasted before the land nationalization policiés o
the 1970 However, good land reform is obviously much easa&d than done, as when land
reform provides incentives for land invasions it e@centuate rather than alleviate confiict.

Third, African states could do a better job at colfihg flows of internal migration. Indeed,
it is notable in this sense that Chin&gkousystem of labor-migration regulation was explicitly
designed to ‘maintain social peace and order’ duanperiod of rapid industrialization, a goal
which it has largely managed to accomplish overghst half-century®® China’s strict control
over internal migration contrasts strongly with oties like Uganda, where successive
governments have instead promoted internal migraéis a means to alleviate high population
densities only to later face localized ‘sons of$bé@ conflicts as a resulf® Of course, the fact that
China is not a democracy means that labor movemesttictions are easier to impose than in
Africa, which necessarily complicates the pictupesiderably.

Fourth and related, Africa still suffers from r@laly low levels of urbanization. In a UN
survey from 2009 asking governments around thedweHether they wanted to raise, maintain or
lower levels of rural-urban migration, 81% of Afiit governments wanted to lower migration
while 48% wanted to raise urban-rural migrationpoth cases these were the highest percentages
among any region of the worl8® This concern with rapid urbanization is indeed ednsidering
when we recall that the fastest rate of urbanimatinthe contemporary world has taken place in
Botswana, which was 3.8% urban in 1950 but 61.1%amrin 2013°” Arguably as a result
Botswana has not only failed to suffer from then'saf the soil’ conflicts which have afflicted
other African countries but instead became Afrigasatest post-colonial success story, in part due
to the way ‘the urban experience... contributed ®dtreation of a unifying national identity on the
part of Botswana’s citizend® Indeed, greater concern to urbanization could &aklp to focus

more attention on rural population growth as dtinom population growth in general.
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Fifth and finally, if Africa’s large states conttte to conflict then one consideration is to
encourage the creation of new, smaller statescedlyeby recognizing already extant break-away
states such as Somaliland and ‘derecognizing’ s&teh as the DRC and Sudan which are unable
to control their territories, as has already beeggested by Englebert and Hert&t. Indeed, if
internal migration remains more difficult to corlttban international migration then the creation of
smaller states would help to stem migration flowsl #hus alleviate native/settler conflicts. Of
course, such a suggestion goes against the grggamAfricanist thought as well as scholars such
as Paul Collier who argue that Africa already lasrhany small landlocked states.

In any case, further research into this area isomapt in order to refine our conclusions.
Certainly more analysis of the causes and consegsgeorf internal rural-rural migration is badly
needed, especially considering its general negletative to studies of urbanization and
international migration. The relationship betwdastorical levels of population density and their
impact on modern institutions and states could bésexamined in more detail. Indeed, while our
analysis here adds to a growing literature on tistitutional legacies of historical population
densities in the developing worltf: this field remains quite small. Finally, moretbiscal analysis
of the long-term relationships between demographange and different types of conflict would be

helpful in understanding better the phenomena dssal here.
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Name Size (in knf) Number
Latin America and Caribbean 108,890 33

Asia 181,035 25

Sub-Saharan Africa 270,873 48

Table 1a: Median Former Colony Size by Region (indding island states)

Name Size (in knd) Number
Asia 185,180 20
Latin America and Caribbean 235,685 20
Sub-Saharan Africa 322,460 42

Table 1b: Median Former Colony Size by Region (exatling island states)
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Sub-Saharan African Population  Africa/Europe* Africa/World

1300 60 million 85.7% 13.9%
1400 60 1154 16.0
1500 78 116.4 16.9
1600 104 116.9 18.0
1700 97 102.1 14.3
1800 92 63.0 9.6
1850 90 43.1 7.3
1900 95 32.2 5.8
1950 180 45.8 7.1
2000 680 133.3 11.2
2050** 1,761 346.0 19.2

* Excluding ex-USSR
** UN Projection (Medium Variant)

Table 2: Sub-Saharan African Population and Ratios1300 — 2050
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SS Africa Asia Europe* World
0-1600 0.14% 0.04% 0.07% 0.05%
1600-1900 -0.03 0.33 0.40 0.35
1900-2050** 1.95 1.18 0.37 1.15

* Excluding ex-USSR
** UN Projection (Medium Variant)

Table 3: Average Annual Population Growth Rates, ADD — 2050
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