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The map was modified to re-place the legend. The original file was downloaded from: 
http://www.ezilon.com/maps/images/africa/political -map-of-Nigerian.gif (access date: 25 July 2015) 
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 This linguistic map gives an approximation of the spread and territorial concentration of the main 
ethnic groups in Nigeria. It was produced by the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) in 1979 and 
downloaded from: http://www.lib.utexas.edu/maps/africa/nigeria_linguistic_1979.jpg  
(access date: 25 July 2015) 



 

xiii  
 

 

Figure 3: NigeÒÉÁȭÓ &ÅÄÅÒÁÌ 3ÔÒÕÃÔÕÒÅ ɉÓÉÎÃÅ ΫγγΰɊ and Main Regions of Interest
3
 

 

  

                                                      

3
 The main regions of interest of this study were added to the map. Originally, the map was downloaded 
from: http://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/5/5d/Nigeria -karte-politisch.png  
(access date: 25 July 2015) 



 

xiv 
 

Acknowledgements  

 

It has been a long journey to write  this dissertation. On the way, I met many people who 

contributed in one way or another by sharing ideas and thoughts or by facilitating this 

research. Foremost, I want to thank my interview respondents from Nigeria who were 

extraordinarily kind and helpful. They spent much effort to explain .ÉÇÅÒÉÁȭÓ ÈÉÓÔÏÒÙȟ the 

present situation, and their aspirations. Even though they hardly knew me, they were open to 

discuss such delicate issues as oppression, violence, and secession. 

For organizing logistics, I am indebted in particular to Benjamin Gudaku (Abuja). Moreover, I 

want to thank other local research partners who provided great help: Ishaya, Umar, and 

Patrick (all at Yola), Innocent (Lagos), Ebele (Onitsha), and Anthony (Owerri).  

My colleagues at the University of Tübingen contributed through many inspiring ideas, 

especially on how to work with the framing approach . Foremost, I thank Prof. Dr. Andreas 

Hasenclever for excellent feedback and continued support. In addition, I am grateful to Tanja 

Granzow, Philipp Brugger, Prof. Dr. Thomas Diez, Lukas Kasten, Annette Schramm, Anne 

Theobald, and other participants of the Peace and Conflict Studies PhD Colloquium at the 

Institute of Political Science. Prof. Dr. Andreas Mehler (Arnold -Bergstraesser-Institut ) was so 

kind as to share his regional expertise and to review this study. Finally, our student assistants 

Schielan Babat, Carmen Belafi, Sofia Feiler, Maike Messerschmidt, Natalia Herberg, and Julia 

Rettig carried out many unfavorable tasks of searching for hard-to-find information.  

For the financial support that made this study possible, I want to thank the DFG (Deutsche 

Forschungsgemeinschaft) who supported ÔÈÅ ÒÅÓÅÁÒÃÈ ÐÒÏÊÅÃÔ Ȱ4ÈÒÅÁÔÅÎÅÄ 0ÏÌÉÔÉÃÁÌ /ÒÄÅÒÓ ÉÎ 

!ÆÒÉÃÁÎ $ÅÖÅÌÏÐÉÎÇ #ÏÕÎÔÒÉÅÓȱ ɉάΪΫΫ-15) at the CRC 923. 

Special thanks go to Diana Michl , who is the sharpest and cutest proof-reader I can imagine. 



 

1 
 

1. Introduction  

1.1. Theories on Rebellion Ons et and Goal of this Study  

Why does rebellion occur? Despite considerable research, this seemingly simple question has 

not yet been thoroughly answered. The dominant perspectives in explaining the onsets of civil 

wars are mostly structuralist and in many parts rationalist. In their understanding, rebellion 

occurs almost automatically once certain structural conditions are given and if an armed 

struggle can be assumed to be beneficial in the views of political-economic entrepreneurs. 

Three main approaches from this group of theories can be identified. 

Rebellion Onset in Theory 

The first of these research strands identifies Opportunity  as the key factor driving the 

formation of armed groups and the occurrence of rebellion. The main argument is that 

rebellion is feasible and will occur if states lack the capacity to fend off opponents (e.g. due to 

state weakness), if the costs of organizing rebellion are low (e.g. because of weak economic 

structures, rough terrain, and external support for rebellion), and if therÅ ÁÒÅ ÅÖÅÎ ȰÓÐÏÉÌÓ ÏÆ 

×ÁÒȱ ÔÏ ÂÅ ÍÁÄÅ (Collier and Hoeffler 2004; Collier et al. 2009; Fearon and Laitin 2003). 

!ÎÏÔÈÅÒ ÓÔÒÁÎÄ ÏÆ ÒÅÓÅÁÒÃÈȟ 'ÒÉÅÖÁÎÃÅÓȟ ÈÁÓ ÔÁËÅÎ ÐÅÏÐÌÅȭÓ ÍÏÔÉÖÁÔÉÏÎ ÆÏÒ ÒÅÂÅÌÌÉÏÎ ÉÎÔÏ 

focus. It investigates structural circumstances that are frustrating to people and aggrieve them 

to the point of pursuing rebellion. This is mainly a social-psychological approach, which has 

also often been applied in rationalist reasoning, however. Grievances approaches have focused 

ÏÎ ɉÅÉÔÈÅÒ ȰÏÂÊÅÃÔÉÖÅȱ ÏÒ ÐÅÒÃÅÉÖÅÄɊ ÉÎÔÅÒ-group disparities in the distribution of wealth, access 

to political offices, and social and cultural rights as a driver of armed conflict (Stewart 2008a; 

Buhaug et al. 2014; Wimmer et al. 2009). Moreover, if groups and protest movements are 

violently repressed, this may ɀ depending on the specific patterns of the repression and 

previous level of mobilization ɀ reinforce frustration, cause anger, and get people ready to 

wage an armed struggle (Cronin 2009: 142-144; Della Porta 2013: 32-69; Wiktorowicz 2004b: 68-

71). 

Finally, with a particular focus on Sub-Saharan Africa, protest movements have often 

been violent ɀ or refrained from it ɀ depending on their integration into Patronage Politics 

(Chabal and Daloz 1999; Reno 2011). If co-opted or otherwise enmeshed into these networks, 

protest movements follow political -economic calculations of how to obtain patronage and act 

ÕÐÏÎ ÔÈÅ ÄÉÒÅÃÔÉÖÅÓ ÏÆ ÔÈÅÉÒ Ȱ'ÏÄÆÁÔÈÅÒÓȢȱ 3ÕÃÈ ÃÏ-opted protest movements maintain the 
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ÆÁëÁÄÅ ÏÆ Á ÌÉÂÅÒÁÔÉÏÎ ÓÔÒÕÇÇÌÅ ÂÕÔ ÁÒÅ ÉÎ ÆÁÃÔ ȰÐÁÒÏÃÈÉÁÌ ÒÅÂÅÌÓȱ ×ÈÏ ÕÓÅ ÖÉÏÌÅÎÃÅ ×ÈÅÎ ÉÔ ÉÓ 

economically beneficial to them and their patrons (Reno 2011: 206-241). 

Explanatory Strengths and Weaknesses of these Theories 

The vast literature on these theoretical approaches has certainly contributed immensely to 

explaining when, where, and why armed groups form and fight by violent means. For instance, 

one look at Sub-Saharan Africa, which is typically seen as war-prone, shows that most 

countries on the continent, have indeed been at high risk of rebellion: The common risk 

factors of opportunity  theory such as state weakness, mass poverty, and low counterinsurgency 

capacity are widely prevalent in the region. Also, many societal groups and protest movements 

share grievances about factual or perceived inequalities and have often been repressed in 

violent and arbitrary ways that are likely to escalate conflict. While some of these protest 

movements may have been co-opted and compromised, this does not necessarily predispose 

them towards non-violence. On the contrary, patronage networks set incentives for the use of 

violent means and reproduce other risk factors of armed conflict, in particular state weakness 

and mass poverty. Hence, most countries in Sub-Saharan Africa are at a high risk of rebellion. 

It is therefore unsurprising that such violent conflicts have occurred frequently in Sub-

Saharan Africa and caused several millions of deaths in the past decades: No less than 81% of 

the countries in the region have experienced a smaller armed conflict and 44% even full-scale 

civil war at some point since their independence (UCDP/PRIO 2014b). In no fewer than 21% of 

the country-years either an armed conflict or civil war occurred.4 In many ways, this high 

incidence of warfare can be explained by the above-mentioned widely prevalent risk factors of 

armed conflict on the continent  (Collier and Sambanis 2005; Williams 2011). 

At a second look, however, the explanatory power of these theories can be doubted 

because, after all, violent conflict has still been relatively rare. For most of the time, most of the 

countries have been at peace: 79% of the country-years were peaceful years in which neither 

civil war nor minor armed conflicts took place; in even 93% of the country-years, no civil war 

took place (for sources, see footnote 4). The majority of the countries on the continent (56%) 

have never even experienced major internal warfare. Without doubt, there have been several 

devastating and tragically long violent conflicts, e.g. in Angola, the Democratic Republic of 

Congo, and Sudan. Fortunately, this has still been the exception rather than the rule: In most 
                                                      

4
 The UCDP/PRIO Armed Conflict Dataset (UCDP/PRIO 2014b; a: 15-19) does not record country-years. 
To obtain these numbers, the dataset was recoded into 2339 country-years (including all countries in 
the region since their independence). 
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cases, if armed conflicts occurred, they affected pockets of countries rather than the entire 

territory and population. Presently, most armed conflicts in the region ÁÒÅ Ȱ3ÍÁÌÌ 7ÁÒÓȱ 

(Straus 2012: 200)ȡ 4ÈÅÙ ÉÎÖÏÌÖÅ ȰÆÁÃÔÉÏÎÁÌÉÚÅÄ ÉÎÓÕÒÇÅÎÔÓ ÏÐÅÒÁÔÉÎÇ Ïn the peripheries of 

ÓÔÁÔÅÓȱ ×ÈÏ ȰÒÁÒÅÌÙ ÈÏÌÄ ÓÕÂÓÔÁÎÔÉÁÌ ÔÅÒÒÉÔÏÒÙȱ ÁÎÄ ÏÎÌÙ ȰÉÎÖÏÌÖÅ ÓÍÁÌÌ ÎÕÍÂÅÒÓ ÏÆ ÆÉÇÈÔÅÒÓȢȱ 4ÈÅ 

relative rareness of rebellion and the fact that most (especially recent) armed conflicts have 

been minor in scale and lethality has been puzzling from the theoretical perspective of 

rebellion research. Although the economic and political conditions in the region have certainly 

improved in many countries over the past few years (Lindberg 2008; Devarajan and Fengler 

2013), this hardly provides an explanation. Overall, the mentioned common risk factors for 

rebellion ɀ state weakness, extreme poverty, large unemployed youth populations, inter-group 

inequalities, arbitrary repression, and patronage politics ɀ are still all-too-common on the 

continent. These observations suggest a need for theoretical refinement of rebellion research. 

%ÖÉÄÅÎÔÌÙȟ ÕÎÄÅÒ ÃÉÒÃÕÍÓÔÁÎÃÅÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÍÁËÅ ÃÏÎÆÌÉÃÔ ÅÓÃÁÌÁÔÉÏÎ ÈÉÇÈÌÙ ÌÉËÅÌÙȟ ÍÏÖÅÍÅÎÔÓȭ 

protests have often been non-violent. Some of these non-violent struggles in the region have 

become widely-known, e.g. the mostly peaceful campaign against Apartheid in South Africa 

and the wave of protest against military rule during the early 1990s (Clark and Worger 2013; 

Bratton and van de Walle 1997). However, there have also been many more recent cases. Some 

of them have attracted international attention , e.g. the non-violent anti -government protesters 

that toppled rulers in Burkina Faso and Madagascar (and almost succeeded in Burundi) in the 

past few years. Other, ethnically-based ones have attracted less attention, for example the 

mostly non-violent lib eration movements among the Anglophones (Cameroon), Katanga 

(Democratic Republic of Congo), Malinke (Guinea), Coastal people (Kenya), Ogoni (Nigeria), 

Zanzibari (Tanzania), and Lozi people (Zambia). The observation that there are plenty of such 

non-violent  protests under circumstances that make conflict escalation probable, again, is 

puzzling from the perspective of the introduced theories on rebellion onset. 

Research Question and Goal of this Study 

The goal of the present study, therefore, is to refine the existing research on rebellion. It 

addresses the research question of why rebellion occurs. More precisely, under circumstances in 

which conflict escalation is probable, why do some protest movements pursue their protest by 

violent means, whereas others protest peacefully? Since the dominant theories take a largely 

structuralist perspective and tend to (over)emphasize rationalism, this study seeks to 

complement these theories by a micro-level perspective that investigates ideational aspects, in 

particular how protest movements construct meaning and mobilize people. One major 

difficulty in this regard is that these processes at the level of the movements are influenced in 
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many ways by the wider and structural circumstances. Therefore, this study places much 

emphasis on showing that there is additional explanatory value in investigating these ideational 

micro-level processes in the context of the existing theories on rebellion onset. 

1.2. Cases and Research Puzzle 

To investigate meaning-making at the micro-level in the face of the dominant explanations of 

rebellion research, this study analyzes two cases from Nigeria: Boko Haram and the Movement 

for the Actualization of the Sovereign State of Biafra (MASSOB). These protest movements 

provide great opportunities for testing and developing theories on rebellion: They have 

emerged in a similar political and economic setting in which conflict escalation has been 

highly likely; yet they have clearly protested using different strategies. While Boko Haram has 

waged an armed struggle since mid-2009, MASSOB has constantly propagated and pursued 

protest by non-violent means. 

Key Terms 

Before outlining the cases and the research puzzle in more detail, several key terms need to be 

briefly defined: 

Á Rebellion, insurgency, armed/violent conflict, and civil war (see also 2.1) all denote a 

sustained armed contestation between an organized non-state group and the state 

government, which leads to the loss of substantial numbers of lives on both sides 

(Sarkees et al. 2003: 58; UCDP/PRIO 2014a: 1-3). Some of these terms also have a 

more specific meaning: 

o Rebellion, insurgency, and civil war (used interchangeably in this study) 

describe forms of intense warfare, which is statistically defined by a 

minimum of 1,000 battle-related deaths per year (Sarkees et al. 2003: 

58); 

o armed conflict refers to smaller violent contestations that cause 25-999 

deaths from battle per year (UCDP/PRIO 2014a: 8); 

o terrorism is a tactic of an armed non-ÓÔÁÔÅ ɉȰÔÅÒÒÏÒÉÓÔȱɊ ÇÒÏÕÐ ÔÈÁÔ 

operates clandestinely, perpetrates hit-and-run attacks, hides among the 

civilian population, and primarily targets civilians in place of 

government forces (LaFree and Ackerman 2009: 348; Hoffman 2006: 35-

42). 
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Á The concept of conflict escalation grasps the often extended process in which 

peaceful protest transforms into sustained violence (Ramsbotham et al. 2005: 11). It 

can be distinguished from rebellion onset, which treats the beginning of rebellion 

as point rather than process. 

Á Protest5, used here synonymously with (contentious) collective action6, denotes the 

sustained claims-making vis-à-vis the state government by non-state groups, 

organizations, and activists through non -institutionalized avenues (e.g. public 

rallies, sit-ins, consumer boycott, non-violent resistance, petitions, graffiti, etc.). 

7ÈÉÌÅ ȰÐÒÏÔÅÓÔȱ ÏÆÔÅÎ ÉÍÐÌÉÃÉÔÌÙ ÍÅÁÎÓ ÎÏÎ-violent forms of contention, this study 

applies it as a cover term for both unarmed and violent protest (rebellion, armed 

conflict, terrorism,  etc.). 

Á The study focuses on collective action in the name of and by identity groups (e.g. 

ethnic, religious, and communal groupsɊȢ 4ÈÅÓÅ ÃÁÎ ÂÅ ÄÅÆÉÎÅÄ ÁÓ Ȱpeople who 

share a distinctive and enduring collective identity based on a belief in common 

descent and on shared experiences and cultural traitsȱ (Gurr 2000: 5).7 

Á Finally, borrowing from social movement research, protest movement is 

ÕÎÄÅÒÓÔÏÏÄ ÈÅÒÅ ÁÓ Ȱcollectivities acting with some degree of organization and 

continuity outside of institutional or organizational channels for the purpose of 

challenging or defending extant authorityȱ (Snow et al. 2004: 11; emphasis 

removed). I use protest movement as cover term for both armed and unarmed 

activist groups. 

Case Study Introduction 

To outline the research puzzle, the cases need to be briefly introduced. Boko Haram is a 

Salafist group, which has its territorial base in Maiduguri (Borno State) and which has been 

                                                      

5
 Della Porta and Diani (2006: 165, 191) ÄÅÆÉÎÅ ÐÒÏÔÅÓÔ ÁÓ ȰÎÏÎÒÏÕÔÉÎÉÚÅÄ ×ÁÙÓ ÏÆ ÁÆÆÅÃÔÉÎÇ ÐÏÌÉÔÉÃÁÌȟ social, 
ÁÎÄ ÃÕÌÔÕÒÁÌ ÐÒÏÃÅÓÓÅÓȢȱ The ÅØÐÒÅÓÓÉÏÎ Ȱnon-routinizedȱ may be confusing considering that protest 
techniques can become established and routinized as well (so-caÌÌÅÄ ȰÒÅÐÅÒÔÏÉÒÅÓ ÏÆ ÃÏÎÔÅÎÔÉÏÎȱ). 
Thus, protest refers to tactics of claims-ÍÁËÉÎÇ ÏÔÈÅÒ ÔÈÁÎ ÔÈÅ ȰÃÏÎÖÅÎÔÉÏÎÁÌȱ ÆÏÒÍÓ ÏÆ ÅØÐÒÅÓÓÉÎÇ 
political will (e.g. voting, litigation).  

6
 Contentious collective action encompasses the varied ways of claims-ÍÁËÉÎÇ Ȱby people who lack 
regular access to representative institutions, who act in the name of new or unaccepted claims, and 
who behave in ways that fundamentally ÃÈÁÌÌÅÎÇÅ ÏÔÈÅÒÓ ÏÒ ÁÕÔÈÏÒÉÔÉÅÓȱ (Tarrow 2011: 7). As broad 
category, this includes social movements, rebellion, riots, strike waves, revolutions, and so on. 

7
 In reality, the focus on groups is only an approximation as people are complexly interconnected based 
on varied shared beliefs and belongings (Brubaker 2002). 



 

6 
 

operating through a loose network of activists in many places across Northern Nigeria (for 

details, see 3.2 and Comolli 2015; Pérouse de Montclos 2014; ICG 2014). Founded around 2002 

by the radical preacher Mohammed Yusuf as offspring of the broader sharia movement, Boko 

Haram has sought to mobilize the Muslim population of approximately 70 million in Northern 

Nigeria. It has aimed at imposing Islamic principles on the society and state. Initially, Boko 

Haram protested by non-violent means ɀ with the exception of the small and short-lived 

ÖÉÏÌÅÎÔ ÕÐÒÉÓÉÎÇ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÒÅÌÁÔÅÄ Ȱ.ÉÇÅÒÉÁÎ 4ÁÌÉÂÁÎȱ ÇÒÏÕÐ ÉÎ ÌÁÔÅ άΪΪέȾΪήȢ )Î ÌÁÔÅ July 2009, 

ÈÏ×ÅÖÅÒȟ "ÏËÏ (ÁÒÁÍ ÓÔÁÒÔÅÄ ÁÎ ÕÐÒÉÓÉÎÇȢ 4ÈÅ ÐÒÏÔÅÓÔ ×ÁÓ ȰÃÒÕÓÈÅÄȱ ×ÉÔÈÉÎ Á ÆÅ× ÄÁÙÓ ÂÙ ÔÈÅ 

Nigerian security forces. Sect founder Yusuf and hundreds of members were killed in the 

counterinsurgency. Yet this did not discourage the movement: In 2010, Boko Haram re-

organized as an underground terrorist group led by Abubakar Shekau and has been waging a 

continuous insurgency since September 2010. The insurgency gradually evolved from the open 

uprising of July 2009 (first stage) via local hit-and-run attacks and increasingly coordinated 

terrorist assaults (second stage, mid-2010 to early 2013) to a phase of open, rural warfare in 

which Boko Haram occupied large parts of Borno State (third stage, early 2013 to early 2015). 

The insurgency and the counterinsurgency operations have created terrible devastation and 

human suffering in the North -East (for these regional geographic expressions, see Figure 3, p. 

xiii ): About 17,000 people have already been killed and more than one million people displaced 

in the ongoing warfare (AI 2015b: 5). 

MASSOB, in contrast, has been protesting by non-violent means on principle. The 

ÍÏÖÅÍÅÎÔ ×ÁÓ ÆÏÕÎÄÅÄ ÁÍÉÄ .ÉÇÅÒÉÁȭÓ ÄÅÍÏÃÒÁÔÉÃ ÔÒÁÎÓÆÏÒÍÁÔÉÏÎ ÉÎ Ϋγγγ ÂÙ ÔÈÅ ÙÏÕÎÇ )ÇÂÏ 

lawyer Ralph Uwazuruike (for details, see 3.3 and Onuoha 2011; Okonta 2012; Harnischfeger 

2011). The movement strives for the renewed breakaway of the East in the name of Biafra, i.e. 

the former secessionist state, which already existed for about 2.5 years during the Nigerian 

Civil War (1967-70). MASSOB has soughÔ ÔÏ ÍÏÂÉÌÉÚÅ ÆÏÒÅÍÏÓÔ ÔÈÅ )ÇÂÏȟ ×ÈÏ ÁÓ .ÉÇÅÒÉÁȭÓ third 

largest ethnic group are counting about 30 million and have a high territorial concentration in 

the South-Eastern region. It has also sought to mobilize the minorities in the South-Southern 

region, which historically is a part of Biafra too, to join the renewed struggle, albeit with little 

success. Among Igbos, however, MASSOB has become widely popular. Its typical non-violent 

protest activities comprise public rallies (although this has become rare in recent years), 

hoisting the Biafran flag in public , calling on the Easterners to stay at home and boycott public 

life on a designated day of the year, and engage in advocacy at the international level. Also, 

several other Biafran organizations have emerged both in Nigeria and abroad, but at the time 

of writing this dissertation, the organization of MASSOB proper and the founder Uwazuruike 
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have still remained the key players. In spite of a few very minor incidents of violence over the 

ÙÅÁÒÓȟ -!33/"ȭÓ ÐÒÏÔÅÓt has clearly been non-violent  overall. 

Research Puzzle 

!Ó ÃÁÎ ÂÅ ÓÅÅÎȟ ÔÈÅÓÅ ÍÏÖÅÍÅÎÔÓ ÃÌÅÁÒÌÙ ÄÉÆÆÅÒ ÉÎ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÐÒÏÔÅÓÔ ÂÅÈÁÖÉÏÒȡ "ÏËÏ (ÁÒÁÍȭÓ ÐÒÏÔÅÓÔ 

ÈÁÓ ÅÓÃÁÌÁÔÅÄ ÉÎÔÏ ÒÅÂÅÌÌÉÏÎȟ ×ÈÅÒÅÁÓ -!33/"ȭÓ ÐÒÏÔÅÓÔ ÈÁÓ ÎÏÔȢ 4ÈÉÓ ÉÓ ÐÕÚÚÌÉÎÇ ÁÎÄ ÒÅÌÅÖÁÎÔ 

regarding the identified gaps of rebellion research because the movements have risen and 

adopted these different protest strategies under similar structural circumstances that have 

made rebellion highly likely. 

Regarding the typical risk factors of armed conflict, NiÇÅÒÉÁ ÉÓ ȰÒÉÐÅȱ ÆÏÒ ÒÅÂÅÌÌÉÏÎ ÉÎ 

many ways. In terms of Opportunity , rebellion is highly feasible due to the weak state 

structure, corrupt and undisciplined security forces, high poverty rate, low levels of general 

education, and large and youthful population that lacks adequate employment. Therefore, at 

least in theory, protest leaders could easily mobilize people for rebellion to fight for social 

justice or other goals. In fact, Zinn (2005) even suggested that in Nigeria it is not the incidence 

of civil war but its absence that needs to be explained. Also, Grievances about inequalities 

abound in Nigerian society and politics: Most importantly, the corruption of the political class 

has been a strong source of frustration to virtually every citizen in the country. Moreover, 

decades of Northern dominance under military rule created persisting grievances among 

Southern-based ethnic groups. Conversely, the higher level of economic development in the 

Southern part and perception of Southern political dominance have been sources of frustration 

to many in the Northern part. A main paradox of Nigeria is that ɀ irrespective of the actual 

distribution of offices, wealth, and patronage ɀ every major identity group seems to complain 

about being the most disadvantaged of all. In addition, the heavy-handed approach by the 

Nigerian security forces to repress discontent and nascent protest movements tends to further 

aggrieve the protesters and rather escalate protest than prevent it. Finally, Nigeria is a typical 

case for Patronage Politics. Many of the movements in the country pursue economic interest, 

rather than ideological aims, and often use violence for the purpose. All in all, there is much 

reason to assume that protest movements that emerged under these circumstances ɀ such as 

Boko Haram and MASSOB ɀ would turn to violent means. 

Thus, it is puzzling that under otherwise similar circumstances Boko Haram and 

MASSOB have differed in their protest behavior. This observation is the starting point here to 

address the identified need for refinement of the existing theories on rebellion. In principle, 

there are two possible solutions to this puzzle: 
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(1) A more detailed and micro-level analysis of the structural circumstances in which 

these protest movements emerged may identify important sub-state variation in 

terms of Opportunities, Grievances, and Patronage Politics. In fact, it has often 

been criticized that these theories were developed and tested mostly on indicators 

at the national level. Yet, opportunities for action, the grievances felt, and the 

shape of patronage networks may vary widely from one locality to another (Collier 

et al. 2005: 19; Dixon 2009: 722).8 In the end, these structuralist explanations may 

turn out to be entirely sufficient for what appeared puzzling at first sight.  

(2) Alternatively, the answer to the puzzle may lie in aspects these theories have 

disregarded. By strongly emphasizing structural circumstances and rationalist 

reasoning, these theories have neglected ideational aspects and especially the 

micro-level processes of meaning-making in the mobilization for protest. Yet, 

there is reason to assume that these aspects could contribute substantially to the 

explanation of why rebellion (or peaceful protest) occurs. Research on social 

movements has found that the processes of meaning-construction within and 

around movements influence the course of collective action in important ways 

(Benford and Snow 2000; Snow et al. 2014). Scholars in this field, however, have 

neglected to study these processes with regard to conflict escalation and armed 

movements so far (for a notable exception, see Hafez 2004). Still, such meaning-

making probably matters as much to social movements as to armed campaigns. In 

other words, rebellion requires leaders who explain the cause and the necessity of 

using violence. These leaders typically embody the struggle and influence the 

campaign through their agency. At the same time, their actions are also guided by 

the broader culture of the identity group they seek to mobilize and they 

themselves are part of. Surprisingly, these plausible assumptions have hardly been 

tested for their explanatory power regarding the escalation of protest into violence. 

For assessing the first of these possible explanations, this study relies on theories and concepts 

from the existing research on rebellion (chapter 2). For the second, the framing approach from 

social movement research is introduced into the study of rebellion (chapter 5). 

                                                      

8
 This assumption has been the main driver of the recent Ȱmicro-level turnȱ of quantitative rebellion 
research (Cederman and Gleditsch 2009). 
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1.3. The Framing of Peaceful and Violent Protest  

This dissertation proposes that in order to explain why protest movements either wage 

rebellion or pursue peaceful protest, it is necessary to complement the existing structural and 

rationalist perspectives of armed conflict research by micro-level processes of meaning-

making, the agency of protest leaders, and the cultural context of protest movements. 

For this investigation, I use the framing approach from social movement research. 

Framing analyzes strategic communication efforts by protest leaders who act as framers when 

they develop and use simplified schemes of interpretation (so-called frames) to mobilize 

people for collective action (Benford and Snow 2000; Noakes and Johnston 2005). The framing 

perspective investigates not only the content of such collective action frames (CAFs), but also 

their development. Put simply, framers craft frames based on their perception of the wider 

political , social, cultural, and economic context, their strategic interests, and their personal 

experiences and beliefs (Benford and Snow 2000: 623-629). Framing thus combines relevant 

structural circumstances, as identified in rebellion research (i.e. obvious opportunities, widely-

known grievances, and available patronage opportunities), with the cultural background of 

both the framer and the audience. This brings group culture into the focus, which has been 

neglected in rebellion research (see also 5.3). At the same time, framing does not treat culture 

as all-determining, but as a repertoire from which protest leaders may borrow elements to 

creatively develop calls for collective action. In this process, the ideas, experiences, interests, 

and convictions of the framer also matter, which implies that agency is involved. Finally, to 

effectively mobilize people for collective action, these mobilization efforts also have to appeal 

to the audience and convince people to engage in time-consuming and possibly risky protest 

activities. For assessing why frames resonate and mobilize people for protest (or not), the 

framing approach provides a set of success criteria (Noakes and Johnston 2005: 11-16). 

This study thus investigates the micro-level process of meaning-making by Boko 

Haram and MASSOB from a framing perspective and against the broader political and cultural 

background. The focus of the case studies of Boko Haram and MASSOB is placed on the 

ÑÕÅÓÔÉÏÎÓ ÏÆ ÈÏ× ÔÈÅ ÍÏÖÅÍÅÎÔÓȭ ÌÅÁÄÅÒÓ ÈÁÖÅ ÓÏÕÇÈÔ ÔÏ ÍÏÂÉÌÉÚÅ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÁÕÄÉÅÎÃÅ ÆÏÒ ÃÏÌÌÅÃÔÉÖÅ 

action, how they have influenced the framing through agency, and what role the structural 

circumstances, in particular the cultural context, have played in shaping the mobilization 

efforts. Moreover, the question is whether the framing has succeeded in rallying people for 

collective action, or whether alternative explanations for protest participation solve the puzzle. 
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1.4. Methodology and Data  

The study proceeds in a qualitative analysis based on a two-case comparison within a most-

similar-systems-design (Van Evera 1997: 57; George and Bennett 2005: 151-160). This common 

research strategy compares cases that are similar in context, but differ precisely in the value of 

the independent and dependent variables of interest. This allows assessment of whether the 

value of the independent variable (e.g. strong versus minor grievances) coincides with the 

expected value of the dependent variable (e.g. rebellion respectively non-rebellion).  

On these grounds, I conduct a within-country and synchronic comparison. Put simply, 

I examine two movements that pursued their protests around the same time and within the 

same country. This research strategy brings considerable advantages for theory-testing: A 

priori, it guarantees a high level of similarity in the structural circumstances surrounding these 

movements. This makes it possible to identify with high precision how differences and changes 

in opportunities, grievances, and patronage networks at the sub-state level impact the protest 

behavior of the movements. If the sub-state structural circumstances also turn out to be very 

similar in both cases, they cannot explain the different protest strategies of the movements. 

This provides a consistent background for the assessment of how differences in the framing 

have shaped the protests. Thereby, a strong case for framing as an explanation of conflict 

escalation can be made. 

The case study analysis employs the framing methodology and a huge stock of data: For 

identifying the CAFs of Boko Haram and MASSOB, a total of 207 documents comprising 

ÓÔÁÔÅÍÅÎÔÓ ÂÙ ÔÈÅ ÍÏÖÅÍÅÎÔÓȭ ÌÅÁÄÅÒÓ ×ÅÒÅ ÃÏÌÌÅÃÔÅÄȢ 4ÈÉÓ ÅÎÃÏÍÐÁÓÓÅÓ ÏÎÌÙ ÓÔÁÔÅÍÅÎÔÓ 

through which key protest leaders addressed the audience in order to mobilize for collective 

action (e.g. through speeches, video and audio messages, and media interviews). To extract 

CAFs, these documents were analyzed in a three-step qualitative approach (as defined in 

5.4.2). 

For assessing frame resonance, 114 interviews and five focus group discussions were 

conducted during two field research visits of one month each to Nigeria and during two short 

stays to collect information from diaspora-based Biafran organizations in London and Chicago 

(for a list, see Annex C). Most of the interview respondents were people from the general 

Muslim public in Northern Nigeria and the Igbo public, i.e. the respective audience of the 

movements. In addition, I interviewed political and religious leaders from various levels, NGO 

personnel, and journalists. While no active or former Boko Haram members could be 

interviewed due to the ongoing state of the insurgency, 14 MASSOB activists were interviewed 

and one focus group discussion with another dozen MASSOB members was held. In addition, 
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virtually the entire leadership of the renewed Biafran struggle was interviewed. This includes 

Ralph Uwazuruike (leader and founder of MASSOB), Benjamin Onuegbu (MASSOB), Uchenna 

Madu (Progressive MASSOB), Benjamin Onwuka and Edeson Samuel (both Biafra Zionist 

Movement/Federation), Nnamdi Kanu (Radio Biafra), and Justin Akujieze (Ekwe Nche, based 

in the US). 

To achieve more general validity, the interview findings were triangulated extensively 

by news reporting, academic studies, and available surveys. With regard to the Muslim North, 

230 newspaper articles from Nigerian media sources were collected and analyzed to assess the 

public opinion on Boko Haram and its goals. This was similarly conducted for MASSOB based 

on 250 newspaper articles. These news sources also provided much information on relevant 

events. To cross-check the findings on frame resonance, the study also draws on surveys by 

established research institutes including Afrobarometer, the PEW Research Center, and 

Gallup/NOI. In total, 15 survey datasets were examined by the use of the Statistical Package for 

the Social Sciences (SPSS). This allowed disaggregation of the data, usually reported at the 

national level, to assess public opinion on relevant issues at the sub-state level. 

To include this large stock of data and ensure readability, the study comprises three 

annexes from which sources are quoted. The first two annexes contain overviews and 

references on the documents used to identify the CAFs of Boko Haram and MASSOB. The 

third annex lists the interviews and focus group discussions. For quoting, I use short IDs, as 

defined in the annexes. 

1.5. Structure  

In this study, I proceed as follows: Chapter 2 outlines the field of rebellion research and the 

three main theoretical approaches (Opportunity , Grievances, and Patronage Politics) for 

explaining the incidence and absence of rebellion. Chapter 3 provides background information 

on the cases under analysis: Nigeria, Boko Haram, and MASSOB. In chapter 4, I test whether 

ÔÈÅ ÔÈÒÅÅ ÍÅÎÔÉÏÎÅÄ ÔÈÅÏÒÅÔÉÃÁÌ ÁÐÐÒÏÁÃÈÅÓ ÅØÐÌÁÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÏÂÓÅÒÖÅÄ ÐÁÔÔÅÒÎ ÏÆ "ÏËÏ (ÁÒÁÍȭÓ 

conflict escalation and the continued non-escalation of MASSOB. Having identified the extent 

to which these theories solve the puzzle, I introduce the framing approach from social 

movement research in chapter 5. Herein, I define the key concepts of framing for the case 

study analysis, discuss how framing complements and differs from existing ideational 

approaches of rebellion research, and describe the methodology of the framing analysis. In 

chapter 6 and 7, the framing approach is applied to the cases of Boko Haram and MASSOB. 

These case studies are each subdivided into three parts: In the first section, the CAFs are 
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identified; in the second section, their resonance among the broader movement audience is 

assessed; in the last section, it is examined whether these CAFs, indeed, have resonated with 

ÔÈÅ ÍÏÖÅÍÅÎÔÓȭ ÁÃÔÉÖÉÓÔÓ ÁÎÄȟ ÉÆ so, to what extent this explains their protest participation. The 

subsequent chapter 8 reviews the cultural context and agency of the framers to understand the 

processes of frame development. Finally, in chapter 9, I summarize the main findings, discuss 

limitations of the study, and give an outlook on the theoretical implications for future civil war 

research.  
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2. Theory: Research on Rebellion  

In this chapter, I briefly map the research field of political violence research and define some of 

the relevant terms and temporal aspects for the analysis (2.1), before outlining the three main 

theoretical strands of Opportunity  (2.2), Grievances (2.3), and Patronage Politics (2.4). 

2.1. Mapping the Research Field  

Rebellion research is one of several subfields of the broader political violence research. Political 

violence can be defined as sustained and organized violence carried out by state or non-state 

actors to achieve political goals, e.g. access to political offices and power, control over territory  

and resources, enforcement of rights, etc. (Gurr 1970: 3-4). Over the past two decades, the 

study of political violence has been increasingly segmented into subfields, such as research on 

armed conflict, civil war, inter state war, rioting, terrorism, ethnic and religious conflict 9, and 

anti-civilian violence and genocide (Boyle 2012: 527-528). The present study draws on research 

from various such subfields (except for research on interstate war, rioting,  and genocide). They 

are relevant here because Boko Haram is a political-religious movement, which started an 

armed conflict in July 2009. At first, this was a local uprising10, followed by a wave of terrorist  

attacks, and finally the movement waged full -scale civil war, also perpetrating severe 

massacres.11 MASSOB as ethnically-based movement would have pursued an ethnic rebellion, if 

it s struggle had escalated into violence. 

Research on political violence has often distinguished three temporal dimensions: 

onset, dynamics, and resolution of violent  conflict. The main interest of this study concerns 

the onset. Statistical approaches, which are common among the studies cited in 2.2 and 2.3, 

typically define onset as the point  (i.e. the year) in which the violent confrontation first 

surpasses a defined minimum number of battle-related deaths. In contrast, the present study 

focuses on the process in which violence escalates by using the concept of conflict escalation 

(see also 1.2). This comprises both a period before the Ȱpointȱ of onset and an ensuing phase of 

                                                      

9
 To briefly define these concepts, ethnic and religious conflict s are violent contestations either amid 
non-state actors, or between state and non-state actors. The terms apply only if the contestants are 
organized along ethnic or religious lines and/or make identity-based demands. 

10 An uprising refers to a short and armed contestation with comparably low intensity in which an 
armed non-state actor attacks the state. 

11 Massacres are severe attacks on civilians that cause dozens or hundreds of civilian deaths, perpetrated 

either by state actors or rebel groups (also referred to as one-sided violence, see UCDP 2014a). 
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consolidation of violence. Herein, this encompasses the period ÂÅÔ×ÅÅÎ "ÏËÏ (ÁÒÁÍȭÓ 

foundation  around 2002, the uprising of July 2009 and resurgence of the fighting in late 2010 

(both of which ÁÒÅ Ȱpoints of onsetȱ), and the further escalation into full -scale civil w ar until 

late 2014. With regard to MASSOB, the entire time frame from 1999-2014 is assessed, because 

the protests could have turned violent virtually at any time. Although such a long time frame 

can be analytically challenging, the advantage is that a political crisis can build up for years 

before violence breaks out (Sambanis 2005: 323-324). Thus, my approach follows Florea (2012: 

81-82) ×ÈÏ ÁÒÇÕÅÄ ÔÈÁÔ Ȱit may be more useful to think of  civil wars as longer processes 

involving escalation and de-escalation rather than onset, ÔÅÒÍÉÎÁÔÉÏÎȟ ÁÎÄ ÒÅÏÃÃÕÒÒÅÎÃÅȢȱ 

2.2. Opportunity  

The Opportunity approach holds ÔÈÁÔ Ȱwhere a rebellion is feasiÂÌÅ ÉÔ ×ÉÌÌ ÏÃÃÕÒȱ (Collier et al. 

2009: 2; Fearon and Laitin 2003). Grounded in rationalism , the theory assumes that structura l 

conditions influence the cost and benefit of organizing rebellion and that people can correctly 

identify such opportunities. In this logic, peopleȭÓ ÍÏÔÉÖÁÔÉÏÎs are disregarded because there 

are always enough discontented people in every society who would take up arms and pursue 

rebellion as soon as this was financially and militarily feasible for them.12 A variant of this 

approach, known as the ȰÇÒÅÅÄȱ-thesis, assumes that actors are economically motivated and 

therefore organize rebellion whenever it promises higher income than ȬÃÏÎÖÅÎÔÉÏÎÁÌȭ ways of 

employment. Rebellion promises such economic benefit if people are poor and unemployed 

and if ȰÌÏÏÔÁÂÌÅȱ natural resources (such as diamonds or timber) can be easily plundered by 

warlords and their combatants (Collier and Hoeffler 2004; Reno 1999). This ȰÇÒÅÅÄȱ-argument 

has been prominent, in particular among journalists and  policy makers who seek to make 

sense of warfare in Sub-Saharan Africa (Keen 2012; Gettleman 2010; Berdal and Malone 2000). 

Opportunity theory assumes that rebellion is feasible under certain conditions: if the 

state, military , and police lack capacity, if poverty and youth unemployment are high, if the 

general level of education is low, if there is rough terrain and foreign military support, and if 

ȰÌÏÏÔÁÂÌÅȱ natural resources make rebellion profitable on its own (Collier and Hoeffler 2004; 

Collier et al. 2009; Fearon and Laitin 2003; Salehyan 2009; Sambanis 2005). Under these 

circumstances, political leaders find it feasible ɀ and perhaps even economically beneficial ɀ to 

                                                      

12
 For Collier, ȰÍÏÔÉÖÁÔÉÏÎ ÉÓ ÉÎÄÅÔÅÒÍÉÎÁÔÅȟ ÂÅÉÎÇ ÓÕÐÐÌÉÅÄ ÂÙ ×ÈÁÔÅÖÅÒ ÁÇÅÎÄÁ ÈÁÐÐÅÎÓ ÔÏ ÂÅ ÁÄÏÐÔÅÄ ÂÙ 

the first social entrepreneur to occupy the viable niche, or itself endogenous to the opportunities 
ÔÈÅÒÅÂÙ ÏÐÅÎÅÄ ÆÏÒ ÉÌÌÅÇÁÌ ÉÎÃÏÍÅȱ (Collier et al. 2009: 24). 
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mobilize unemployed and disaffected youths for waging rebellion. Accordingly, rebellion is 

relatively rare not because people are reluctant to fight by violent means (e.g. for ethical 

reasons), but because rebellion rarely is feasible and economically beneficial. Most of the time, 

most states have the military means to sufficiently discourage challengers from attempting to 

organize rebellion. Yet in some instances states may be unable to deter challengers and 

prevent them from forming an armed group. Does rebellion necessarily occur in these 

moments? SÏÍÅ ËÅÙ ÐÒÏÐÏÎÅÎÔÓ ÏÆ ÔÈÉÓ ÒÅÓÅÁÒÃÈ ÓÔÒÁÎÄ ÁÎÓ×ÅÒÅÄ ȰÙÅÓȢȱ 9ÅÔ ÍÏÓÔ ÓÃÈÏÌÁÒÓ ÈÁÖÅ 

treated opportunity theory as probabilistic . Thus, ÉÔ ÐÏÉÎÔÓ ÔÏ Ȱrisk factorsȱ that make rebellion 

more (or less) probable. Both understandings will be examined in the case studies. 

To test opportunity theory, I compiled the following set of indicators . This draws on 

the already cited key work, two useful literature reviews (Dixon 2009; Hegre and Sambanis 

2006), and a large number of quantitative and qualitative studies from the research field. I 

included only those variables found broadly relevant across many studies and only those that 

can be meaningfully interpreted fro m the perspective of opportunity  theory. These indicators 

were then grouped into six categories (see Table 1). Considering that the recent quantitative 

Ȱmicro-level turnȱ has produced few reliable and robust findings so far, I excluded such work. 

In the remainder of this section, these indicators are briefly introduced, their explanatory 

power with regard to rebellion onset is assessed, and causal mechanisms are specified. 
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Table 1: Indicators of Opportunity  Theory  

CATEGORY INDICATOR S 

Politics and Military  Á State Weakness and Failure, 

Low Policing and Counterinsurgency Capacity 

Á Political Instability and Crisis  

Á Oil -Exporting State, ȰFailed Rentier Stateȱ 

Socio-Economic Conditions  Á Poverty and Economic Decline 

Á High Youth Unemployment* 

Á Low Level of Education* 

Demographic Conditions  Á ȰYouth BuÌÇÅȱ (High Population Share of young Men) 

Á Territorial Concentration  

Ȱ'ÒÅÅÄȱ Á Ȱ,ÏÏÔÁÂÌÅȱ Natural Resources* 

Á Organized Crime* 

Geographic Conditions  Á Rough and Mountainous Terrain 

Á Remoteness 

Á Cross-border Sanctuary 

External Support  Á Foreign Arms, Military, and other Supply 

Á Sanctuary (as provided by External Actor) 

* weak indicator due to contested findings 

 

Political and Military Opportunity  

In terms of political and military opportunity , rebellion clearly becomes more likely if states 

are weak: Low state capacity and in particular low policing and counterinsurgency capacity 

reduce the risks and costs of organizing an armed struggle. While t he typical measurement of 

state capacity by GDP per capita (ÔÏ ÁÓÓÅÓÓ ȰÁÄÍÉÎÉÓÔÒÁÔÉÖÅȟ ÍÉÌÉÔÁÒÙȟ ÁÎÄ ÐÏÌÉÃÅ ÃÁÐÁÂÉÌÉÔÉÅÓȱȟ 

see Fearon and Laitin 2003: 76) is imprecise, studies with refined indicators confirmed that 

states with higher number of military troops, indeed, have a lower risk of experiencing 

rebellion (Bussmann 2009; Hegre and Sambanis 2006: 526, 528). Besides the quantitative 

literature, qualitative researchers have complemented this theoretical strand by studying 

Ȱfailed states.ȱ 4ÈÅÙ ÁÒÇÕÅ that states, which lack structures and capacity to deter challengers, 



 

17 
 

are prone to rebellion and other forms of political violence (Rotberg 2003b; Reno 1999; Spanger 

2007)ȡ Ȱ&ÁÉÌÅÄ ÓÔÁÔÅÓ ÁÒÅ ÔÅÎÓÅȟ ÄÅÅÐÌÙ ÃÏÎÆÌÉÃÔÅÄȟ ÄÁÎÇÅÒÏÕÓȟ ÁÎÄ ÃÏÎÔÅÓÔÅÄ ÂÉÔÔÅÒÌÙ ÂÙ ×ÁÒÒÉÎÇ 

ÆÁÃÔÉÏÎÓȱ (Rotberg 2003a: 5). Thereby, tÈÅ ȰÆÁÉÌÅÄ ÓÔÁÔÅÓ ÒÅÓÅÁÒÃÈȱ also demonstrates that state 

weakness needs to be assessed more broadly with regard to ÓÔÁÔÅÓȭ inability and/or 

unwillingness to provide goods and services, particularly concerning security. If states fail in 

these respects, non-state groups (such as vigilantes, militias, or rebel groups) often fill in the 

gaps to provide basic services or may even challenge the state by violent means.13 

Besides the more long-term state weakness, sudden political crisis and instability  also 

increase the opportunity of rebellion (Fearon and Laitin 2003; Hegre et al. 2001; Hegre and 

Sambanis 2006:526; Dixon 2009: 718). Quantitative studies typically measured such crises by 

drastic changes in the democratic or autocratic character of a political regime or by the time 

since the last regime change. In contrast, qualitative studies rely on finer measures such as 

observing political debates or the role of the military . Evidently, in such situations of political 

upheaval, rebellion becomes particularly probable. At this point , states lack not only the 

capacity to oppose their challengers, but power struggles also occur, which set incentives for 

armed means. What remains contested for now is whether a general link exists between 

regime type and rebellion. Many studies suggested ÔÈÁÔ ȰÁÎÏÃÒÁÃÉÅÓȱ (i.e. regimes in-between 

full democracies and full autocracies) are rebellion-prone (Fearon and Laitin 2003; Hegre et al. 

2001; Hegre and Sambanis 2006:526; Dixon 2009: 718), but this became refuted due to 

measurement error (Vreeland 2008). Considering the lack of consensus on the impacts of 

regime type on the occurrence of rebellion14, I excluded this indicator.  

In terms of political -economic opportunities, oil-exporting states have been associated 

with rebellion (Fearon and Laitin 2003; Dixon 2009: 714; Hegre and Sambanis 2006:528; Ross 

2004b: 342-344). There are two main explanations here: Oil resources make secession 

attractive for oil -rich regions (Ross 2006: 288-290).15 Alternatively, in countries with large 

populations, oil dependence also implies low per capita oil revenues, which can produce Ȱfailed 

rentier  statesȱ (Basedau and Lay 2009). These shallow states are based on the distribution of 

                                                      

13
 Their presence does not only indicate, but possibly also create an opportunity for rebellion. A state  that 

already fights against an armed group may lack troops and resources to deter other groups from 
starting insurgency. 

14
 Recent research that draws on refined measures suggests that democracies are less war-affected than 

authoritarian regimes (Gleditsch and Ruggeri 2010). Yet, scholars of terrorism research find that 
democracy increases the risk of terrorism (Eubank and Weinberg 2001; Kurrild -Klitgaard et al. 2006). 
Thus, there is no clear-cut connection between regime type and political violence. 

15
 However, oil is hardly Ȱlootableȱ due to the necessary investment for exploitation . 
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patronage but remain susceptible to economic shocks and lack sufficient oil income to satisfy 

the demands of patronage networks. Therefore, these states are at a high risk of failure and 

violent power struggles. 

Socio-Economic Opportunity 

With regard to socio-economic opportunities, poverty (typically measured by GDP per capita) 

and negative economic growth at the country-level are considered some of the most robust 

indicators of opportunity  (Collier and Hoeffler 2004; Collier et al. 2009; Dixon 2009: 715; Hegre 

and Sambanis 2006: 526).16 One of the first micro-level statistical analyses confirmed this 

finding by showing that within countries civil war onset is more probable in places with lower 

absolute income (Buhaug et al. 2011). As mentioned, such poverty is often interpreted as 

indicator for state weakness. From the socio-economic perspective, however, it is treated as 

evidence of low economic opportunities, which could make rebellion comparably attractive for 

ÐÅÏÐÌÅ ÔÈÁÔ ÏÔÈÅÒ×ÉÓÅ ȰÈÁÖÅ ÌÉÔÔÌÅ ÔÏ ÌÏÓÅȱ and may even profit from rebellion if it produces 

income (e.g. as a result of plundering natural resources, see Collier and Hoeffler 2004). 

Low levels of education (measured by male enrollment in secondary education and 

literacy) and high unemployment also increase the risk of civil war onset (Collier and Hoeffler 

2004; Bussmann 2009: 273, 275; Dixon 2009: 715). Under these circumstances, rebel recruiters 

may more easily find people who are frustrated about their limited economic opportunities  

and who may be willing to engage in an armed struggle, either for political change or economic 

benefit. The empirical evidence, however, remains rather thin (Hegre and Sambanis 2006: 

522).17 A qualitative sociological analysis of 80 armed groups found that not only the 

uneducated and unemployed join armed groups (Schlichte 2009: 38): About 81% of these rebel 

groups have followers from the rural peasant population, 52% from a student milieu, and 41% 

from the urban subclasses.18 Similarly, terrorism research demonstrated that those who are 

better educated and positioned with regard to employment are even more likely to become 

                                                      

16
 Early studies may have been affected by endogeneity: They used civil war as dependent variable, which 

may have missed preceding armed conflict that causes economic decline (Sambanis 2005: 307). Recent 
studies, however, confirm t hat negative economic growth is a predictor of such armed conflict as well 
(Collier et al. 2009: 18). 

17
 The strong correlation between these socio-economic measures and GDP per capita may reduce their 

significance in statistical models (Bussmann 2009: 276; Fearon and Laitin 2003: 76). 

18
 As armed groups may have followers from more than one social milieu, these numbers do not add up 

to 100%. 
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terrorists (Berrebi 2007; +ÒÕÅÇÅÒ ÁÎÄ -ÁÌÅéËÏÖÜ άΪΪέ; Sageman 2004: 69-77).19 Hence, lack of 

education and unemployment is treated as weak risk factor of rebellion here. 

Demographic Opportunity 

In terms of demography, opportunity theory argues that the higher the share of young men 

(roughly aged 15-30) in society, the more feasible and probable rebellion is (Collier et al. 2009). 

Such Ȱyouth bulgesȱ (i.e. large youth cohorts) increase not only the risk of rebellion but also of 

other forms of political violence such as terrorism and rioting (Urdal 2006). These statistical 

finding s are highly plausible: In th e context of widespread poverty, ȰÙÏÕÔÈ ÂÕÌÇÅÓȱ indicate a 

large share of youths who lack economic opportunities and may find the (expected) economic 

benefit from an armed struggle sufficiently promising to participate.20 Considering that youths 

make up a disproportional number of combatants among rebel groups and that recruiting a 

few thousand would be sufficient for waging insurgencyȟ ȰÙÏÕÔÈ ÂÕÌÇÅÓȱ are a strong risk factor. 

Territorial concentration  also contributes to making  rebellion feasible: Identity g roups, 

which are relatively homogenous and concentrated in a region, are more likely to wage 

rebellion (especially for separatist aims) than dispersed and urban-based groups (Gurr 2000: 

75-76; Toft 2002; Weidmann 2009).21 A minimum of territorial concentration  can even be seen 

as necessary pre-condition for organizing  rebellion. Otherwise, population groups lack the 

necessary cohesion for collective action at all.22 

Two further demographic indicators have been discussed in the literature, but are not 

used as indicators of feasibility in this study: Firstly, many studies find that population size at 

the country-level increases the risk of rebellion (Dixon 2009: 720; Hegre and Sambanis 2006: 

524-525). High population numbers could be interpretedȟ ÓÉÍÉÌÁÒ ÔÏ ȰÙÏÕÔÈ ÂÕÌÇÅÓȱ, as evidence 

for a larger pool of people from which rebel leaders can recruit combatants. However, it would 

                                                      

19
 However, this finding is typically interpreted from a Grievances rather than Opportunity  perspective: 

Education and socio-economic status are often seen as proxies of ÐÅÏÐÌÅȭÓ ÐÏÌÉÔÉÃÁÌ ÅÎÇÁÇÅÍÅÎÔȟ ×ÈÉÃÈ 
also make terrorism as a form of political engagement more probable (Krueger and -ÁÌÅéËÏÖÜ άΪΪέȡ 
142). 

20
 At the same time, grievances-based explanations may also matter here: Being part of a large youth 
cohort may create feelings of frustration among youths because of the difficulty of finding 
employment (Urdal 2006: 611). 

21
 Some statistical studies have also not found support for the correlation of territorial concentration and 

rebellion onset, but this may be largely due to the use of imprecise measures (Dixon 2009: 710). 

22
 From a sociological perspective, territorial concentration may also make rebellion more probable by 
influencing social mechanisms such as group pressure and socialization (McDoom 2013: 454). 
Moreover, it may foster grievances due to environmental degradation and resource scarcity, thereby 
leading to violence (Ȱ.ÅÏ--ÁÌÔÈÕÓÉÁÎȱ ÁÒÇÕÍÅÎÔȟ ÓÅÅ ÄÅ 3ÏÙÓÁ άΪΪΪ). 



 

20 
 

be an imprecise measure, if compared to Ȱyouth bulges.ȱ Secondly, in line with key scholars on 

the opportunity approach, this study does not use societal diversity (i.e. the number of identity 

groups in a country) as indicator of feasibility . Although some studies found that societal 

diversity increases the risk of rebellion (Dixon 2009: 710), this shapes grievances rather than 

opportunities . 

Ȱ'ÒÅÅÄȱ and Organized Crime 

The Ȱ'ÒÅÅÄȱ-strand argues that rebellion is particularly feasible and even profitable if there are 

ɀ so-ÃÁÌÌÅÄ ȰÌÏÏÔÁÂÌÅȱ ɀ natural resources (Collier and Hoeffler 2004; Collier et al. 2009). These 

resources comprise timber, drugs, and such minerals (including diamonds, coltan, and gold) 

that are close to the surface (Ross 2003: 54).23 3ÕÃÈ ȰÌÏÏÔÁÂÌÅȱ natural resources can be planted 

or extracted even by unskilled workers at low prior investment. Studies on Ȱ7ÁÒÌÏÒÄ ÐÏÌÉÔÉÃÓȱ 

and ȰNew WaÒÓȱ have made strong claims that Ȱblood diamondsȱ and other such natural 

resources are key drivers of armed conflict (Reno 1999; Kaldor 1999). Some journalists argued 

even that rebellion in Sub-Saharan Africa has generally turned into Ȱopportunistic, heavily 

ÁÒÍÅÄ ÂÁÎÄÉÔÒÙȱ (Gettleman 2010)ȡ ȰMost of today's African fighters are not rebels with a cause; 

ÔÈÅÙΈÒÅ ÐÒÅÄÁÔÏÒÓȢȱ Indeed, armed groups may act as and cooperate with criminal groups in 

many ways. Yet, the ȰGreedȱ-strand only provides a weak indicator of rebellion onset: Most 

studies do not find that ȰlÏÏÔÁÂÌÅȱ natural resources motivated or financed the beginning of 

rebellion (Ross 2006: 290; Humphreys 2005).24 Rather, economic opportunism seems to 

prolong ongoing civil wars and increase the level of violence (Ross 2004a: 50-51; Lujala 2009; 

Ballentine 2003: 260-269). 

  

                                                      

23
 In contrast, the extraction of Ȱnon-lootableȱ natural resources (e.g. oil, gas, and deep-shaft minerals) 
requires high start-up investment, perhaps even off-shore installations. Although the prospects of 
controlling such resources may make rebellion attractive, they neither promise Ȱfast moneyȱ, nor do 
they cover the start-up costs of rebellion; thus, they do not contribute to make rebellion feasible. 

24
 Collier and his colleagues who proposed the ȰGreedȱ-thesis used the unspecific and highly 
interpretative measure of primary commodity exports. In fact, this includes many non-Ȱlootableȱ 
natural resources (e.g. oil, gas, deep-shaft minerals), which hardly provide fast revenue (Ross 2004b: 
340-342). 
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Geographic Opportunity 

Research on geographic conditions shows that rebellion is more feasible in remote and 

mountainous areas. Rough and mountainous terrain  as well as large forests25 allow armed 

groups to hide out and build training camps (Buhaug et al. 2008; Collier and Hoeffler 2004; 

Fearon and Laitin 2003; Weidmann 2009; Hegre and Sambanis 2006: 526).26 Moreover, studies 

that investigate discriminated identity groups find that their probability to rebel increases with 

the distance to the capital, i.e. remoteness (Buhaug et al. 2008; Cederman et al. 2009: 517; 

Weidmann 2009). Indirectly, remoteness may measure state capacity to control territory and 

distribute services, which is commonly lower on the fringes than in the center of states. 

Finally, cross-border sanctuary in neighboring countries increases the feasibility of rebellion 

(Salehyan 2007): No fewer than 55% of the rebel groups at least sporadically used foreign 

places for hiding and organizing their fighting (Salehyan 2007: 239). Such sanctuary may be 

available to rebel groups due to the lack of state capacity to control borders, but also from 

active external support. 

External Support 

Finally, external support (especially in terms of arms, funds, and fighters), either from third -

party states or the diaspora, makes armed conflict more probable (Salehyan 2009; Collier and 

Hoeffler 2004).27 More often than the faraway diaspora, it is the kin  in neighboring countries 

who sponsor armed groups that fight on behalf of their common aims (Gleditsch 2007; 

Salehyan 2007: 237; Sambanis 2005: 311-312, 322). In addition, governments have often provided 

support and sanctuary to rebels. This occurs especially in situations of inter-state rivalry when 

they tend to support insurgents that fight against their rivals (Salehyan 2007: 235-236; 

Gleditsch 2007: 303-304). 

Motivation  Missing? 

Most scholars in the field have (often implicitly) treated the opportunity approach as 

probabilistic. Thus the identified indicators should be considered relevant (and perhaps 

necessary) but non-sufficient for the occurrence of armed conflict. The main point of 
                                                      

25
 The quantitative literature has not yet found strong support for the intuitive link between forests and 
warfare, which is likely due to measurement difficulties (Dixon 2009: 712; Collier and Hoeffler 2004: 
587). 

26
 In his literature review, Sambanis finds that rough terrain is associated less with civil war onset than 
with its prolongation (Sambanis 2005: 311). 

27
 Vice versa, governments that receive external support face lower risk of rebellion (Collier et al. 2009). 
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contention between those who favor a probabilistic understanding versus the proponents of a 

deterministic reading concerns the question of motivat ion. 4ÈÅ ȰÐÒÏÂÁÂÉÌÉÓÔÓȱ argue that 

opportunity theory has downplayed ÔÈÅ ÒÏÌÅ ÏÆ ÐÅÏÐÌÅȭÓ ÍÏÔÉÖÁÔÉÏÎ by using weak indicators of 

grievances (Sambanis 2005: 319-321; Cramer 2002: 1850-1854). These weak indicators comprise 

the level of democracy, societal diversity, and measures of inter -personal income inequality, 

which do not adequately measure societal cleavages and inequalities. The rationalist reasoning 

of opportunity theory, especially of the ȰgÒÅÅÄȱ-strand, has also been challenged: The idea that 

ȰHomo Economicus Goes to Warȱ was described as Ȱextremely reductionist, highly speculative, 

and profoundly misleadingȱ (Cramer 2002: 1849). Many of these critics advocated the mostly 

social-psychological perspective of grievances. 

2.3. Grievances  

There has been a long tradition of research on grievances and their relationship to political  

violence (Gurr 1970; Horowitz 1985). The basic assumption in this literature is that relative 

deprivation ɀ i.e. the discrepancy between ÐÅÏÐÌÅȭÓ expectations and their actual living 

conditions ɀ causes frustration which may lead to aggression and ultimately political violence 

(Gurr 1970: 24). Unfulfilled expectations, though, may not necessarily cause frustration, 

aggression, and ultimately violence; instead, people may also evade frustration by adapting 

their expectations to their actual achievements, or they may find non-violent ways to vent 

their anger (e.g. peaceful protest, humor, withdrawal, see Berkowitz 1989: 69). Nevertheless, 

research on armed conflict has shown that the more disadvantaged and threatened societal 

groups are (or feel to be) by other groups, the more likely they are to use violent means against 

their (perceived) oppressors. Two main sources of such grievances are distinguished in this 

study: Inequality and repression. 

Inequality 

Research on the inequality-violent conflict nexus finds that inequality in the distribution of 

resources, power, and rights is a major risk factor for the application of political violence (Gurr 

2000; Stewart 2008a). Two major forms of inequality , differ ing in their impact on the 

probability and types of political violence, can be distinguished: Vertical and horizontal 

inequalities (Stewart 2008b: 12). While vertical inequality measures how unequal income, land, 

and other resources are distributed among individuals in society, horizontal inequality  refers to 

inequalities that exist between different societal groups. 

Scholars on armed conflict have been skeptical on whether vertical inequality  increases 

the risk of rebellion. Most quantitative studies, which commonly rely on the GINI coefficient 
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as a measure of inter-personal inequality of income, do not find that vertical in equality 

increases the risk of rebellion (Dixon 2009: 715). This finding is compelling, considered that 

rebellion is a group activity and that high income inequality between individuals may 

undermine intra -group solidarity, which would make it more difficult to organize rebellion 

(Sambanis 2005: 327-328). Yet, it may be too early to close the research on vertical inequality 

and violent conflict. The existing quantitative studies have suffered from the limited quality 

and availability of data on income disparities, and they have also not yet investigated vertical 

inequalities at the sub-state level (Østby 2013: 211-212). Vertical inequalities may also lead to 

rebellion in more specific and complex ways than assumed so far. For example, one recent 

study finds that vertical inequalities increase the risk only of one type of rebellion, namely of 

Ȱpopularȱ rebellion which is fought by national, class-based, and non-ethnic liberation 

movements ("ÁÒÔÕÓÅÖÉéÉÕÓ άΪΫή). Although the present study does not investigate such broad 

but more narrow identity -based protests, the role of vertical inequalities still is assessed in the 

following case study analysis. This is because in Nigeria, as in most countries of the Global 

South, income inequality and awareness about this problem is very high, which makes it likely 

that this almost always also influences the formation  and strategic choices of protest 

movements. 

Rebellion research has clearly found that, rather than vertical inequality, horizontal 

inequality  is a key risk factor for violent conflict. Such inter -group inequalities can be 

differentiated into four main domains (Stewart 2008b: 13): Politics (e.g. unequal access to 

political offices and the bureaucracy, discrimination in elections), economic affairs (disparities 

in economic assets, employment opportunities, and average income), social concerns 

(discrimination in the access to education, health, and other state services), and cultural 

regards (discrimination in cultural practices such as religion, language, traditions, and 

clothing ). In practice, however, discrimination within these domains is often inter-connected 

and results from the political dominance of some groups (Østby 2008: 152-153). 

It has been shown in both qualitative and quantitative rebellion research that such 

horizontal  inequalities make conflict escalation probable. Based on detailed case studies of 

many countries, qualitative research finds that ethnic groups who are collectively 

disadvantaged with regard to their living conditions, political participation, and cultural status 

ÂÙ ȰÈÉÇÈÅÒ ÒÁÎËÅÄȱ groups often fight violently for their liberation from oppression (Gurr 2000: 

71; Horowitz 1985: 30-32; Petersen 2002: 256-257; Sambanis 2005: 321). Recently, quantitative 

rebellion research confirm ed these findings: Focusing on political discrimination at the 

executive level and using data that covers all years since 1946, these studies consistently show 
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that politically excluded and underrepresented ethnic groups are more likely to wage rebellion 

than included groups (Wimmer et al. 2009; Cederman et al. 2010; Buhaug et al. 2014). Both 

qualitative and quantitative studies also find that risk of rebellion is high if politically 

dominant identity groups lose their privileged position (Petersen 2002: 256; Buhaug et al. 2014: 

425; Cederman et al. 2010: 104-105). Through rebellion, ȰÄÏ×ÎÇÒÁÄÅÄȱ groups often seek to 

restore their dominance. 

The study of these horizontal inequalities adopts a probabilistic formulation and 

assumes that group discrimination is a necessary condition  but not a sufficient explanation for 

violent inter -group conflicts. In his seminal qualitative study, Gurr (2000: 65-95) proposes a 

comprehensive framework of variables to explain why discriminated identity groups engage in 

Ȱethnopolitical actionȱ (such as rebellion). His framework encompasses variables on identity 

group characteristics, political opportunities, and processes of mobilization. The quantitative 

studies similarly contextualize group discriminati on by variables that capture available 

political and economic opportunities . These studies show that rebellion is most probable if an 

identity group is discriminated  in a setting in which rebellion is also feasible because of state 

weakness and poverty, and because of the relative group strength, territorial concentration , 

and remote location of the discriminated group (Wimmer et al. 2009: 332; Cederman et al. 

2009; Weidmann 2009). 

Besides these political inequalities, also economic, social, and cultural discrimination 

has been shown to matter for conflict escalation. Recent studies used complex measures of 

economic inequality (as measured by the gap between the poorest ethnic group and the 

national average) and socio-economic inequality  (as measured by disparities in the average 

income, household assets, and level of education of ethnic groups). These social and economic 

inequalities significantly  increase the risk of armed conflict (Buhaug et al. 2014; Østby 2008; 

Østby et al. 2009). Similarly, quantit ative research on terrorism concludes that the risk of 

domestic terrorist attacks increases if minority groups in a country  are disadvantaged with 

regard to their average income and employment opportunities  (Piazza 2011). Qualitative 

studies on terrorism have complemented these findings: People become much more likely to 

form, join, and support terrorist group s and perpetrate attacks (even suicide bombings) if they 

feel that they belong to an oppressed and disadvantaged identity group (Kruglanski et al. 2009; 

Sageman 2008). Assessing cultural discrimination poses challenges of statistical measurement 

and conceptual separation from other forms of inequality. Nevertheless, cultural status 

inequalities can ÂÅ ÃÏÎÓÉÄÅÒÅÄ ÐÁÒÔÉÃÕÌÁÒÌÙ ȰÅØÐÌÏÓÉÖÅȱ because, unlike many political and 

socio-economic inequalities, these forms of discrimination are often immediately linked to 
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particular identity groups and disadvantage them in their entirety (Langer and Brown 2008). 

Typical examples are the non-recognition of Á ÇÒÏÕÐȭÓ language or bans on their cultural 

practices. 

When assessing such horizontal inequalities in the case study analysis, three 

suggestions from the literature are taken into consideration. Firstly, the quantitative indicators 

of inequality (e.g. from the Ethnic Power Relations or Minorities at Risk datasets) give only 

rough approximations of the type and extent of inequality. They may even be fundamentally 

misleading because people obviously ÁÃÔ ÕÐÏÎ Ȱperceived injustices rather than on the basis of 

data of which they might not be Á×ÁÒÅȱ (Stewart 2008b: 18). The present study, therefore, uses 

a broader set of data to grasp grievances. This comprises reports by human rights groups and 

think tanks , academic studies, and economic data about the political, socio-economic, and 

cultural status of the analyzed identity groups in Nigeria. Secondly, I analyze these identity 

groups rather broadly within their political, economic, social, and cultural context. Inequalities 

maÙ ÂÅ ÓÙÍÐÔÏÍÓ ÏÆ ÌÁÒÇÅÒ ÓÏÃÉÁÌ ȰÉÌÌÎÅÓÓÅÓȱ, which can easily be overlooked if a too narrow 

focus on economic and other measures is taken. This follows Cramer (2003: 404) who argued 

that ȰÈÉÓÔÏÒÉÃÁÌÌÙ ÅÓÔÁÂÌÉÓÈÅÄ ÓÏÃÉÁÌ ÒÅÌÁÔÉÏÎÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÌÉÅ behind observable manifestations of 

inequality are more important, for understanding the consequences of inequality, than those 

ÍÁÎÉÆÅÓÔÁÔÉÏÎÓ ÔÈÅÍÓÅÌÖÅÓȢȱ Finally, Gurr reminds us of taking time seriously (Gurr 2000: 69): 

People can feel deprived and engage in collective action not only about losses already suffered, 

but also about impending losses, the lack of prospects, or rising expectations. Hence, the case 

study analysis focuses not only on the past and present but also the likely near-future scenario 

when assessing group discrimination. 

Repression 

Another typical source of grievances, which often drives discontented people and protest 

movements into rebellion, is repression. Repression denotes ÔÈÅ ȰÁÃÔÕÁÌ ÏÒ ÔÈÒÅÁÔÅÎÅÄ ÕÓÅ ÏÆ 

ÐÈÙÓÉÃÁÌ ÓÁÎÃÔÉÏÎÓ ÁÇÁÉÎÓÔ ÁÎ ÉÎÄÉÖÉÄÕÁÌ ÏÒ ÏÒÇÁÎÉÚÁÔÉÏÎ ɉȣɊ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅ ÐÕÒÐÏÓÅ ÏÆ ɉȣɊ ÄÅÔÅÒÒÉÎÇ 

ÓÐÅÃÉÆÉÃ ÁÃÔÉÖÉÔÉÅÓ ÁÎÄȾÏÒ ÂÅÌÉÅÆÓ ÐÅÒÃÅÉÖÅÄ ÔÏ ÂÅ ÃÈÁÌÌÅÎÇÉÎÇ ÔÏ ÇÏÖÅÒÎÍÅÎÔȱ (Davenport and 

Inman 2012: 620). Throughout history , states have used repression almost as default when 

being challenged by citizens and movements. Only democratic regimes have shown restraint 

(Davenport 2007). 

The main analytic finding ɀ and problem ɀ is that repression can produce all kinds of 

responses by the repressed: It may aggrieve peopÌÅ ÓÏ ÍÕÃÈ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅÙ ÄÅÃÉÄÅ ÔÏ ȰÆÉÇÈÔ ÂÁÃËȱ, it 

may paralyze and discourage them to the point of abandoning the struggle, and it may have no 

effect upon them at all (Lichbach 1987). Analyzing the effects of repression, thus, is far from 
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straightforward. Davenport and Inman (2012: 624) conclude that, even after two decades of 

scholarly investigation, Ȱ×e know very little about how repressive behavior influences 

behavioral challenges from citizens against political authorities, whether protest, violent 

attacks, insurÇÅÎÃÙȟ ÏÒ ÓÏÍÅ ÏÔÈÅÒ ÆÏÒÍȢȱ What complicates the analysis is that repression 

typically co-occurs with other government efforts of undermining protest movements, e.g. co-

optation, legitimation (e.g. through counterframing), amnesty offers, and concessions 

(Davenport 2007: 9). 

Repression affects both the opportunity and motivation for continuing protest, but is 

treated here with regard to motivation and is therefore, subsumed under Grievances. 

Regarding opportunities, severe repression may disrupt the organziational structure of protest 

movements and also make it difficult for the adherents to continue protesting. However, 

unless repression also effectively discourages protesters, this rarely puts an end to protest and 

insurgency. For example, even the very widespread and violent repression against the 

+ÕÒÄÉÓÔÁÎ 7ÏÒËÅÒÓȭ 0ÁÒÔÙ ÉÎ 4ÕÒËÅÙ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ ,ÏÒÄȭs Resistance Army in Uganda did not lead to 

the termination of their armed campaigns; instead, both ÆÏÕÎÄ ÏÐÐÏÒÔÕÎÉÔÉÅÓ ÔÏ ȰÓÕÒÖÉÖÅȱ in 

neighboring countries and to continue their violent campaigns (Cronin 2009: 128-129). Since 

rebellion occurs most often in weak states of the Global South, some opportunities for protest 

movements almost always persist, even amid very violent and large-scale repression. 

Consequently ÔÈÅ ÅÆÆÅÃÔ ÏÆ ÒÅÐÒÅÓÓÉÏÎ ÏÎ ÐÅÏÐÌÅȭÓ ÍÏÔÉÖÁÔÉÏÎ ÉÓ ÍÏÒÅ ÃÒÕÃÉÁÌ ÔÏ ÅØÐÌÁÉÎ ÃÏÎÆÌÉÃÔ 

escalation (or non-escalation) than the effect that it takes on opportunities for protest. 

To explain the circumstances under which repression sustains and escalates protests 

(possibly into rebellion), or de-escalates and puts an end to protest, it is necessy to investigate 

the effect of the specific repression most importantly on the activists and the sympathetic 

audience (the so-ÃÁÌÌÅÄ ȰÃÏÎÓÔÉÔÕÅÎÃÙȱ). Invariably, repression aggrieves both the activists and 

many among the constituency, and it also makes them more radical in their demands and 

more violence-promoting in their views. Therefore, the key question with regard to conflict  

escalation is whether the repression also encourages movement participation or whether it 

discourages it: If repression encourages (discourages) participation, conflict escalation is (not) 

likely to occur. 

Three arguments, which seek to explain the effect of repression on protest and conflict 

escalation, can be found in the literature. Firstly, the target of the repression matters: If the 

repression is applied in an arbitrary  (indiscriminate)  rather than selective way, it sustains 

protest movements, helps them enlarge their followership, and ultimately escalates their 

protest into rebellion  (Della Porta 2013: 67; Wiktorowicz 2004b: 70-71). Such indiscriminate 
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repression refers to the use of repressive means against people who were largely or even 

entirely uninvolved in the protest movement28. Selective repression, in contrast, implies the 

targeting of more involved activists and especially the movementȭÓ leaders. States often use 

arbitrary repression as they assume this to frighten people and discourage them from 

supporting protest movements.29 Yet, this repressive tactic often ȰÂÁÃËÆÉÒÅÓȱ because it reduces 

the relative risks of participating vis-à-vis non-participating ɀ either way, one can become 

victim of repression. This may encourage people among the constituency to join the struggle, 

especially since the repression also aggrieved them. In the case of severe repression, joining a 

movement that is already armed (or on the verge of arming itself), may even be attractive 

because such a protest movement may be able to provide protection. In contrast, if the 

repression is applied in a selective way against committed members and key protest leaders 

only, this discourages the less committed members and the constituency from (further) 

participating  because such selective repression clearly signals the risks involved in movement 

participation and even further increases these risks. At the same time, it guarantees those who 

do not participate the absence of any suffering from the repression. In summary, it punishes 

participation and rewards non-participation.  

Secondly, repression curtails protest if it is preventive, i.e. applied before movements 

have mobilized a substantial followership that is highly committed to the cause (Wiktorowicz 

2004b: 68-70; Cronin 2009: 142). At such an early point of the protest, the activists and the 

constituency are not yet committed to the extent of favoring the struggle over abandoning the 

protest, especially in light of the heightened risks of repression. In ideational terms, their 

commitment to the struggle is not (yet) so high that they would be willing to give up much (or 

even their lives) for the cause. In economic terms, they have not yet invested much time and 

ÍÏÎÅÙ ÉÎÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÍÏÖÅÍÅÎÔȭÓ ÓÔÒÕÇÇÌÅȟ ÓÏ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÓÕÎË ÃÏÓÔÓ ÁÒÅ ÒÅÌÁÔÉÖÅÌÙ ÌÏ× ÁÎÄ ÁÌÍÏÓÔ ÃÅÒÔÁÉÎÌÙ 

lower than those of continuing the struggle in the face of the costs imposed by repression. In 

contrast, if repression is applied only after a movement has developed a more complex 

organizational structure and won a large and committed group of followers, it is highly likely 

ÔÏ ÓÕÓÔÁÉÎ ÐÅÏÐÌÅȭÓ commitment to the struggle, make them ready to invest more, and aggrieve 

them so severely that they are ready to pursue a violent struggle. 

                                                      

28
 This understands protest participation not as a binary category of participation and non-participation, 
but as a gradual concept. 

29
 Another reason for the frequency of arbitrary repression, despite its often counterproductive results, is 
the fact that organizing selective repression is very costly because it requires high-quality information 
(Kalyvas 2006: 145). Especially in the context of Sub-Saharan Africa, most states and security agencies 
simply lack the capacity for applying selective repression against protest movements. 
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Finally, legality matters: Repression tends to escalate protest into rebellion if it 

transgresses the rule of law (Della Porta and Diani 2006: 198-200; Daxecker and Hess 2013). 

Arbitrary arrests, detention without trial, and the killing of  protesters and bystanders typically 

drives protest movements into violence. Such disrespect for the rule of law signals to the 

activists and the ÍÏÖÅÍÅÎÔȭÓ constituency that the state is threatening and perpetrating 

injustice and that violent means may be necessary and legitimate. Moreover, such brutal forms 

of repression may move regime supporters to defect and join the opposition. Killing protest 

leaders has escalating impacts even if the loss of the leader may organziationally weaken the 

protest movement (at least for some time, see Cronin 2009: 18-24).30 In contrast, arresting 

protest leaders and putting them on trial signals the ÓÔÁÔÅȭÓ ÒÅÓÐÅÃÔ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅ ÒÕÌÅ ÏÆ ÌÁ×. This can 

de-escalate protests and discourage people to join the movement. Such brutal measures, 

however, may not lead to conflict escalation if the movement grossly lacks legitimacy and 

popularity . In this situation, even means that contravene the rule of law may be considered 

widely justified among the public (Cronin 2009: 143-144; Parker 2007).31 

When analyzing these arguments in the following case study analysis, repression is not 

understood as a one-sided or even one-time event. Instead, it is treated in its dynamic 

interaction s between the government and ÉÔÓ ÃÈÁÌÌÅÎÇÅÒȢ Ȱ3ÐÉÒÁÌÓ ÏÆ ÅÓÃÁÌÁÔÉÏÎȱ ÍÁÙ ÏÃÃÕÒ ÉÎ 

which both sides mutually adapt their behaviors towards the ever increasing justification and 

use of violence (Della Porta 2013: 68; Garrison 2008; Carey 2006). 

2.4. Patronage Politics  

Besides feasibility and grievances, the incidence of violence in Sub-Saharan Africa has also 

been linked to the ÃÏÎÔÉÎÅÎÔȭÓ complex governance systems and economic interests pertaining 

to patronage politics. African politics are based on formal (legal-rational), informal  and 

personal, and traditional forms of rule (Hydén 2006; Mehler 2004). This has often been 

summarized as neopatrimonalism (Bayart 1989), which encompasses two main components: 

patronage and legal-rational bureaucracy (Erdmann and Engel 2007: 104-106): 

Neopatrimonialism  denotes a form of rule in which power, resources, and loyalty is traded as 

                                                      

30
 As with many of these theoretical findings, there are also studies that come to different conclusions. 
For instance, in their analysis of targeted killings perpetrated by Israel during the Intifada  (2000-05), 
Hafez and Hatfield (2006) found that these killings neither increased, nor decreased the armed 
conflict.  

31
 As argued here, whether or not a protest movement is seen as legitimate depends in large part on the 

success of its framing. 




































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































