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Broad trends in global conflict have changed since 
the Cold War as traditional interstate conflicts have, 
with few exceptions, been replaced by conflicts 
involving nonstate actors. Recent conflicts on the 
African continent have largely mirrored these global 
trends, but simultaneously reflect the particular 
political, historic, and demographic characteristics of 
African societies. To review these patterns of 
conflict and analyze anticipated trends through 
2050, the CSIS Africa Program, on May 30, 2013, 
hosted Jakkie Cilliers, executive director of the 
Institute for Security Studies (ISS) in Pretoria, South 
Africa, for a launch of his latest report “The Future 

of Interstate Conflict in Africa: More Violence or Greater Peace?”   
 
Dr. Cilliers observed that minor instances of violence have replaced large-scale war in Africa, meaning that 
rather than occurring between states, as was formerly more prevalent, conflicts on the continent today largely 
occur within states—in accordance with broader global trends.  Although this generally suggests more 
peaceful relations between states, it also indicates that internal stability within many African countries remains 
fragile.  Two particular sources of tension are competition for scarce resources and electoral contestation.  
These tensions are aggravated by rivalries between various ethno-linguistic groups.  
  
Several factors are influencing ongoing conflicts on the continent. One key source of vulnerability is 
demographics. The average age in sub-Saharan Africa is 19, as compared to 42 in the U.S. and 46 in Japan. By 
all indications, this youth bulge will be sustained in coming years. Faced with unemployment, exclusion from 
political space, and substandard living conditions, a burgeoning demographic of disaffected youth is likely to 
be a significant driver of instability and conflict throughout the continent. Conflict also seems to be driven by 
the “bad neighborhood effect,” the phenomenon whereby sharing a border with a state in conflict, and the 
experience of having endured past conflict, place a society at increased risk of future instability.  
 
Lessening the prospects for future conflict in Africa will require comprehensive strategies that target the more 
fundamental causes of violence. Addressing the food deficit on the continent through agricultural reform, 
strengthening the industrial sector, and managing urban spaces more efficiently are efforts that could reduce 
the chances of future conflict. These strategies require a long-term commitment to good governance. In the 
near term, however, changes in governments’ overall approaches to conflict mitigation—for example, viewing 
the growing threat of terrorism as a developmental and criminal justice, rather than a military challenge—
could do much to address current security challenges and future conflict risks in Africa.   
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