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W H Y  I T  M A T T E R S  
 

The demography of violent conflict matters because conflict has such a significant 
impact on so many aspects of peoples’ lives and deaths. Whilst the deaths are 
final and irrevocable, conflict induced changes to where people live, when they 
marry and have children and the risk of disability are all highly significant.  

 
When thinking of conflict and demography, the death toll immediately springs 

to mind. In World War 2 an estimated 66 million, or 3% of the world’s population 
at the time died (White 2011:400). Some 20 million of those killed were military 
troops but 46 million were civilians. However, equally important is the impact 
which war and the threat of violence has upon migration as demonstrated by the 
massive flows of refugees and internally displaced persons around the world. In 
2015 these flows were estimated by the United Nations High Commissioner for 
Refugees (UNHCR) to exceed 60 million persons for the first time with 21.3 million 
refugees, 40.8 million Internally Displaced Persons (IDPs) and 3.2 million asylum 
seekers, all with immediate needs which most cannot meet for themselves. 
Indeed, violent conflict has significant impacts on almost all aspects of peoples’ 
lives and thus on demography including fertility, marriage, disability and morbidity. 
Often these impacts run in a causal chain like falling dominoes. People migrate 
because they are fleeing before the advancing rebels, and as they flee they 
encounter and succumb to new diseases, their marriage plans are put on hold, 
women are raped and unwanted fertility rises as does infant mortality. Then they 
may have to flee yet again as the army sweeps through with some leaving the 
country as refugees and even setting up new diaspora communities overseas.  

 
Conflict obviously causes deaths and injuries during the fighting but also 

massive health consequences from the displacement of people, the breakdown 
of health and social services and the heightened risk of disease transmission. 
However, it is also the case that most wars now occur in very poor countries with 
rudimentary health and social services and it is not unknown for the health of 
refugees living long-term in refugee camps to be superior to that of those living in 
surrounding villages, partly because the weaker refugees died during or 
immediately after the flight but also because donors provide services, such as 
free soap, to all camp dwellers. These basics are often not available to the mass 
of the poor among the general population. 
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Estimates of the impact of violent conflict upon demographic indicators have 
highly significant real world impacts both positive and negative. The International 
Rescue Committee’s (IRC) inflated mortality figures for the Democratic Republic 
of the Congo (DRC) led to a doubling of aid and more UN peacekeeping troops. 
On the other hand, Save Darfur’s exaggerated figures for mortality in Darfur led 
the Sudanese Government to distrust all NGOs and refuse access to aid 
deliveries (Dealy 2007). UN agencies and International Non-Governmental 
Organizations (INGOs) do need to know how many refugees and IDPs they need 
to provide for and how dire their conditions are. For example, the people under 
armed siege in Tubmanburg, Liberia in 1996 were experiencing a crude mortality 
rate (CMR) of 14.3 deaths per 10,000 per day; in 1994 Hutu refugees in Goma, 
Zaire suffering malnutrition and diarrhoeal disease epidemics had extreme CMRs 
ranging between 34.1 and 54.5. 

 
In 2002 the World Health Organisation (WHO) estimated that if then current 

trends continued interpersonal injuries would move from 16th in 1990 to 14th in 
2020 in the world rankings of mortality, with war deaths moving from 20th to 15th 
(WHO 2002). In terms of disability adjusted life years (DALYs) lost, war would be 
an even more significant cause moving from 16th to 8th, with interpersonal 
violence moving from 19th to 12th. The long-term burden of disease and disability 
caused by war far outweighs the number of deaths in the fighting (Ghobarah, Huth 
and Russett 2003). During the wars in Sierra Leone and Uganda rebels 
deliberately maimed opponents rather than killing them, because people with 
missing limbs are an economic burden, whereas the dead are not. In evaluating 
these rankings, it has to be remembered just how many countries remain almost 
entirely at peace including the most populated: India and China. 

 
 
The foci of concerns about the impact of demographic changes upon peoples’ 

ability to live peaceably together have varied over the past century, now moving 
from population growth to migration (Toft 2005). Population pressures upon the 
environment are now a constant preoccupation although the exact mechanisms 
which are involved are rarely clearly set out (Goldstone 2001). There is also an 
awareness that at least as important as the numbers of people involved, is the 
level of consumption per person. There are more people in the developing world, 
but far more consumption per capita in the developed world. 
 

 

 
F O R M A L  A N D  I N F O R M A L  W A R S  

 
In considering the demographic impact of conflict in the twenty-first century it is 
vital to understand that the qualitative nature of the most common forms of war 
has changed. International wars between official armies which at least 
acknowledge the rules of war have become increasingly rare. Much more 
common are internal conflicts in which semi-organised groups of rebels fight 
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government troops or other rebel bands on an opportunistic basis. Some have 
called these ‘New Wars’ (Kaldor 2006) but this is highly confusing as such wars 
have been common throughout much of world history (Newman 2004). These 
informal wars involve quite small numbers of fighters who range over wide 
geographical areas but they can still be massively harmful in forcing civilians to 
flee, leaving their fields and their crops behind and thus becoming exposed to the 
risk of starvation. Informal wars differ from the set-piece international wars 
patterned with large-scale battle fields. Informality is associated with their lack of 
ideology, their often economic aims, their methods of fighting on the run, and how 
they are financed. It is frequently difficult to distinguish between warfare waged 
by rebels and fights between criminal gangs as in Mexico or Liberia. In 2002 it 
was estimated that civil wars since World War 2 have resulted in three times as 
many deaths (20 million) as wars between states (3 million) (Fearon and Laitin 
2003). In Africa alone, 29 out of 50 countries suffered civil conflict in the 1980s 
and 1990s.  

 
Ongoing wars in Syria, Iraq and Afghanistan combine the worst of both formal 

warfare by the government and its allies and informal fighting and terrorism by 
both sides. In 2015 there were 4.9 million Syrian refugees and 6.6 million Syrian 
IDPs (UNHCR 2016). Across the world, Mexico raises the question of how many 
people can be killed by their fellow humans without the violence being considered 
a war. During the six year presidency of Felipe Calderon, 120,000 to 125,000 
Mexicans were murdered and 27,000 went missing (Molloy 2013). The 
demographic impact of the war on drugs and the wars between drug lords in 
Mexico have been enough to ‘’reverse life expectancy gains for men and slow 
them for women’ (Aburto et al. 2016). In Albania in 1997, when various nationwide 
fraudulent pyramid schemes with a nominal value of almost half of the country’s 
GDP went bankrupt, the public raided government weapons depots in the south 
and the government then threw open the weapons depots in the north (Jarvis 
2000). The result was that enough guns were released for every single male aged 
10+ to have one, people were firing into the streets at random and some 2,000 
people were killed. Eventually UN peacekeepers went in to restore order. In some 
data bases this event appears as a civil war, in others it is ignored as rare case 
of national anarchy. 

 
 In a highly controversial article entitled ‘Give War a Chance’ Luttwak (1999) 

argues that: ‘An unpopular truth often overlooked is that although war is a great 
evil it does have a great virtue. It can resolve political conflict and lead to peace’. 
For him, wars end because both sides are exhausted or because one side wins 
decisively. Measuring distinctions such as the difference between victory and 
mutual exhaustion poses many challenges. 
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D A T A  
 

Most data on the impacts of conflict are inevitably based on estimates, and often 
very imperfect estimates. Raw data collected in a violent environment is often 
unverifiable and the objectivity of the researchers may be questionable as they 
select their samples and interpret their data in the hopes of influencing 
developments on the ground. In times of war data collection falls into abeyance 
and often those who do provide data have political and economic reasons for 
distorting the numbers. Many countries regard information on the size of their 
armed forces and numbers killed in combat as national secrets too sensitive for 
publication. Health information systems, particularly civil registration systems that 
record deaths and their causes, often cease to function. Thus Bosnia and 
Herzegovina reported causes of death to WHO only until conflict started in 1992, 
then ceased (Murray 2002). UNHCR is the most comprehensive source of data 
on refugees and IDPs but sometimes appears to accept larger estimates than are 
warranted. Occasionally this is because the agency faces significant pressure to 
provide for inflated numbers, as when ‘former’ soldiers are manipulating genuine 
refugees in camps and taking their food. This certainly happened in relation to 
Rwandan refugees after the genocide of 1994. 

 
The Correlates of War Project (COW) provides much of the data used by those 

researching the causes and impacts of war and is possibly the most complete 
dataset providing historical data back to 1816 (Sarkees and Schafer 2000; Collier 
and Hoeffler 2004; Fearon and Laitin 2003). Originally it had a greater 
concentration on interstate wars as opposed to intrastate wars but did   include 
extra-state wars (mainly colonial wars). European armies have generally kept 
good records of mortality and morbidity among their soldiers. These records 
enabled Curtin (1989) to demonstrate that disease killed more troops than fighting 
in nineteenth century colonial adventures. However, it was also the case that 
individual military campaigns increased the soldiers’ susceptibility to disease by 
disrupting sanitary arrangements and food and water supplies. 

 
Another major data source is the Uppsala Conflict Data Program (UCDP) 

whose findings are adopted by the Human Security Report. Both of these projects 
use 1,000 battle deaths as a threshold for high intensity conflict, but UCDP also 
covers conflicts with at least 25 battle-related deaths per year. The Political 
Instability Task Force (PITF) lies between these two, with a 1,000 battle-related 
deaths threshold measured over the course of the conflict plus at least one year 
with 100 deaths. All of these definitions require that the national government is 
one of the parties involved in the civil war – two rebel groups fighting each other 
does not constitutes a civil war. They also assume that it is possible to distinguish 
battle related deaths from other, possibly criminal, deaths. If an enraged villager 
shoots one of a group of soldiers he finds raiding his cattle, is this a battle related 
death? What if there is only one soldier? Are all deaths of soldiers and rebels from 
gangrene and wounds to count as battle related deaths? Even in war time many 
combatants die in road accidents. An example of the variations in the data used 
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by these projects is their estimation of the deaths during the Rwandan genocide, 
which COW and UCDP record as around 500,000 as opposed to the UN’s 
800,000 and the 2001 Rwandan Death Census’s 937,000.  

 
In the context of post-election violence(PEV), the requirement that the 

government of the day be one of the parties involved in the fighting can result in 
different categorizations of very similar violent incidents. PEV between different 
ethnic groups in Kenya in 2007 is generally not regarded as a civil war, whilst PEV 
in Ivory Coast in 2011-12 is usually coded as a continuation of the earlier civil war 
in that country. It is thus understandable why Sambanis (2004:816) argues that ‘it 
is a better methodological strategy to explain violent conflict in terms of specific 
social, political and economic events rather than the number of casualties’ (See 
also Goldstone et al. 2005.) 

 
Even in developed countries war creates data difficulties. During World War 2 

the UK Government decreed a move from personal or family graves to mass 
interment (Rugg 2005). The records of the 67,092 civilian war dead were collected 
during the war by the Imperial War Graves Commission at the orders of its Chair, 
PM Winston Churchill. They have now been digitised by Ancestry.com. 

 
 

Data on genocides and mass atrocities 
 
Statistics for genocides and mass atrocities are frequently of exceptionally poor 

quality, with different sources using their estimates as weapons and 
(metaphorically) flinging hundreds of thousands of deaths around with careless 
abandon. To find out about an individual event or the killings which can be 
attributed to a particular leader, it is usually necessary to carry out a small 
research project looking for a group of authorities with no particular political axe 
to grind who have had access to known data sources. Often there may be no such 
group or source. For example, the oft cited data on Biafra is all from the Biafran 
side and based on publicity originally designed to raise international support and 
funds for the secessionist government. Typically, in an otherwise very well 
researched article, Daniel Jordan Smith (2005: 30) states with no source that 
‘estimates of the number of people who were killed, died of disease, or starved to 
death [were] ranging between one and two million’. 

 
There is a whole area of demography devoted to estimating the impact of 

genocide/atrocities. Once an estimate of genocide mortality is widely quoted the 
number attains a special status: 6 million Jews, 2 million Cambodians, 800,000 
Tutsi plus moderate Hutus. Questioning the accuracy of these exact figures may 
be viewed as ‘denialism’ rather than a quest for the truth. Although some two 
million were killed in Cambodia, this is not strictly speaking a genocide since a 
genocide requires targeting of specific groups and in Cambodia everyone who 
was not a party official was a target. Prior to Pol Pot, no one had envisaged a 
national leader who wanted to destroy the majority of his own people. 
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Rwanda is unusual in having conducted a ‘Census’ of those who were killed 

during the genocide. This exercise asked questions of survivors and recorded the 
names of the dead in files which are supposed to be updated whenever new 
evidence comes forward, as from the community ‘gacaca’ trials. This database 
exists because the new government, which replaced the ‘genocidaires’, has a 
strong political interest in recording as many victims as possible to blacken its 
predecessors’ reputations. Sometimes data on the numbers killed becomes a part 
of the legal process, as in the proceedings before the International Court for the 
Former Yugoslavia and the International Court for Rwanda as well as more recent 
proceedings before the International Criminal Court. 

 
Stalin was the absolute ruler of the Soviet Union for thirty years. Apart from the 

20 million Soviet troops and civilians who died during World War 2, estimates are 
that Stalin was responsible for from 20 (Medvedev 1989) to 50 million (Davies 
1998) or even 60 million (Solzhenitsyn 2013) additional deaths from famine and 
disease. In making these calculations, there are two key problems: the incomplete 
and unreliable nature of Soviet records, and the difficulty of deciding how many 
of the deaths from famine can be attributed to Stalin’s policies (White 2011a). 
Similar problems relate to deciding how many deaths Chairman Mao Tse-Tung 
was responsible for, with estimates ranging from 19.5 million to 61.7 million with 
a median around 40 million (White 2011b). Although several authors have used 
the median of a number of estimates as their preferred estimate, there is no logical 
reason why the median would best represent reality. As always, in evaluating 
estimates it is important to examine the potential political biases of those 
proposing the estimates (e.g. the Taiwanese, the Russians or US Think Tanks) 
and what events they are including. Thus Chinese Government sources often omit 
the Great Famine resulting from the Great Leap Forward. 

 
Little wonder Stalin is alleged to have said ‘One death is a tragedy, one million 

deaths is a statistic’. 
 
Given the difficulties of classifying and counting the dead, it is not surprising 

that there is little available in the way of more detailed genocide data. Genocide 
and Gender in the Twentieth Century (Randall 2015) includes examinations of 
gender issues for the Armenian, Rwandan, and Yugoslavian genocides and the 
Holocaust. There are also specialised discussions of the problem of ‘strategic 
rape’ (Facchini 2013).  

 
 

Data on the impact of conflict on fertility 
 
Theoretically war can lead to a reduction of fertility because partners are 

separated or because they are fearful of the future. Alternatively, it could lead to 
an increase in fertility because parents wish to insure the survival of at least some 
of their children or because sexual mores become more permissive. Fertility 
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responses to war, especially in developing countries, are rarely studied. (For the 
European experience see Winter 1992.) An exception is Agadjanian and Prata’s 
study of Angola published in 2002 as fighting still continued. There is also 
Lindstrom and Behanu’s (1999) study of Ethiopia which showed fertility falling in 
times of conflict and famine. In Angola, in areas heavily affected by fighting, fertility 
fell during peak periods of conflict and then caught up again. In contrast, patterns 
in the capital Luanda, which was only indirectly affected by the conflict, saw more 
educated women beginning to seriously limit their fertility. In contrast, there is 
limited evidence that fighting in Lebanon resulted in a fall in fertility (Kulczycki and 
Saxena 1999). Daniel Jordan Smith (2005) examined the marriages and fertility 
of the Igbo in the context of their memories of the Biafran War. The Igbos were 
explicit in saying that the Biafran experience had taught them the need to have 
many children to expand their patronage networks. More surprising was their 
acknowledgement of the number of Biafran women who had married the enemy, 
that is government soldiers, in love marriages. The resulting children were then 
lost to the Igbo community.  

 
It is often said that sex ratios change after wars and proportionally more male 

babies are born then. The evidence for England and Wales and the United States 
is conclusive, with peaks after both World Wars with another peak in 1973 during 
the ‘sexual revolution’. The reason may be that masculinity rates rise slightly 
amongst younger parents and those who are having more frequent sexual 
intercourse (Spiegelhalter 2015). Actually, more babies were born in the United 
Kingdom in 1919 than in any other year in history with these births yielding a peak 
annual sex ratio of 106 male births for every 100 female births. 

 
 

Data gathering in future 
 
The Sustainable Development Goals, which have replaced the Millennium 

Development Goals, include Goal 16.1 ‘Significantly reduce all forms of violence 
and related death rates everywhere’. Notably, the indicators for this Goal include 
16.1.1 ‘Number of victims of intentional homicide per 100,000 population, by sex 
and age’, 16.1.2 ‘Conflict-related deaths per 100,000 population, by sex, age and 
cause’, and 16.1.3 ‘Proportion of population subjected to physical, psychological 
or sexual violence in the previous 12 months’. Some data on the first point will 
certainly be regularly available but the second category is highly challenging and 
the UN will undoubtedly experience great difficulties in collecting meaningful multi-
country data on psychological violence. 

 
Modern technology offers some new techniques for gathering data on 

population movements in time of crisis. In the Ivory Coast, Bharti et al. (2015) 
used two remote measures – night-time lights satellite imagery and anonymized 
mobile phone call records – to assess dynamic population changes and thus 
measure displacement and return during the post-election violence 2010-2012, 
including population surges in Liberia’s two border counties where the UN had 



THE DEMOGRAPHY OF CONFLICT 

 

 

 8 

established refugee camps. Orange Mobile, which had some five million 
registered users, or a quarter of the population of Ivory Coast, on its books, made 
anonymous data available which could be contrasted with population distributions 
in the 1998 Census. This example raises a range of interesting issues relating to 
public use of privately owned data in future crisis situations. 

 
 

Excess war deaths 
 
Excess war deaths (EWD) is a concept increasingly debated since 2000. EWD 

is a measure of the number of extra people who die because of the war, as 
opposed to those who would have died in peace-time. It includes deaths in battle 
but also deaths from disease, lack of medical attention and famine. Thus in UNITA 
held areas of Angola in 2002 the Crude Mortality Rate (CMR) was 2.3 to 3.6 per 
10,000 population per day amongst IDPs who were being repeatedly displaced 
as fighting hot-spots moved. The actual figures for EWD are often highly 
controversial as for Uganda and Iraq (for DRC see Box X.1 below), with a high 
potential for incorrect interpretation or manipulation, although ‘Proper 
interpretation and use can save lives’ (Checchi and Roberts, 2005: Slide 2). 
Inevitably, the EDR measure is strongly dependent on the estimates of mortality 
levels before the war/emergency. Some have even included missing children who 
would have been born but for the conflict. Historians of ancient Rome estimated 
that the overall mortality strictly attributable to combat was 2.6% of soldiers per 
year. Their overall mortality was between 4.7 and 5.5% per year, with non-combat 
mortality amounting to 1.9 to 2.6% of soldiers per year. However, since 1.5% of 
conscripts would have died of disease even if they had remained civilians, the 
more accurate excess attributable to warfare was 3.2 to 4.0% annually 
(Rosenstein 2013:125-136). Rosenstein finds that mortality rates due to both 
combat and disease were lower in the Roman legions than in nineteenth century 
mass warfare. 

 
There are two commonly quoted thresholds for crisis mortality: either 1 per 

10,000 per day, or a doubling of the pre-crisis mortality rate. It is actually 
discriminatory (some would say racist) to use the second measure because more 
people would have to die in say Burundi than in the former Yugoslavia before the 
crisis level is reached. 

 

BOX X.1  The  Democratic Republic of the Congo 
 

The situation in the Congo, often referred to as Africa’s Third World War, 
provides an excellent example of the common problems and methodological 
gaps in calculating excess mortality. 
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Problems with the data estimation methods used to calculate the Congo 
excess mortality figures included failures to use population weighted 
averages of the mortality estimates from the sample surveys. This would 
have reduced the EDR from 5.2 deaths per 1,000 per month to 3.55 which 
in turn would have reduced the total excess deaths over the period from 1.6 
million to 897,000. Raising the baseline mortality from 1.5 to 2.0, instead of 
using the all Africa average, in recognition  that the Congo has high mortality 
even in peace time, further reduces the total excess mortality by 60% down  
to 678,000.  

 
The International Rescue Committee’s ‘best estimate’ of excess deaths in 
the DRC for May 2001 to April 2007 was 2.83 million. Using the same survey 
data but a different baseline mortality rate and population weighted 
estimates, the Human Security Report’s (HSR) best estimate for this period 
is less than one third of the IRC estimate at 0.86 million. Both estimates still 
have large margins of probable error. 

 
 
 

Data on demography as a cause of war 
 

When it comes to demography as a cause rather than a consequence of war, 
the data needed often include a broad population age distribution by sex; and 
unemployment and marital status data again by broad age groups and sex. Data 
on young men are especially important, but these are often particularly imperfect 
because of the physical mobility of this group and the rarity of their being recorded 
as heads of households. 

 
The annual Fragile States Index published by the Fund for Peace is designed 

to predict which countries are most at risk of civil war. It uses twelve sets of 
indicators, the first of which is Demographic Pressure, and covers measures 
related to natural disasters, disease, environment, pollution, food security, 
malnutrition, water scarcity, population growth, youth bulge and mortality. Other 
population related indicators amongst the twelve are Refugees and IDPs; Human 
Rights and Brain Drain (covering migration per capita, human capital and 
emigration of the educated population) and possibly External Intervention (foreign 
assistance, presence of peacekeepers, presence of UN missions, foreign military 
intervention, sanctions and credit rating). Those countries that had most 
deteriorated during 2013-2014 were the Central African Republic, Syria, Libya, 
Mozambique, the Philippines and South Sudan. Remarkably, because of the exit 
of refugees, the one indicator where Syria was recorded as not suffering a 
deterioration was in demographic pressure on resources. 
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One area of lively debate relates to economic and social inequality as a cause 
of war. Whilst the evidence appears to be clear that individual inequality is not a 
cause (Collier and Hoeffler 2004), the jury is still out as to whether ‘horizontal 
inequalities’, that is inequalities between ethnic, religious or other defined groups 
cause wars (Ostby 2008). Given that data on the numbers killed is often highly 
debatable, it is not surprising that there is rarely data on the socio-economic 
backgrounds of those who are killed, although their ethnic origins may be known 
or can be imputed.  

 
In a highly controversial article, biologists Kenneth Letendre and Corey Fincher 

argue that ‘parasite stress’ (stress from pathogens) leads to the emergence of 
xenophobia and ethnocentric cultural norms which, via resource competition, lead 
to an increased frequency of civil war (Letendre, Fincher and Thornhill 2010). 
Given that the data used in compiling their ‘parasite severity index’ dates from 
2007, and their Peace Research Institute Oslo (PRIO) data on the onset of armed 
intrastate conflict covers the period 1946 to 2004, it is more plausible to claim that 
conflict increases pathogen stress rather than the other way around. This also 
avoids the strange assumption that ethnic groups fight in order to avoid parasite 
infection. 

 
The evidence that war spreads disease and thus raises generic mortality is 

widespread. After World War 1, Spanish flu killed 50 million people around the 
world with the disease showing a unique pattern of higher mortality among young 
adults as compared to older populations (Taubenberger and Morens 2006). More 
recently, refugees from Burundi spread cholera into Tanzanian refugee camps 
killing 3,000 people (ReliefWeb 2015). There are many cases where soldiers 
spread disease, especially sexually transmitted diseases. Very sadly Nepali UN 
Peacekeepers appear to have taken cholera to Haiti, and Cuban soldiers to have 
imported HIV/AIDs from Angola. Owing to the role of the many soldiers in the 
multiple conflicts in Myanmar the country still acts as a reservoir for falciparum 
malaria and is potentially a conduit through which drug resistant malaria can 
spread (Li et al. 2013). 

 
 

Sex differences 
 
Worldwide, twice as many men die of injuries than women (WHO 2002:8).  

 
It is very common to see headline reports that ‘75% of refugees and/or 

internally displaced people are women and children’. The implication is that this 
is surprising. Yet, in an ordinary sex balanced youthful population where half of 
the population are children (as in Rwanda or Timor Leste), then a random sample 
would comprise 75% women and children. Given the uncertainty of data for such 
crisis situations, it would only be when the proportion reached above 85% or fell 
below 65% that there would be a striking gender difference. 
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In interstate wars fought by official armies more men get killed (even in the US 
case where women are engaged in combat roles). However, even in interstate 
conflicts, bombs, whether raining from the air or carried by suicide bombers, do 
not distinguish between the sexes. 

 
In internal so-called ‘civil wars’ the proportions of fighters are much smaller and 

the proportions of civilians amongst casualties are much higher. There are also 
definitional problems. The recruitment of child soldiers provides evidence of a lack 
of adult men keen to fight. It also raises the question when does a child forcibly 
taken from his or her parents become a soldier? A young boy firing a machine 
gun almost taller than himself is regarded as a child soldier but what of a young 
girl forced to carry equipment, cook and be a sex slave for the older soldiers? 
Child soldiers are not confined to developing countries. For example, the British 
armed forces recruit some 2,000 minors aged 16 and17 each year. 
 
 
 

T H E  D E M O G R A P H Y  O F  T H E  M I L I T A R Y  
 

In the United States, military veterans make up 7% of the total population but they 
account for 20% of the suicides (Office of Suicide Prevention 2016). 

 
There are several countries in the world which have no national army, including 

Costa Rica, the Vatican, and small Pacific Island countries such as Kiribati and 
Tuvalu. There are also countries including Mauritius, Panama and Vanuatu which 
only have paramilitary forces.  

 
The countries whose military forces exceed one million persons are: Algeria, 

Brazil, China, Cuba, Egypt, North and South Korea, India, Indonesia, Pakistan, 
the Russian Federation, Taiwan, Ukraine, USA and Vietnam. In terms of the 
proportion of the population which is engaged in the military, the highest 
proportions of 40 per 1,000 or above are in Armenia, Azerbaijan, Belarus, 
Bulgaria, Cuba, Eritrea, Finland, Mongolia, North and South Korea, Singapore, 
Taiwan and Vietnam. There are also 33 countries with less than 2 persons per 
1,000 in some form of military service. The countries with less than 1 person per 
1,000 are Burkina Faso, the Gambia, Ghana, Haiti, Iceland, Kenya, Lesotho, 
Liberia, Malawi, Mali, Mozambique, Niger and Papua New Guinea (data from 
International Institute for Strategic Studies 2010-2014). Despite the number of civil 
wars in Africa, African countries – with the exception of Eritrea which has indefinite 
but selective conscription for everyone under 50 – do not have large proportions 
of their populations in government armed service. Nigeria, whose government is 
currently fighting to supress three civil wars, only has 1 person per 1,000 in military 
service.  

 
The demographic impacts of military service clearly vary with the proportions 

engaged. Eritreans go hungry because the country has conscription through to 
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age 50 and too many farmers are kept in the armed forces. Historians of ancient 
Rome have long argued that Republican Rome had a similar problem of small 
farmer deficit, but Rosenstein (2013) disputes this and argues to the contrary that 
it was only the level of military mortality that made the high birth rate supportable. 

 
Armies vary greatly in their gender balance and their age distribution. In Nepal 

the Peoples’ Liberation Army (PLA) had a 30% female quota and claimed to 
achieve 40% in actuality. This enabled the PLA to claim more positions in the 
integrated national army. Most military forces discriminate by sex in conscription: 
out of 90 countries with conscription, only 12 conscript women. Israeli regulations 
impose 2 years service for women as opposed to 3 years for men. Eritrea excuses 
pregnant women from conscription, which has raised the national birth rate. 
Russia has conscription for men but not women although both serve in the 
military. Demographic arguments have been made that conscripting Russian 
women would solve the soldier shortage: there are 900,000 18 year old men in 
Russia of whom only 300,000 have to serve – adding 300,000 from the 18 year 
old women to 200,000 professional soldiers would make up the entire shortfall of 
300,000 needed to serve in an 800,000 person army (Gorenburg 2010). Pakistan 
is the only Islamic country to have high-ranking female military officers. 

 
 
 

T H E O R I E S  O F   

D E M O G R A P H Y  A S  A  C A U S E  O F  W A R  
 

As long ago as 1798, Rev Thomas Malthus argued that if human population 
growth was not limited by preventive checks such as delayed marriage, then 
positive checks of diseases, famines and wars would inevitably occur (Malthus 
1798). Arguably the Rwandan Genocide was a Malthusian event. 

 
Since Malthus, a range of theorists have hypothesized demographic factors as 

a cause of war. Most notable amongst these are General Theories of Resource 
Conflict; the Youth Bulge Theory, the Sex Imbalance Theory, and numerous 
variants of Resource Wars Theories which see growing populations fighting over 
increasingly scarce resources such as agricultural land and potable water.  

 
 

 
 

Overpopulation leads to war  
 
The Malthusian theory that overpopulation leads to war still has its supporters. 

In 2014 a National Academy of Social Sciences (2014) study reported ‘We were 
surprised that a five-year WW3 scenario, mimicking the same proportion of people 
killed in the first and second world wars combined, barely registered a blip on the 
human population trajectory this century’.  
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More than 37 million people died during World War 1. The Second World War 

claimed between 50 million and 85 million military and civilian lives, making it the 
most lethal conflict by absolute numbers in human history. Australian 
environmental pessimists Bradshaw and Brook (2014) have even gone so far as 
to examine whether a global war or other catastrophe killing two billion people 
would be ‘a quick fix for environmental problems’. 

 
 
 

Migration and conflict 
 
The creation of numerous refugees reflects a situation in which conflict causes 

migration. It is also possible for migration to cause conflict. People may move en 
masse because of a shortage of basic resources such as food and water, and the 
people already living in the areas into which they are moving may well forcibly 
resist the unwelcome incomers. A common variant on this scenario is where, in 
the past, pastoralists would move through an area on a seasonal basis, but now 
in greater numbers they are coming up against more settled agriculturalists who 
resist the inroads of visiting flocks. This has been the situation creating violent 
conflict both in Darfur in Sudan and in the Middle Belt of Nigeria.  

 
Across the globe, population growth means that there are fewer and fewer 

empty spaces for people to move into. In the past, where a young man disagreed 
with the chief of an African village or a Pacific island, he had the option of 
gathering up a group of like-minded followers and moving to find a new village or 
a new island community. Now there is no space for this solution and youths stay 
behind to fight with their elders, sometimes violently. Also, where once conflicts 
would have been fought out with traditional weapons, these have now been 
replaced by far more lethal automatic weapons, which increase the level of 
mortality by one or two orders of magnitude. Migration can also provide elites with 
incentives to pit natives against incomers resulting in war, as in the Ivory Coast. 

 
Other ways in which migration can contribute to violent conflict are where 

international migrants can persuade their new host countries to participate in the 
war at home, as with Pakistan and Afghanistan, or the Khmer and Thailand (Krebs 
and Levy 2001). In the opposite direction, the country from which the migrants 
came may intervene to protect its ethnic fellows in their new home when it 
perceives them as being mistreated, as with the Russians in the former Soviet 
territories. In the future this may become a significant factor for Chinese 
communities in Southeast Asia. At the extreme, where a new host country accepts 
the incoming migrants as refugees, this is a de facto declaration that the sending 
country has been persecuting its own citizens. China considers America 
accepting Chinese citizens as refugees to be an interference in its internal affairs. 
Also the presence of ‘former’ combatants in refugee camps can make the host 
country a target for invasion by troops pursuing their escaping foes. This has 
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happened across Africa as with the camps in Zaire/DRC after the Rwandan 
genocide. It is also a potential factor with Palestinians in Lebanon and Jordan.  

 
In many parts of Africa, both in previous centuries and currently, migration has 

disturbed the previous ethnic balance and has thus contributed to conflict. 
Differential birth rates between ethnic groups may be slower in action but can also 
raise the risk of conflict. Such slow burning threats have been a feature of the 
demographies of Northern Ireland and Israel alike. Clearly, they are especially 
threatening in democracies where the majority by definition holds power. This was 
why Apartheid was bound to fail in the end, as a small and diminishing minority 
had to impose ever more draconian policies in order to hang on to power. There 
is whole literature of unresolved debate as to how differential growth of ethnic 
groups leads to war, between the ‘power transition theory’ (PTT) supporters and 
the ‘balance of power theory’ (BPT) supporters (Toft 2016). 

 
 

Population pressure, natural resources and conflict 
 
Both natural population growth and migration can result in pressures on 

environmental resources which are perceived as a threat to security. There is an 
extensive literature devoted to the risks of conflict due to population pressure on 
natural resources. Thomas Homer-Dixon led a major project on environment, 
population and security which covered ‘simple scarcity conflicts’ over non-
renewable resources such as oil and the renewable but vital water. A broader 
argument led to the ‘lateral pressure theory’ of international conflict (Choucri and 
North 1989) in which a growing population and advancing technology create 
increasing demands for resources which cannot be satisfied domestically or 
through trade, resulting in colonial or empire building wars. Another theory would 
see resource scarcity at home leading to ‘diversionary wars’ to keep the national 
population occupied (Russett 1990).  

 
However, much of this literature fails to specify the precise mechanisms by 

which population pressure results in violent conflict or to propose testable 
hypotheses. Many environmentalists appear to assume that a shortage of 
resources will necessarily lead to conflict. They appear to be reverting to the 
discredited concept of ‘carrying capacity’ in which a certain area of land can only 
accommodate a certain number of people. As the case of the Chinese dams on 
the Mekong demonstrates, a powerful neighbour may be able to grab resources 
in a context where the weaker countries can only suffer such depredations. 
 

 
Youth 

 
Having a high proportion of young people, especially unemployed young 

people, in a population may not directly cause war but the two are certainly 
strongly correlated. The median age of a country is strongly linked to the murder 
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rate (Kando 2015:Table 1). An excess of young males is especially problematic 
and can be the consequence of sex selection in utero or at birth by parents 
desiring male offspring (Hudson and den Boer 2004). Elderly leaders may declare 
war but it is the young men that do the fighting.  

 
 
 

T H E  D E M O G R A P H Y  O F  T E R R O R I S M  
 
According to the stereotype, suicide bombers are generally single young men. 
Some female suicide bombers may be forced into playing their role, as with the 
kidnapped Chibok schoolgirls of northern Nigeria. Female suicide bombers have 
also included the widows and siblings of those previously killed by ‘invading 
forces’. Thus the Chechen women known as the ‘Black Widows’ banded together 
to go to Moscow as suicide bombers. This is not a new phenomenon. There were 
female suicide bombers avenging their male relatives who had been killed during 
the Algerian War of Independence.  

 
In 2005, using the Chicago Suicide Terrorism Database supplemented by 

translations by students from the regions concerned, Robert Pape reviewed the 
demography of 462 successful suicide terrorists from 1980 to 2003, of whom 232 
were Arabs. He demonstrates very clearly that different terrorist groups have 
different demographies. Thus the average age ranges from 21 among the 
Lebanese and 22 for the Tamil Tigers to 27 for al-Qaeda and 29 for the Chechens. 
The proportion of females varies even more widely, with 15% overall female but 
al-Qaeda then employing no females, the Palestinians 5%, but the Tamil Tigers 
20%, the Chechens 60%, and the Turkish PKK 71%. Remarkably, whilst 43% of 
suicide bombers were working for religious organizations, 57% worked for secular 
causes. Whilst they were neither poor nor poorly educated, the Arab suicide 
bombers otherwise fit the stereotype of young men on a mission possibly in 
search of the 72 virgins with which, according to some misinterpreted versions of 
Islam, martyrs are alleged to be rewarded in heaven. More recently, leaked ISIS 
data on 122 suicide attackers shows that they were most likely to be single males 
(single 69%, 12% unknown, 19% married, few with children) while 28% were 
college educated, 18% still in college and 16% were in business, the largest 
occupational group. 

 
 
 

C O N C L U S I O N  
 

Whether demography is seen as a causative factor in the onset of war, or peoples 
are left devastated by the impacts of wars and genocides, the relationship 
between demography and violent conflict is highly significant. Demography is the 
science of population numbers and the numbers of the dead and wounded matter. 
Demographers have a unique contribution to make in the understanding of violent 
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conflict. Demographers very frequently work with ‘cohorts’ or groups of people 
sharing a common characteristic, often their birth year, who are then observed 
over time to study their fertility or mortality patterns.  Originally a ‘cohort’ was a 
Roman military unit and sadly the world has become increasingly familiar with 
‘cohorts’ whose common experience has been that they have fought together and 
are now suffering from post-traumatic stress together. 
 

In 2011 Steven Pinker published The Better Angels of Our Nature: Why 
Violence has Declined a near 800 page tome covering twelve plus millennia. 
Pinker’s overview ranged from the ‘Pacification Process’ as early humans moved 
to agricultural societies and then nation states. Next came the ‘Civilizing Process’ 
from the late Middle Ages to the twentieth century. Their followed the ‘Long Peace’ 
post World War 2 and finally the ‘New Peace’ of the post-Cold War Period. This 
magisterial over-view spanning from pre-history to 2010 resulted in widespread 
controversy as to exactly which periods of time could be said to have experienced 
a decline in homicides and warfare and why. Anthropologists and archaeologists 
defended hunter-gatherers from charges of extreme violence and historians 
argued about their own periods of expertise (Human Security Project 2014). 
Subsequent events were to demonstrate that Pinker had been very fortunate in 
his choice of cut off point in the early 2000s just when conflicts within states had 
substantially declined after increasing for close to forty years. Since 2010 global 
levels of violence have risen again, largely driven by internal wars.  The debates 
will doubtless continue with the need for demographers to persuade historians 
that it is the proportion of the population that is killed that matters not the number 
of wars that are listed. 
 

Given all of the figures which have been quoted in this Chapter, it is sadly ironic 
that so much globally is spent on preparing for war, and so little on promoting 
peace or the prevention of war (for military numbers and expenditure around the 
world see the latest volume of the Stockholm International Peace Research 
Institute’s Yearbook at https://www.sipri.org). There are numerous institutions 
devoted to ensuring that financial expenditures are recorded and Gross Domestic 
Products (GDPs) calculated, we also need bodies to measure the demographic 
impacts of conflict and the extent to which demographic factors are causative in 
spreading conflict. 
 
 
  

https://www.sipri.org/
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