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Abstract
We offer new data and a new analytical approach to examine the roots of today’s civil con-
flicts that lie deeply in religious and political history. Religion’s effect on today’s conflicts 
come not from contemporary fractionalization or polarization, but from the deep-rooted 
effects of historical fragmentation coupled with rulers who could manipulate divisions by 
favoring co-religionists. To test the resulting hypotheses, we use a new dataset that includes 
annual information regarding the religious and political histories of today’s societies since 
the year 1000. We run regression analysis at both country and ethnic group levels. The 
results show that the likelihood of contemporary new conflicts is higher in societies that 
historically experienced religious fragmentation with rulers who shared religion with one 
of the groups and could thus favor coreligionists over others. Economic inequality and 
political grievances served as channels of transmission.

Keywords  Conflict · Religion · Favoritism · Discrimination · Historical roots · Grievance · 
Inequality

JEL classification  D63 · D74 · J15 · N30 · O50 · Z12

1  Introduction

Anecdotal evidence suggests a close association between religious differences and civil 
conflicts. Many recent conflicts around the world have been between parties that differ 
along religious lines, or they involve groups that define themselves through religious 
affiliation in their opposition against rulers (Svensson & Nilsson, 2018). Researchers, 
however, have struggled to find robust empirical results regarding how these differences 
lead to civil conflicts. The results of their analysis, typically based on standard measures 
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of religious diversity, such as indices of fractionalization, polarization, and Gini, have been 
mixed and inconclusive.1

We introduce a new approach and novel data to estimate the effect of religious 
differences on civil conflicts. Our approach has two main components. First, we shift the 
focus from contemporary characteristics of societies to historical roots. Rather than use 
measures of religious distribution in today’s societies, we develop new measures based 
on religious differences in history. Second, we adopt a political economy perspective by 
considering the importance of religion for the political legitimacy of rulers. Religion could 
play a legitimizing function for rulers vis-à-vis citizens by lowering costs of tax collection 
from co-religionists. In return, the rulers could favor this group over others in the allocation 
of public goods or economic rights and resources. The effects of this differential treatment 
accumulate over time, creating grievances and inequalities that may lead to future conflicts.

This approach allows us to examine the roots of today’s civil conflicts that lie deeply in 
religious and political history. We argue that new civil conflicts are more likely in societies 
that historically experienced religious fragmentation in a way that could motivate rulers to 
favor co-religionists over others. History is replete with examples of religious group favor-
itism by rulers, such as when military service or certain prestigious occupational opportu-
nities were reserved for members of a ruler’s own religious group or when states adopted 
official religions that received exclusive support for personnel, buildings, and activities 
(Coşgel & Miceli, 2009; Coşgel et  al., 2018; Johnson & Koyama, 2019). The upshot of 
the argument is that today’s religious conflicts arise not because of religious fragmentation 
in contemporary societies, nor even merely because of religious fragmentation in history, 
but because historical fragmentation was coupled with rulers who had reason to favor co-
religionists, which in turn caused the accumulation of inequality and grievances over time.

To examine the argument empirically, we have developed a novel dataset, called the 
“Historical Polities Data” (HPD), from which we construct indices of historical religious 
structure to measure degrees of fragmentation and favoritism at the national and subna-
tional levels. The dataset comprises the religious and political histories of territories cor-
responding to today’s nations since the year 1000. It includes annual data on the main and 
secondary religions of the population and the religions of political rulers.

At the national level, we use the information from the HPD to construct proxy indices 
of religious structure by calculating the (weighted) fractions of years during which a terri-
tory experienced religious fragmentation in its history and during which religious fragmen-
tation coincided with shared religion with rulers. To demonstrate empirically the value-
added of our key indices relative to other well-known measures of religious distribution 
and power relations, we first report the coefficients of correlation between them. The low 
levels of correlation indicate that our historical indices indeed differ significantly from con-
temporary measures previously used by other researchers. In addition, we run “horse race” 
regressions to compare the explanatory power of our indices against other measures. The 
results show that our key variables remain the same in sign and significance as we include 
other measures individually or altogether in the analysis.

Since the territorial borders of today’s countries may be endogenous to historical 
conflicts and religious fragmentation and favoritism, we run additional analysis at the 
subnational level. Economists have recently highlighted various forms of endogeneity 
between nation states and various political economy concerns, such as population diversity, 
trade regimes, political system, civil conflicts, and public good provision (Alesina 

1  Arbatli et al. (2020: 732–4), Basadeau et al. (2016: 228–9), McBride and Richardson (2012: 118), Mon-
talvo and Reynal-Querol (2019: 257), Svensson (2020).
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et  al., 2000, 2017, 2021; Alesina & Spolaore, 2003; Desmet et  al., 2011). Prompted by 
the concern over endogeneity at the national level, many empirical papers in the recent 
“deep roots” literature have sought to exploit variations across subnational units such as 
administrative regions, artificial boundaries, and precolonial ethnic homelands.

To address the endogeneity problem related to the use of nations as the unit of analysis, 
we shift the unit to the subnational level by merging information from HPD with ethnic 
group level data from the recent Ethnic Power Relations (EPR) dataset. The new “ethnic-
dimensions” version of the EPR dataset has the additional advantage of including informa-
tion about the religious composition of ethnic groups, which allows us to construct our key 
indices at this level (Bormann et al., 2017). In addition to mitigating potential endogene-
ity concerns with national borders, running dual analyses at the national and sub-national 
levels offers the extra benefits of exploring the effects of historical religious fragmentation 
and favoritism on conflict at different scales, disentangling the impacts within and across 
ethnic groups, and reducing potential concerns regarding the relationship between conflicts 
and population movements (Arbatlı et al., 2020: 729–30).

Our analysis includes several exogenous variables to mitigate endogeneity concerns regard-
ing the association between civil conflicts and our key indices of historical religious structure. 
Ideally, we would have addressed these concerns by applying a standard identification strategy, 
such as instrumental variable analysis. However, the instruments previously used in the litera-
ture for religious diversity, such as the travel cost (walking time) to centers of universal religions 
of the world (Cosgel et al., 2018), may violate the necessary exclusion restriction in this context. 
Unfortunately, no other standard identification strategy, such as difference in differences analy-
sis and regression discontinuity design, is feasible in our setting. Therefore, for a credible strat-
egy, we include a wider set of exogeneous geographical, climatological, and historical controls 
than those typically used in this type of analysis. Specifically, as we detail below, our baseline 
analysis at the country level includes terrain ruggedness, mean and range of elevation, mean 
and volatility of temperature, mean and volatility of precipitation, ecological fractionalization, 
ecological polarization, absolute latitude, distance to the nearest waterway, an island nation 
dummy, percent forest, mean and range of soil suitability, percent desert, petroleum reserves, 
genetic diversity of a territory, travel cost (walking distance) to religious centers, distance to 
historical trade routes, distance to the historical regional technological frontier, historical popu-
lation, state antiquity, time since Neolithic transition, and the duration of human settlement and 
continent fixed effects. In other specifications of the model, we include measures of colonial 
history, legal origins, contemporary population size and diversity, GDP per capita, and institu-
tions. Although some of the latter variables may potentially introduce endogeneity concerns, 
we include them in the analysis incrementally to see how their inclusion affects the coefficients 
of our key variables. At the subnational level, we similarly control for various geographic and 
climatic variables, group size, country fixed effects, and regional origins of race fixed effects.

The results of regression analyses at both the national and subnational levels support 
our argument regarding the effects of historical religious fragmentation and favoritism on 
new civil conflicts. At the national level, the results of OLS analysis show that the onset of 
civil conflicts in the post-1960 period have been significantly higher in societies that his-
torically experienced a higher frequency of episodes during which religious fragmentation 
coincided with shared religion with the ruler. This finding indicates the legacy effect of 
political and economic favoritism along religious lines by past rulers.

The results of analysis at the ethnic group level complement those at the national level 
by providing further clues regarding the origin of the legacy effect. Our findings show that 
new conflicts were more likely to involve ethnic groups with religions that historically 
differed from that of rulers in fragmented societies. This is reasonable because we would 
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expect the legacy effect to originate more among disfavored, non-coreligionist groups than 
among coreligionists who benefited from past favoritism. Overall, the results support the 
main argument that religion’s effect on today’s conflicts come not from contemporary 
or historical religious fragmentation, but from the deep-rooted effects of historical 
fragmentation that was coupled with rulers who favored co-religionists in fragmented 
societies.

We perform various tests to check the robustness of our results to alternative specifica-
tions of the estimation model. For robustness at the country level, whereas the baseline 
model considers the onset of any conflict as the dependent variable, we run the same analy-
sis with different measures that consider conflict intensity, subcategories of governmental 
and territorial conflict, and the difference between religious and nonreligious conflicts. In 
addition, we test to see whether our results are sensitive to the exclusion of certain geo-
graphic regions from the dataset, the inclusion of religion shares and other measures of 
contemporary diversity that allow for intergroup distances, and the variation of the dis-
count rate used in our key indices of historical religious structure. Similarly, we check for 
robustness to considering selection on unobservables, accounting for spatial dependence 
based on a spatial autoregressive (SARAR(1, 1)) model, and recalculating the values of our 
key variables of interest based on alternative thresholds for secondary substantial religious 
groups. Finally, we apply our framework to historical conflicts between the fifteenth and 
eighteenth centuries. At the ethnicity level, due to data restrictions, we are able to run a 
smaller number of robustness checks. Specifically, we consider different types of conflict 
by running the same analysis separately for governmental and territorial conflicts. In addi-
tion, we test for the sensitivity of our results to the size of ethnic groups in the dataset 
by sequentially excluding smaller groups from the analysis. Similarly, we include politi-
cal exclusion as a variable in the analysis to disentangle the effects of religious and ethnic 
exclusion. Further, we exclude the new world from the sample to consider the question of 
whether our results would change across geographic regions of the world in which ethnic 
groups had vastly different historical experiences. Finally, we include in the analysis the 
case of historical ethnoreligious uniformity with non-coreligionist rulers to examine the 
effect of ethnic discrimination by non-coreligionist rulers in not just fragmented societies 
but in homogenous ones as well. These tests show that our results are highly robust to vari-
ous alternative specifications in the analysis at both levels.

Regarding potential channels of transmission, based on our theoretical reasoning, we 
would expect grievances and inequality to be among the important proximate factors that 
transmitted the effect of shared religion with rulers in fragmented societies to today’s 
conflicts. To test this expectation at the country level, we use the group grievance index 
of Fund for Peace and a measure of income inequality from Alesina et  al. (2016). The 
results support the argument that historical religious fragmentation, compounded by rulers 
who could favor co-religionists, raised the likelihood of contemporary new civil conflicts 
through the mediating channels of grievances and inequality. We run parallel analyses at 
the subnational level by using an index of political grievances from the All Minorities at 
Risk dataset (Binnir et al., 2018) and a measure of horizontal economic inequality among 
ethnic groups from Cederman et  al. (2015). Our analysis shows that economic inequal-
ity and political grievances among disadvantaged subnational groups served to mediate 
the effect of historical ethnoreligious fragmentation and favoritism on the onset of civil 
conflicts.
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This paper is closely related to the literature on the association between religion and 
civil conflicts.2 Whereas previous studies used traditional measures of religious distribution 
in modern societies, we introduce novel measures by shifting focus to historical 
fragmentation and favoritism. Early empirical studies in the literature typically used indices 
of fractionalization to measure the effect of religious diversity on civil conflicts. They 
were unable to find robust results, however, largely because indices of fractionalization 
were unable to capture aspects of religious fragmentation relevant to conflict (Montalvo & 
Reynal-Querol, 2019: 257). Although the later introduction of indices of polarization has 
enhanced the analysis of the effect of ethnic diversity on conflict, researchers have been 
less successful in the analysis of the effect of religious diversity, likely because of their 
continued reliance on data for modern societies.3 By introducing new data and measures 
of historical fragmentation, we contribute the first robust empirical analysis of the effect of 
religious differences on conflict.

Our analysis is also closely related to the literature on the effect of political favoritism 
on conflict. There is a large interdisciplinary literature on contemporary ethnic favoritism 
by rulers and on the implications of such group favoritism for various political economy 
outcomes (Bates, 1983; Posner, 2005; Burgess et  al., 2015; De Luca et  al., 2018; Ejde-
myr et  al., 2018; Franck & Rainer, 2012; Hodler & Raschky, 2014; Kramon & Posner, 
2013; Miquel, 2007). Studies have shown that ethnic favoritism in contemporary societies 
generates political grievances, which have led to civil conflicts (Cederman et  al., 2013). 
Researchers have extended the analysis to multiple, cross-cutting fragmentations, such as 
ethnoreligious and ethnolinguistic favoritism. (Borman et al., 2017; Isaacs, 2017; Selway, 
2011). We contribute to this literature by providing a new approach based on ethnoreli-
gious history and an associated new measure of historical ethnoreligious favoritism. Our 
analysis shows that historical religious favoritism affected civil conflicts separately from 
contemporary ethnic favoritism.

Finally, our analysis contributes to the recent literature on the deep roots of comparative 
economic development and political economy, particularly the newly emerging approach 
regarding the roots of civil conflict (Arbatlı et  al., 2020; Ashraf & Galor, 2018; Nunn, 
2014; Spolaore & Wacziarg, 2013). Rather than examine proximate factors for explanation, 
scholars in this literature have analyzed more fundamental causes deeply rooted in long-
term history. Introducing this approach to the origins of civil conflict, Arbatlı et al. (2020) 
have shifted focus from the distributional characteristics of contemporary societies to vari-
ations in population diversity determined predominantly during the exodus of humans from 
Africa tens of thousands of years ago. Consistent with this approach, we draw attention to 
the roles played by the degrees of religious fragmentation of a population in history and 
historical group favoritism by rulers along religious lines. We contribute to this literature 
a new dataset and results that uncover the religious and political roots of today’s civil con-
flicts that lie deeply in history.

2  Our analysis is also related to a body of literature that explains conflict through religion-based hatred and 
irreconcilable hostility between groups (Huntington, 1996). Rather than consider the hatred and hostility as 
being a matter of current religious beliefs and preferences, however, we examine their historical roots, and 
use an empirical strategy to estimate their effect on conflict.
3  For the association between ethnic polarization and civil conflicts, see Montalvo and Reynal-Querol 
(2005) and Esteban et al. (2012). See also Arbatli et al. (2020: 732–4), Basadeau et al. (2016: 228–9), Col-
lier and Hoeffler (2004), Fearon and Laitin (2003), Huber and Mayoral (2019), McBride and Richardson 
(2012: 118), Montalvo and Reynal-Querol (2019: 257), Svensson (2020) for observations regarding the suc-
cess of standard measures of religious diversity.
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2 � Religious legitimacy, political favoritism, and civil conflict

It seems fairly obvious to hypothesize that religious fragmentation in a society represents 
a potential source of civil conflict. Although the linkage may seem self-evident, scholars 
so far have failed to determine the specific pathway through which religious fragmentation 
causes conflict. It is necessary and important to investigate the linkage to gain a fuller 
conceptual understanding of the causes of conflict. The particular pathway that we propose 
is based on previous work that has emphasized the role of religion as a legitimizing force 
for government.4 Specifically, religious leaders declare a ruler to be divine or divinely 
inspired, which then lowers the costs of tax collection. In return, the state may favor 
members of that religious group by giving it preferential access to various public goods or 
other economic rights or resources. Over time, however, this group favoritism can lead to 
the accumulation of inequality and grievances that may eventually erupt into open conflict.

To understand this logic, note that in societies with multiple religious groups, a situation 
that we take as given, the religious community may not speak with a consistent voice with 
respect to the policies of the secular government. In particular, one religion may be more 
sympathetic to the ruler or more willing to grant legitimacy to the government’s actions. 
This will be especially true if the ruler is actually a member of one of the religions. In 
that case, members of the ruler’s religion will naturally be less resistant to paying taxes as 
compared to members of other religions, and as a consequence, the ruler will find it in his 
material interests to shift resources toward members of the favored religion to the point 
where marginal tax revenues are equalized across groups.

To illustrate this mechanism more formally, suppose there are two religions in a given 
society, one of which includes the ruler as a member. Let the ruler’s religion comprise 
a fraction α of the population, while the other religion comprises the remaining fraction, 
1–α. We make no assumption about α—i.e., the ruler’s religion may constitute a majority 
or a minority of the population. We assume that the taxable output of each group (its “tax 
capacity”) depends on the allocation of public goods (broadly defined) and economic rights 
and resources in society, which is under the control of the ruler. For simplicity, we suppose 
that there is a fixed supply of such resources, normalized to one, which is divided between 
the two groups. Let θ be the fraction assigned to the religion shared by the ruler, while 
1 − θ is the fraction assigned to the other religion. Finally, let the per-capita gross output of 
each group be given by a function B(·), which is increasing and concave in the allocation 
of resources to that group. Members of each group are therefore assumed to be equally 
productive, with output depending only on each group’s access to resources within society. 
The resulting overall level of taxable output in society, or total tax capacity, is thus equal to 
αB(θ) + (1 − α)B(1 − θ).

The amount of taxes actually collected, however, will necessarily fall short of the maxi-
mum potential taxes due to collection costs, reflecting citizens’ resistance to taxation. We 
capture this by a parameter δ, which reflects the fraction of potential revenue dissipated by 
the process of collection. Here is where legitimacy comes into play: if the ruler is perceived 
of as being more legitimate by one of the religious groups (presumably his own), members 
of that group will be less resistant to paying taxes, and so tax collection costs will be lower. 
Thus, if δ1 is the cost of collection for members of the ruler’s religion, and δ2 is the cost for 
members of the other religion, then δ1 < δ2. The actual taxable output thus becomes

4  See, for example, Cosgel and Miceli (2009) and Cosgel et al. (2012).
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The ruler will choose θ to maximize this quantity, which yields the first-order condition5

It follows that if tax-collection costs are equal, resources would be assigned to the two 
groups strictly in proportion to their sizes, which presumably would not represent a source 
of grievance across groups. In other words, access to resources would be roughly equal on 
a per capita basis.

However, if members of the ruler’s religion view him as being more legitimate, as we 
have hypothesized, that group will receive a disproportionate share of resources, reflecting 
their greater willingness to comply with taxation.6 By resulting in the overallocation of 
resources and rent-seeking opportunities to coreligionist groups, this unequal treatment will 
likely generate wealth differentials between religious groups in the society. The differential 
will thereby generate incentives for the groups to engage in conflicts due both to grievances 
(arising from the initial discriminations and wealth differential) and greed (arising from 
the desire to claim a greater share of resources, regardless of initial distribution). Of 
course, a rational ruler will recognize this threat and will therefore presumably strive to 
limit the discriminatory treatment to a degree that just avoids an uprising.7 Individual 
rulers, however, will tend to be shortsighted in their calculations and will fail to foresee the 
accumulation of greed and grievances over time, which may eventually ripen into future 
conflict. Alternatively, a ruler may simply miscalculate the degree of discrimination that 
will trigger violence at any point in time. In any case, according to this theory, it is not the 
existence of religious fragmentation per se, nor the majority status of one religion, that are 
the sources of conflict. Rather, it is the consistent favoritism of one group over the other, 
owing to the legitimizing function of religion, which is the actual causal mechanism.

3 � Measuring historical religious fragmentation and favoritism

To implement our arguments empirically, we introduce simple indices of historical 
religious structure that measure weighted fractions of years with fragmentation and 
shared religion with the ruler (to serve as proxy for favoritism) in each society’s history. 
We construct these indices in two stages. We first define two dummy variables that for 
each territory and time period mark whether the territory experienced substantial religious 
fragmentation and whether the ruler shared religion with a substantial religious segment. 
For a simple measurement that is feasible for data collection in history, the first dummy 
variable equals one if a sufficiently large fraction of the population adhered to a secondary 
religion during that period. We describe below the empirical implementation of this 
definition. Given this simple conceptualization of religious fragmentation in a territory, the 
second dummy variable equals one if the ruler adhered to the same religion as the main 
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5  The second-order condition for a maximum is satisfied given the concavity of the B functions.
6  Specifically, (2) implies that ∂θ/∂δ1 < 0, given B” < 0. Thus, if δ1 = δ2, θ/(1 − θ) will be proportional to 
α/(1 − α), but as δ1 falls, θ will rise, all else equal.
7  See Cosgel and Miceli (2009) for a formal model of this.
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or substantial secondary religion in the territory. Based on the argument of the previous 
section regarding the implication of shared religion for favoritism, we consider this second 
dummy variable to be an indication of the presence of political favoritism.

Interactions of the two dummy variables give us four distinct ways in which the political 
ruler’s religion could differ from, or be the same as, the main and/or substantial secondary 
religious groups in the population. Specifically, in a given year (1) the population could be 
uniform in a territory (i.e., no substantial secondary religion exists), and the ruler could 
share religion with the population; (2) the population could be uniform, but the ruler could 
have a different religion from the population; (3) the population could be fragmented (i.e., 
a substantial secondary religion could exist), and the ruler could adhere to the main or the 
secondary religion; and finally (4) the population could be fragmented, but the ruler’s reli-
gion could differ from both the main and secondary religions.

In the second stage, using a procedure adapted from Bockstette et  al. (2002), we 
aggregate this information over time to calculate the corresponding weighted cumulative 
indices. Formally, let f be a dummy variable that marks the presence of religious 
fragmentation in the population, and let s likewise denote shared religion between the 
ruler and segments of population. Define G(f,s) to be a dummy variable that equals one 
for specified values of f and s, and zero otherwise. For example, Gt(0,1) will equal one for 
a territory in time period t if the population was religiously uniform (f = 0) and the ruler 
shared the same religion as the population (s = 1) at that time period.

Consider a time span of T periods. We define the general index of historical religious 
structure (HRS) that will measure the weighted frequencies of each of the four possible 
cases of historical religious fragmentation and favoritism, as a function of the values of f 
and s, as follows:

where π is a normalization parameter such that � =
∑T

t=1
(1 + �)

t−T . We consider the effect 
of time through ρ, a discount rate, such that ρ ≥ 0. If ρ = 0, the index puts equal weight on 
all historical periods, while ρ > 0 emphasizes the more recent periods. The resulting indices 
range from 0 to 1.

The general index allows us to calculate the weighted frequencies of the four possi-
ble ways in which territories could experience religious fragmentation and favoritism over 
time. For example, the value of HRS(1,1) in a territory equals the weighted fraction of 
years during which the population was religiously fragmented (f = 1) and the ruler shared 
religion with a segment of the population (s = 1), indicating the territory’s historical expe-
rience with religious fragmentation with coreligionist rulers. Similarly, HRS(1,0) equals 
the weighted fraction of years with religious fragmentation in the population but no shared 
religion with the ruler, a measure of historical religious fragmentation without favoritism. 
As we will detail below, given our interest in the effects of religious fragmentation, we will 
put greater emphasis on these two categories in our regression analysis by lumping the 
other two possibilities (i.e., the cases of religious uniformity with or without shared reli-
gion with the ruler) into a single group as the reference category.

To implement these indices, we use a unique dataset called “Historical Polities Data 
(HPD),” which includes annual historical information on the territories occupied by 
today’s nation states since the year 1000.8  Combing through a wide variety of sources, a 

(3)HRS(f , s) =
1

�

T
∑

t=1

(1 + �)
t−TGt(f , s),

8  For a detailed description of the construction of this dataset, see Coşgel (2016).
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team of research assistants gathered information regarding the basic characteristics of these 
territories during this time period, including the religion of political rulers and the main 
and substantial secondary religions of the population. In cases of conflicting information 
about a particular variable, we looked for consistency by giving priority to sources with 
comprehensive coverage, such as Encyclopædia Britannica, the “Country Studies” 
collection of the Library of Congress, and the book series “Cambridge Histories Online.” 
Rather than restrict the dataset to territories of certain size, duration, or type, we included 
all territories for which we could find complete information.

For each territory and year, the HPD identifies the main religion as the one that had 
the highest percentage of adherents. The benchmark to determine whether other substan-
tial religious groups existed is whether the secondary religion’s population share exceeded 
ten percent, if this information was available. For recent centuries, estimates of population 
shares of religious groups can be found in Brown and James (2015), which in some cases 
goes back to the 1700s. For earlier centuries, we used non-quantitative information from 
our sources to identify the main religion and to determine whether a substantial secondary 
religion existed.

We categorized religions into groups to facilitate systematic analysis. For indigenous 
religions, we recorded as much specific information as was available regarding differences 
within a territory, but we coded them under a single category to maintain a consistent 
standard across territories. We did not differentiate, for example, among the varieties of 
Chinese folk religions or among the branches of Hinduism that have developed in India 
over the centuries. In the same vein, we used the coding standards of recent data on 
historical religious populations by treating broad categories of sects in Islam (Sunni, Shia, 
Kharijite) and Christianity (Catholic, Orthodox, Protestant) as distinct religions, but we did 
not further differentiate among the subcategories of these groups.9

Regarding the religions of rulers, we first identified the polities that ruled each territory 
since the year 1000. A basic question was the presence of a state in a territory. We used the 
data from Bockstette et al. (2002) and Coşgel et al. (2018) to determine state presence and 
the characteristics of polities on an annual basis. This information includes the religions 
of political rulers, which we recorded based on the same system of coding that we used 
for the religious groups in the general population. For the pre-state or pre-colonial periods 
of a territory’s history, for which we typically lack written records or clear archeological 
evidence on their political characteristics, we assumed the ruler’s religion to be the same as 
the population.

Given the ambitious scope and broad temporal and geographic coverage of the HPD, the 
final product naturally includes various imperfections caused by the difficulty of gather-
ing and interpreting the required information. We sometimes lack local details, for exam-
ple, regarding the precise timing of the (forced) conversions of the indigenous peoples that 
followed certain conquests, such as during the Spanish colonization of the Americas. As 
noted above, we defined some of our variables in a binary format or based them on broad 
categories in order to ensure consistency across territories and time periods. Although 
some of our procedures may have caused errors in measurement, we believe that these 
errors have not biased our results systematically.10

9  Any categorization of religions is inherently problematic due to the difficulties of comparison and stand-
ardization across different traditions. Rather than introduce bias by implementing our own criteria, we sim-
ply used the broad categories commonly used in recent quantitative studies.
10  See Coşgel (2016) for a detailed discussion of the development of “Historical Polities Data” and its limi-
tations and areas of further development.
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Finally, we used the procedure outlined above to calculate the four indices of histori-
cal religious structure for analysis. For a descriptive summary of these indices, we show 
in Table 1 their mean values at T = 1960 (the beginning date of the data on civil conflicts) 
for various levels of ρ, the discount rate. Although our dataset includes information on the 
religious and political histories of over 190 of today’s nation states, the averages reported 
in Table  1 are based on the 150 states for which we have comprehensive data from the 
UCDP/PRIO Armed Conflict Dataset and for other control variables used in the regression 
analysis.

The variation in mean values across the three columns illustrates the relationship 
between the values of ρ and the indices. Moreover, these values indirectly show the 
evolution of historical religious structure in the world over time. Whereas the mean value 
of the first index falls as the discount rate goes up from 0 to 0.003, the means of the other 
three indices increase corresponding to the same change. Since the higher values of the 
discount rate put greater weight on more recent periods, the fall in the value of the first 
index indicates that the territories corresponding to today’s nations had more uniform 
populations who shared religion with rulers in the distant past than in recent centuries. The 
rise in the values of the last two indices corresponding to higher values of the discount rate 
likewise shows that the world on average experienced greater religious fragmentation, with 
or without coreligionist rulers, over time.

Regardless of the discount rate, the figures in Table 1 make it clear that the dominant 
form of historical religious structure in the world during the period between 1000 and 1960 
was religiously uniform populations who shared religion with rulers. In the case of no 
discounting (i.e., ρ = 0), this form on average constituted 54 percent of the years during this 
period, followed by the case of territories that experienced religious fragmentation with 
coreligionist rulers (30%). The low values of the second (10%) and fourth (6%) indices 
show the relatively lower frequency of cases in which the ruler’s religion differed from that 
of the population (i.e., no basis for favoritism), with or without religious fragmentation in 
the population.

For our analysis, we chose a low discount rate of ρ = 0.001 because of our focus on deep 
historical roots. At this rate, the contribution to our index of having a value of 1 in the year 
1000 reduces to about 38 percent of the contribution of having a value of 1 in the year 
1960. To make sure that the conclusions of our regression analysis do not depend on our 
choices of the discount rate, however, we ran tests of robustness to other rates. As reported 
in Appendix B, these tests confirm that our results hold for other values of the discount 
rate.

We report in Appendix F the individual values of the four indices of historical religious 
structure in the world at the country level, with ρ set at 0.001. As seen in these numbers, 
the values of indices vary significantly across territories. The index of historical religious 
fragmentation with coreligionist rulers, our key proxy variable for political favoritism, 
ranges between 0 (e.g., Austria, Saudi Arabia) and 1 (Nepal). Similarly, the index of histor-
ical religious uniformity with coreligionist rulers, the dominant category, ranges between 0 
(e.g., Bangladesh, China, Egypt) and 1 (e.g., Italy, Portugal).

Figure 1 shows the geographic distribution of the index of historical religious fragmen-
tation with coreligionist rulers, the key explanatory variable used in our regression analy-
sis. The darker shades in the figure correspond to higher values of the index. The figure 
shows interesting patterns regarding the geographic distribution of locations in which the 
rulers had the opportunity to favor coreligionists in history. This was clearly more likely 
in the history of parts of western and southeastern Asia and in parts of central Africa and 
eastern Europe.



Journal of Economic Growth	

1 3

4 � Indices of historical religious structure versus other measures

In this section, we examine the relationship between our indices and other commonly used 
measures of population diversity and ethnic or religious political divisions. Table 2 shows 
the correlations of our indices with other variables. In addition to reporting correlations 
with the same four indices as in Table 1, we include an additional index, HRS(1,·) in the first 
column, which corresponds to combined cases of the last two indices; namely historical 
religious fragmentation with and without coreligionist rulers. Since the combined index 
concerns fragmentation in the population, it provides an appropriate basis for comparison 
with various indices of population heterogeneity.

The first panel displays correlations among our own indices. In the second panel, we 
consider various existing measures of population diversity. Conceptually, our index of 
historical religious fragmentation may seem closely related to the index of genetic diversity 
introduced by Ashraf and Galor (2013) because of the common concern with deep 
historical roots. However, since the historical transmission of genes and religious beliefs 
started from different origins and happened at different rates and along distinct geographic 
routes and channels (horizontal vs. vertical), we should not expect a high degree of 
empirical correlation between them. The low and insignificant coefficients of correlation 
between them confirm this expectation.

The second panel includes various other measures of ethnic, religious, linguistic, and 
cultural diversity. The measure of diversity most commonly used in the traditional literature 
is the index of fractionalization, which measures the probability that two randomly 
drawn individuals from a country belong to different groups. Our index of historical 
religious fragmentation has a significant and positive correlation with one of the indices 
of contemporary religious fractionalization, as one would expect. The correlation with the 
other index of religious fractionalization is weak, however, possibly due to differences in 
data sources and in levels of aggregation used in categorizing religions. Interestingly, our 
index of historical religious fragmentation has a high degree of positive correlation with 
measures of contemporary ethnolinguistic fractionalization.11 This may be due to the close 
association that certain religions had with the dominant language of their adherents in their 
historical spread through conquest. The dominance of Arabic as the spoken language in the 
Middle East and North Africa, for example, followed the spread of Islam in the region as a 
result of the Arab conquests. Likewise, the Spanish language became dominant in parts of 
the Western Hemisphere along with the spread of Catholicism through Spanish conquests. 
Our index of historical religious fragmentation is also highly correlated with other indices 

Table 1   Indices of historical religious structure

ρ is the discount rate used in (3) above

Index ρ = 0 ρ = 0.001 ρ = 0.003

HRS(0,1): Historical religious uniformity with coreligionist ruler 0.54 0.50 0.42
HRS(0,0): Historical religious uniformity with non-coreligionist ruler 0.10 0.10 0.11
HRS(1,1): Historical religious fragmentation with coreligionist ruler 0.30 0.32 0.36
HRS(1,0): Historical religious fragmentation with non-coreligionist ruler 0.06 0.08 0.11

11  Although we report here only the correlation with the intermediate level of aggregation of indices intro-
duced by Desmet et al. (2012), the correlations are significant for other levels of aggregation as well.
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of ethnolinguistic diversity, such as the index of polarization, a measure that considers 
both the size and interpersonal distance between groups in calculating the extent to which 
individuals in a population are distributed across them.

In the third panel we consider some measures of population diversity beyond 
fractionalization and polarization that have been used in the literature. Among the 
three measures of segregation, the index of religious segregation has a significant and 
positive correlation with our index of historical religious fragmentation, which makes 
intuitive sense. Regarding measures based on simple fractions of religions, our index 
of historical fragmentation is positively correlated with the fraction of contemporary 
Muslim population, and is negatively correlated with fractions of Catholic and Protestant 
populations.

The last panel shows correlations with various measures of ethnic or religious political 
divisions used in the literature. The correlations of interest in this panel are with our key 
index of historical religious fragmentation with coreligionist rulers (HRS(1,1)). Our index 
is positively correlated with all of the measures included in the panel, with varying degrees 
of significance. The correlations are the highest for the index of social hostility towards 
religion and the average numbers of politically relevant and excluded groups during the 
period between 1960 and 2017, as reported by the Ethnic Power Relations dataset. The 
positive and significant correlations of these variables with our index of historical religious 
fragmentation with coreligionist rulers makes intuitive sense and reflects conceptual 
similarities.

5 � Fragmentation, favoritism, and conflict at the country level

5.1 � Conflict data

In this section we use our indices as developed at the country level to run “horse race 
regressions” against other measures and to investigate our hypotheses regarding the deter-
minants of civil conflicts. Regarding data on civil conflicts, we employ the commonly used 

Fig. 1   Historical religious fragmentation with coreligionist rulers
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measures available in the UCDP/PRIO Armed Conflict Dataset.12 This dataset defines civil 
conflict as “a contested incompatibility that concerns government and/or territory where 
the use of armed force between two parties, of which at least one is the government of a 
state, results in at least 25 battle-related deaths.”13 Consistent with the literature, we focus 
on civil conflicts in the post-1960 period, because most colonies obtained their independ-
ence by 1960.

Based on a broad interpretation of our argument regarding the persistent influence of 
deep-rooted grievances on all types of civil conflicts by all groups, we generate a conflict-
year version of the UCDP/PRIO dataset and calculate the average number of new civil con-
flict eruptions per year during the period between 1960 and 2017 in each country. Figure 2 
shows the geographic distribution of this variable throughout the world.

To check for the robustness of our results to this specification, in Appendix B we report 
the same regressions run with other measures and subcategories of conflicts.14 We also use 
variables from the “Religion and Armed Conflict (RELAC) Data of Svensson and Nilsson 
(2018), which differentiates between religious and non-religious conflicts, to determine 
how our results apply to this distinction. Appendix D shows the means and standard 
deviations of various measures of conflict used in our analysis.

5.2 � Comparison of the effects on conflict against other measures

Regarding our own measures at the country level, given our interest in the effects of 
religious fragmentation, we include in the regression analysis only the first two indices; 
namely the categories of historical religious fragmentation with and without coreligionist 
rulers. This means that we lump the other two possibilities, the cases of religious uniformity 
with or without shared religion with the ruler, into a single group as the reference category. 
Before we conduct the full analysis with controls, however, in this sub-section we compare 
the effects of historical religious fragmentation and favoritism with those of other well-
known measures of diversity and ethnic or religious political divisions used in the literature 
on civil conflicts.

Table  3 shows the results of unconditioned bivariate regressions of civil conflict on 
each measure. As seen in the first column, our key index of historical fragmentation with 
coreligionist rulers is positive and highly significant, as hypothesized. The coefficient 
of this variable indicates that a continually fragmented country that always had rulers 
who shared religion with a segment of the population experienced approximately 4.2 
percent (0.042 * 100) additional new conflict onsets on average per year as compared to a 
religiously uniform country during the period between 1960 and 2017. This unconditioned 
effect compares favorably against other indices of fractionalization, polarization, and 
political favoritism. In fact, religious fractionalization seems to have an insignificant 
effect on civil conflicts in this simplified unconditioned setting, and the effect of religious 
polarization is significant only at the 5 percent level. The insignificance of the coefficient 
of our second index in the first column indicates that historical religious fragmentation 

13  For the operationalization of the separate elements of this definition of conflict, see http://​www.​pcr.​uu.​
se/​resea​rch/​ucdp/​defin​itions/.
14  In general, the literature has focused on three dimensions of civil conflict: onset, duration and incidence. 
See Sambanis (2004) for a discussion.

12  Version 18. See Gleditsch et al. (2002), Pettersson and Eck (2018).

http://www.pcr.uu.se/research/ucdp/definitions/
http://www.pcr.uu.se/research/ucdp/definitions/
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without political favoritism (ruler did not share religion with population) had no effect on 
today’s civil conflicts, again as hypothesized.

In Table 4, we report the results of “horse race” regressions between our key indices and 
other measures of population diversity and ethnic or religious political divisions. As seen 
in the first row, the coefficient of historical fragmentation with coreligionist rulers remains 
positive and highly significant even after the previously proposed measures are included in 
the analysis. Given the potential endogeneity of the additional variables in column (10), the 
coefficient naturally drops, but still remains positive and highly significant at the 1 percent 
level.

5.3 � Confounding factors

The vast interdisciplinary literature on civil conflicts has produced a wide range of vari-
ables that have been found to contribute to conflicts. Some of these variables are poten-
tial confounders in our analysis because of their likely correlation with both civil conflicts 
and historical religious structure. Since omitting these variables would have biased our 
estimates, we include them, if available, in the analysis to account for this bias. For some 
potential confounders, however, we do not have comprehensive data that can be included in 
our analysis.

For a credible strategy in cases of confounders for which no data are available, we aim 
to mitigate endogeneity concerns by including a wider set of controls than those typically 
used in this type of analysis. For example, although we suspect historical mass conversions 
and migrations to be potential confounders in the relationship between historical religious 
fragmentation and civil conflicts, we lack data on these variables. Moreover, standard 
strategies, such as instrumental variable analysis, regression discontinuity design, or 
difference in differences analysis, are not feasible to apply in identifying the effect of 
historical fragmentation and favoritism on conflict. Given the absence of direct data on 
certain confounders, we address the potential omitted variable bias problem by including 
various other appropriate controls, as detailed below.

5.3.1 � Geography, climate, and continents

We include in the baseline analysis various geographical and climatological characteris-
tics of territories identified by researchers as exogenous factors directly affecting civil con-
flicts (Arbatlı et al., 2020; Blattman & Miguel, 2010; Garfinkel & Skaperdas, 2012), which 
may also be correlated with historical religious structure. These variables include terrain 
ruggedness, mean and range of elevation, mean and volatility of temperature, mean and 
volatility of precipitation, ecological fractionalization, ecological polarization, absolute 
latitude, distance to the nearest waterway, island nation dummy, percent forest, mean and 
range of soil suitability, percent desert, petroleum reserves, and continent fixed effects.15

We include ruggedness, elevation, and percent forest because of their likely effect 
on both conflicts and historical fragmentation. Harsh geographical conditions such as 
ruggedness and elevation may increase the probability of rebel groups’ engagement in 

15  The data for ruggedness and percent desert variables are from Nunn and Puga (2012), forest area (% of 
land area) is from World Bank’s World Development Indicators, and other geographic and climate variables 
are from Arbatli et al. (2020).
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insurgencies by reducing their cost of hiding from government forces (Fearon & Laitin, 
2003). Moreover, Michalopoulos et al. (2018) have shown that for the case of Islam, the 
same conditions could also influence the spread of religions across territories. Since such 
conditions could thus affect historical religious structure in each territory, we include 
them in the analysis as controls. Similarly, researchers have found climatic factors like 
temperature and precipitation to be correlated with civil conflict (Hsiang et al., 2013). Such 
factors may also be primary determinants of the origins and dispersal of religions (Semple, 
1911). The common origins of Abrahamic religions (Judaism, Christianity, and Islam) in 
dry climates, for example, suggests a strong correlation between climate and historical 
religious structure. To account for this effect, we include percent desert, temperature, and 
precipitation in the analysis.

Our baseline analysis also includes variables concerning ecological diversity, geo-
graphic location and status, agricultural suitability, and continent fixed effects. Ecologi-
cal diversity may affect conflict through its impact on state capacity, as Fenske (2014) 
has shown in the context of state centralization in pre-colonial Africa. Since Botero et al. 
(2014) has further found ecological diversity to be conducive to emergence of moralizing 
religions, we include variables in the analysis to control for these effects. Likewise, abso-
lute latitude, distance to the nearest waterway, and island status of territories may affect 
civil conflict through their impacts on feasible economic activities and income. Through 
their implication for geographic isolation and access to transportation and communication, 
these variables could also affect the spread of religions, and hence the historical religious 
structure of territories. Further, we include certain variables to control for the variation in 
topography and land use. Topographic variability in a territory has obvious implications 
for civil conflict because of the implication for the suitability of land for various economic 
activities and dispersion of incomes. Finally, the baseline model includes continent fixed 
effects to control for various systematic but unobservable differences across continents that 
might be correlated with both civil conflicts and historical religious structures.

Fig. 2   Average number of new civil conflict eruptions per year (1960–2017)
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5.3.2 � Historical controls

The baseline model includes several historical variables that are expected to be correlated 
with historical religious structure and have been found by researchers to have affected 
civil conflicts through channels unrelated to historical religious structure. These variables 
include genetic diversity of a territory, travel cost (walking distance) to religious centers, 
distance to historical trade routes, distance to the historical regional technological frontier, 
historical population, state antiquity, time since Neolithic transition, and the duration of 
human settlement.16

We control for (ancestry adjusted) genetic diversity in the baseline analysis because 
Arbatli et al. (2020) have recently found it to have a positive and highly significant direct 
effect on the onset of civil conflicts. Moreover, we suspect genetic diversity in a territory 
to be potentially correlated with historical religious fragmentation via the relationship 
between the historical migration route of humans and the emergence and spread of 
religions. Cesur and Yıldırım (2020) have recently uncovered a strong link between religion 
and genetic diversity based on Durkheim’s (1912) argument relating the emergence of 
religion to the need for cooperation. Taking genetic diversity as a proxy for the need for 
cooperation, they adopt Ashraf and Galor’s (2013) strategy of identifying diversity through 
the migratory distance of a settlement to the cradle of humankind in East Africa, known as 
the “Out of Africa” hypothesis. Given the implied link between predicted genetic diversity 
and religious fragmentation, we mitigate the potential endogeneity concern by including 
the predicted (ancestry adjusted) genetic diversity as a covariate in our analysis.

In addition, the baseline analysis includes the travel cost (walking time) from a territory 
to the birthplaces or spiritual centers of missionary/universal religions of the world 
(Buddhism, Christianity, Islam) as a confounding variable.17 The reason for exploiting 
spatial information regarding the country’s proximity to religious centers is based on the 
expectation that this variable might be correlated with both civil conflicts and historical 
religious structure. We suspect correlation with conflicts because religions might have 
originated in locations of high conflict and there might be persistence effects, due perhaps 
to locational characteristics or path-dependent historical processes which might still be 
exerting influence on contemporary conflicts through processes unrelated to historical 
fragmentation. Regarding the correlation with religious fragmentation, our reasoning 
is based on the observation that universal religions increasingly dominated religious 
markets over time by progressing linearly from their centers to other regions and causing 
fragmentation along the way. We control for this confounding influence by including travel 

16  We obtained genetic diversity and historical regional frontiers variables from Arbatli et al. (2020), dis-
tance to major trade routes from Bentzen et al. (2017), state antiquity index from Bockstette et al. (2002) 
and Putterman and Bockstette (2012), Neolithic transition from Putterman (2008), and duration of settle-
ment from Ahlerup and Olsson (2012). We imputed missing values of state antiquity, Neolithic transition 
and settlement duration with the average value of neighboring countries to get a consistent sample size 
in regression analysis. We extracted historical population data from HYDE version 3.2 (Klein Goldewijk 
et al., 2017) by using country shape files from (https://​gadm.​org/​data.​html).
17  The specific centers used for our calculations are Lumbini, Nepal (Buddhism); Wittenberg, Germany 
(Protestanism); Istanbul, Turkey (Orthodox Christianity); Karbala, Iraq (Shia Islam); Mecca, Saudi Arabia 
(Sunni Islam); and Vatican City (Roman Catholicism). These are the centers of universal religions or their 
sub-branches that have historically expanded out from their birthplaces, eventually becoming main religions 
in other territories. Scholars of religion may disagree with our choices of centers. While we acknowledge 
controversies regarding centers of religions, we have made informed but pragmatic choices of locations that 
best serve the purpose of estimation and robust to alternative specifications.

https://gadm.org/data.html


Journal of Economic Growth	

1 3

cost, measured as the walking time, from the center of the nearest universal religion to each 
country’s capital city as a control variable.18

A related set of variables included in the baseline analysis concern the location of 
territories relative to trade routes and technology frontiers. To see the confounding 
effects of these variables, note that the major centers of world religions, such as Mecca, 
Jerusalem, Istanbul, and Vatican City, have historically served as, or are proximately 
located near, centers of trade and technology. Therefore, a territory’s proximity to trade 
routes and technological frontiers might not only be correlated with civil conflicts through 
the direct relationship between conflicts and centers of trade and technology (Martin et al., 
2008), but it might also affect religious fragmentation, for example by facilitating the 
exposure of inhabitants to new religions, as was the case for the expansion of Islam in Asia 
(Michalopoulos et al., 2018). To control for such confounders, we include in the analysis 
the distance to historical trade routes and the distance to regional technological frontiers in 
the years 1000 and 1500.

Historical income and long-term development may also have confounding effects on the 
relationship between religious structure and conflict. Considering population to be a suit-
able proxy for income in the Malthusian epoch, we include populations in the years 1000 
and 1500 to account for historical income differences across territories. Further, to control 
for the differences across territories with respect to the deep-rooted determinants of long-
run economic development, we include a state antiquity index, the time since Neolithic 
revolution, and the duration of human settlement in the baseline analysis.

Yet another historical variable included in the baseline analysis is historical conflict. 
The need for this inclusion arises from the suspicion that the presence of co-religious rulers 
in history might be related to conflicts. Recall from (3) that the presence of coreligionist 
rulers is a key component of the indices of historical religious structure, and it serves as a 
proxy for political favoritism. However, the likelihood that the ruler shared religion with 
the population of a territory could itself be endogenous to conflicts, because this could 
be the outcome of the coreligionist ruler’s victory over a territorial conflict with another 
religious group. If the territory was persistently vulnerable to internal conflicts, the 
presence of coreligionist rulers could be correlated with conflict through channels other 

18  The advantages of our approach in using walking time/distance rather than the aerial distance, which 
has been typically used in the recent literature (Ashraf & Galor, 2013; Coşgel et al., 2018), is that walking 
mode of travel incorporates variations in topography and obstacles on the way. Moreover, by using walking 
time rather than walking distance we are able to incorporate differences in elevation between two points and 
other factors that depend on the direction of travel.
  In calculating travel time across continents, we require routes to go through the following waypoints: 
Cairo, Egypt (Africa-Asia), Istanbul, Turkey (Asia-Europe), Phnom Penh, Cambodia (Asia-Oceania), 
Palos de la Frontera, Spain (Europe-Western Hemisphere), Santa María la Antigua del Darién, Columbia 
(Europe-South America) and Tenochtitlan, Mexico (Europe-Central and North America). The first three 
of these waypoints are based on Ramachandran et  al. (2005), and the latter three are based on historical 
information regarding the starting location of European overseas exploration and the first sites of European 
conquest in the southern and central/northern sections of the Western Hemisphere (i.e., two sites because of 
the Darién Gap).
  For information regarding the travel time and distance from these centers to each country, we used Python 
script to retrieve the data from Google server. Since Google currently does not provide data for routes 
through China, we used Bing to calculate the walking distance from China and in routes from Mongolia, 
Japan, Taiwan, and South and North Korea going through China. Whenever the route from a country to a 
religious center inevitably involved travel through a body of water, we used the average walking equivalent 
(5 km per hour) to incorporate this segment in our calculations. This questionable approximation is roughly 
consistent with the amount of time (about two months) that Columbus took to cross the Atlantic in his first 
voyage (about 6500 km).
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than favoritism. To mitigate this concern for endogeneity bias, we control for the incidence 
of historical territorial conflicts using data from Dincecco et al. (2019), which is based on 
Brecke (1999).

5.3.3 � Diversity measures

As we discussed in Tables  2, 3 and 4, researchers have proposed various measures of 
population diversity as factors affecting civil conflicts. In the baseline analysis we include 
representative measures of contemporary population diversity to account for the impact 
of this channel on civil conflict. Specifically, we include well-known indices of ethnic 
and religious fractionalization by Alesina et al. (2003) and the indices of ethnolinguistic 
polarization proposed by Desmet et al. (2012). The latter are based on a linguistic tree and 
reported at different levels of linguistic aggregation ranging from 1 to 15. We use the index 
of ethnolinguistic polarization constructed at level-6 of the linguistic tree, the level that has 
the highest degree of correlation with our index of historical religious fragmentation.

5.3.4 � Other controls

In addition to the geographical, climatological, and historical variables, continent fixed 
effects, and diversity measures included in the baseline model, we consider various 
other variables which previous researchers have argued could have significant effects on 
civil conflicts. Although some of these variables may raise new endogeneity concerns, 
we nevertheless include them in additional specifications of the model to see whether 
their inclusion alters our results significantly. Specifically, we include several variables 
concerning the colonial history of territories, political institutions, population, and income.

Colonial rule may influence civil conflict via political institutions (Wucherpfennig 
et al., 2016). To account for the impact of colonial legacies on conflict we include dummy 
variables indicating whether a territory experienced colonial rule of the United Kingdom, 
France, or other powers (Arbatlı et al., 2020). In addition, we include indicators for British 
and French legal origins of a territory to account for historical legacies that may not be 
picked up by the colonial rule (La Porta et  al., 1999). To capture the impact of current 
political institutions on civil conflict, we control for contemporary political regimes as the 
fraction of years under democracy and autocracy and average executive constraints during 
the period between 1960 and 2017 (Arbatlı et al., 2020). Finally, given that population and 
income are among the established predictors of civil conflict (Fearon & Laitin, 2003), we 
include the average population and average per capita income of a territory between 1960 
and 2017 to control for their influence on civil conflict (Arbatlı et al., 2020; World Bank 
Group, 2020).

6 � OLS analysis of influences on civil conflicts at the country level

6.1 � Regression model

For regression analysis of the effect of historical religious fragmentation and favoritism on 
conflict at the country level, we used OLS to estimate the following equation:
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where CCi is the average (log-transformed) number of new civil conflict eruptions per year 
in country i during the period between 1960 and 2017, and X

′

i
 is the vector of confounding 

factors discussed above.19 HRS(1,1) and HRS(1,0) are the key explanatory variables of 
interest as defined in (3); namely the indices of historical religious fragmentation with and 
without favoritism by coreligionists rulers (with T = 1960 and ρ = 0.001, as defined above). 
ui represents the error term corrected for heteroskedasticity.

In this specification, the omitted categories are HRS(0,1) and HRS(0,0); namely the 
cases of historical religious uniformity, with and without coreligionist rulers. To elaborate, 
given our interest in the impact of political favoritism, we do not further differentiate 
between the two subcases in the reference category according to whether the ruler did or 
did not share religion with the population because in such a religiously uniform territory 
there would be no basis for favoritism that could result in accumulated grievances and 
inequalities. The coefficients of HRS(1,1) and HRS(1,0) will thus show the differential 
effects the two types of religious fragmentation, with or without coreligionist rulers, 
relative to the case of religious uniformity, the joint omitted category.

6.2 � Results

The results of the OLS analysis reported in Table 5 clearly support our hypotheses regard-
ing the significantly greater likelihood of new conflicts arising in today’s societies that his-
torically experienced not just religious fragmentation but rulers who shared religion with 
one of the groups. The results reported in different columns correspond to the inclusion 
of various combinations of confounding factors discussed above. Because of space con-
straints, Table 5 simply marks the broad categories of additional controls included in each 
column. We report the full results with individual variables in Appendix A.

The coefficient of “HRS(1, 1): Historical religious fragmentation with coreligionist 
ruler” is positive and highly significant (at the 1 percent level) in all specifications, indicat-
ing a robust relationship. The first column shows the results of unconditioned regression 
with only the two key indices. The estimated coefficient of HRS(1, 1) indicates that a move 
from the 10th to the 90th percentile of the cross-country distribution of this variable is 
associated with an increase of 0.033 new civil conflict outbreaks per year. When consid-
ered in relation to the sample mean of 0.022 and the standard deviation of 0.031, the mag-
nitude of this effect is economically highly significant, corresponding to 106 percent of a 
standard deviation in conflict frequency across countries.

As we progressively include additional sets of controls in columns 2–6, the coefficient 
of HRS(1, 1) falls somewhat but remains positive and highly significant. Given the endo-
geneity concerns that arise with the controls included in the last three columns, it may be 
more appropriate to consider Column 3 as the baseline analysis for our discussion here and 
for the robustness checks reported in Appendix B. The estimated coefficient of HRS(1, 1) 
in this column is 0.032, which indicates that a move from the 10th to the 90th percentile 
of this variable would result in an increase of 0.025 additional conflict outbreaks per year, 
corresponding to 81 percent of a standard deviation in conflict frequency, a sizable eco-
nomic significance.

(4)CCi = �1 + �2HRS(1, 1)i + �3HRS(1, 0)i + X
�

i
�4 + ui,

19  We follow the usual estimation procedure of adding one to the count before log-transforming to retain 
observations for countries with no recorded new conflicts. See, for example, Arbatlı et al. (2020).
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The coefficient of HRS(1, 1) remains about the same magnitude in Column 4 after we 
include various measures of diversity discussed above. This is consistent with the results 
of unconditioned “horserace regressions” reported in Table  4, and shows again that our 
key variable reveals a distinct feature of population diversity and political favoritism that is 
not captured by the measures previously used in the literature. The coefficient of HRS(1,1) 
changes somewhat in the last two columns with the inclusion of additional confounders 
concerning colonial history, legal origins, and contemporary economic indicators, but the 
significance of the effect of this variable remains high.

Figure 3 shows the scatter plots of the partial effect of historical religious fragmenta-
tion with coreligionist rulers on the average number of new civil conflict eruptions, based 
on the baseline specification reported in Column 3. It depicts the individual location of 
specific countries in this relationship and the positive and highly significant cross-country 
relationship between our key variable and new conflicts.

The results contrast sharply between our two key indices. The coefficient of “HRS(1, 
0): Historical religious fragmentation with non-coreligionist ruler” is substantially 
smaller than that of HRS(1, 1) and statistically insignificant in all columns. The estimated 
coefficient of HRS (1,0) in the baseline model (Column 3) indicates that a move from the 
10th to the 90th percentile of the cross-country distribution of HRS(1, 0) is associated 
with an increase in conflict frequency by 0.0031. This corresponds to only 10 percent of 
a standard deviation increase in conflict frequency across countries, a negligible economic 
significance. The insignificance of the effect of HRS(1, 0) on civil conflicts supports our 
contention that the real effect was instead through the presence of coreligionist rulers who 
could capitalize on this fragmentation. Whereas previous studies typically considered 
measures of religious fragmentation to investigate the reasons for the association between 
religion and conflict, our results show that population fragmentation is only a part of the 
story. Specifically, it is a necessary but not a sufficient condition.

The bottom panel of Table  5 shows the decomposition of the overall R-squared into 
different categories of explanatory variables included in each model. Decomposition 
into partial R-squareds provides a measure to assess the explanatory power of historical 
religious structure in explaining modern conflicts, relative to other determinants.20 As seen 
in the third column of the table, our key variables explain about one-third of the variation 
in civil conflicts relative to continent fixed-effects and geographic and climatic controls. 
The percentage falls as other variables are included in Columns 3–6, as expected. In the 
full model (Column 6), historical religious structure accounts for about 14 percent of the 
explained variation in modern conflicts.

6.3 � Robustness checks at the country level

To check the robustness of our results to alternative specifications, we run various tests as 
reported in Appendix B. At the country level, we first determine whether the basic argu-
ment regarding the effect of shared religion with rulers in historically fragmented societies 
applies to other definitions of conflict as the dependent variable. Using the same dataset, 
we rerun the analysis with different measures of conflict that consider not just the onset 
frequency of conflict but the intensity and subcategories of civil conflict; and likewise, 

20  For examples of similar decomposition analyses in the related literature see Ashraf et  al., (2021: 
Table  22.2) and Henderson et  al., (2018: Table II). We used the Stata command called “rego” for the 
decomposition.
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not just conflict in total during a long time-period but during shorter-term periods such 
as in the 5-year incidence and 1-year onset of civil conflicts. For a related test of how our 
results vary across types of conflict, we run the analysis by differentiating between inter-
religious and nonreligious conflict. In addition, we exclude the new world and MENA 
countries from the dataset to see whether the exclusion of certain subsets of countries alters 
the results. Likewise, we include religion shares (e.g., percent Muslim) and representative 
contemporary measures of diversity. Finally, we check for robustness to selection on unob-
servables (Oster, 2019) and test for autocorrelation in disturbance terms to account for spa-
tial dependence.

Table 5   The impact of historical religious fragmentation and favoritism on civil conflict

The dependent variable is the log of average number of new civil conflict eruptions per year during the 
period between 1960 and 2017. Geographic and climatic controls include terrain ruggedness, mean and 
range of elevation, mean and volatility of temperature, mean and volatility of precipitation, ecological 
fractionalization, ecological polarization, absolute latitude, distance to the nearest waterway, island nation 
dummy, percent forest, mean and range of soil suitability, percent desert, petroleum reserve. Continent fixed 
effects control for Africa, Americas, Asia, Oceania, with Europe being the reference category. Historical 
controls include ancestry adjusted genetic diversity of a territory, travel cost (walking distance) to religious 
centers, distance to historical trade routes, distance to the historical regional technological frontiers in the 
years 1000 and 1500, historical population in 1000 and 1500, state antiquity, time since Neolithic transi-
tion, duration of human settlement, and historical conflicts. Diversity measures are ethnic fractionalization, 
religious fractionalization, and ethnolinguistic polarization. Dummy variables for colonial history include 
the United Kingdom, France, and other major powers; and legal origin dummies include British and French 
legal origin. Contemporary variables in the last category are current population, GDP per capita, democ-
racy, autocracy and the degree of executive constraints. Robust standard errors are in parentheses. *p < 0.10, 
**p < 0.05, ***p < 0.01

Variables (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

HRS(1, 1): Historical religious 
fragmentation with coreligion-
ist ruler

0.042*** 0.033*** 0.032*** 0.031*** 0.034*** 0.029***
(0.009) (0.009) (0.009) (0.009) (0.009) (0.008)

HRS(1, 0): Historical religious 
fragmentation with non-coreli-
gionist ruler

0.012 0.009 0.014 0.015 0.004 -0.012
(0.013) (0.014) (0.016) (0.016) (0.017) (0.017)

Observations 150 150 150 150 150 147
R-squared 0.192 0.442 0.475 0.491 0.518 0.601
Geographic and climatic controls x x X x x
Continent FE x x X x x
Historical controls x X x x
Diversity measures X x x
Colonial history, legal origin x x
Current pop, GDP, Institutions x
R2 decomposition (%)
HRS (1, .) 32.865 24.466 22.860 22.029 14.054
Geographic and climatic controls 51.210 34.220 32.177 29.845 23.259
Continent FE 15.925 9.223 8.438 8.531 7.687
Historical controls 32.091 31.433 28.873 23.445
Diversity measures 5.093 4.655 3.135
Colonial history, legal origin 6.067 5.601
Current pop, GDP, Institutions 22.819
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7 � Fragmentation, favoritism, and conflict at the ethnicity level

In this section, we examine the effect of historical religious fragmentation and political 
favoritism on civil conflicts at the ethnicity level. The need for analysis at the subnational 
level arises because of endogeneity concerns regarding the territorial borders of today’s 
countries, which are likely affected by both historical conflicts and religious fragmentation 
and favoritism. To address these concerns, we shift the unit of analysis to the subnational 
level by exploiting variations across ethno-religious groups, a common strategy among 
recent empirical papers in the “deep roots” literature.21

We merge available data at the ethnicity level with information from our own Historical 
Polities Dataset to generate new indices of historical ethnoreligious structure for the 
analysis, as detailed below. These indices allow us to explore variations among ethnic 
groups regarding the extent to which their religions were part of a fragmented society in the 
past and were included in (or excluded from) political power through shared religion with 
rulers. By including geographic and climatic variables, group size, country fixed effects 
and racial origin fixed effects in the analysis, we examine how historical ethnoreligious 
exclusion from power affected current civil conflicts.

Our analysis helps to disentangle the effects of religious and ethnic differences on con-
flict. The overlaps between the concepts of religion and ethnicity have presented serious 
challenges to the literature on the analysis of conflict at the subnational level (Fox, 2002: 
25–29). We contribute to this literature by focusing on historical favoritism along religious 
lines. In our approach to modern conflicts in the Middle East, for example, our focus is 
placed more on religious differences between the Sunni and Shia Arabs, as was the case 
during recent sectarian conflicts in Iraq and Syria, than on ethnic differences between 

Fig. 3   The partial effect of historical religious fragmentation with coreligionist ruler on new civil conflicts. 
The figures show the scatterplot and partial effect of historical religious fragmentation with coreligionist 
ruler (HRS(1,1)) on civil conflict for the full sample (left) and for the sample excluding outliers Georgia, 
Ukraine, India, Bosnia, Ethiopia, and Kazakhstan (right)

21  Recent research has shown various forms of endogeneity between nation states and political economy 
concerns, such as population diversity, trade regimes, political system, civil conflicts, and public good pro-
vision. See, for example, Alesina et  al., (2000, 2017, 2019), Alesina and Spolaore (2003), Desmet et  al. 
(2011).
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Arabs and Persians, or other ethnic groups. In addition, we focus more on the legacy effects 
of favoritism by past rulers than on the immediate effects of discriminatory practices of 
today’s politicians. We believe that our approach provides a fresh perspective and useful 
structure to the analysis of modern conflicts at the ethnic group level.

In addition to mitigating potential endogeneity concerns with national borders, running 
dual analysis at the national and sub-national levels offers the extra benefit of opening the 
black box of political favoritism. In cases of religious fragmentation and political favoritism 
by coreligionist rulers in a territory, we are able to disentangle the effects on conflict of 
benefitting and suffering from ethnoreligious favoritism at the subnational level.22 Whereas 
at the national level fragmentation and shared religion broadly planted seeds of conflict via 
grievance and inequality, we can now further specify which group has been historically 
excluded from power and may carry the seeds of today’s conflicts.

7.1 � Ethnicity‑level data

To address the endogeneity problem related to the use of nations as the unit of analysis, 
we shift the unit to the subnational level by using ethnic group level data from the recent 
Ethnic Power Relations (EPR) dataset. This dataset “provides data on ethnic groups’ access 
to state power, their settlement patterns, links to rebel organizations, transborder ethnic 
kin relations, and intraethnic cleavages” (Vogt et al., 2015: 1327). The core EPR dataset 
(version 2019) identifies all “politically relevant ethnic groups” in every country during 
the period between 1946 and 2017 and provides information regarding the degree to which 
their representatives held executive-level state power. In addition, the dataset links these 
groups to conflicts inventoried in UCDP/PRIO Armed Conflict Dataset, making it feasible 
to analyze influences on conflict at the ethnicity level.

Given our interest in the relationship between religion and civil conflict, the new “Eth-
nic Dimensions” (EPR-ED) version of the EPR dataset is particularly useful because it 
includes information regarding the religious composition of ethnic groups (Bormann et al., 
2017). For each ethnic group included in the dataset, the EPR-ED data identifies up to 
three of the largest religious sub-groups and provides their relative sizes. This information 
allows us to construct our key indices at the ethnicity level.

To merge the EPR dataset with our own HPD, we assume that the transmission of the 
effect of historical religious fragmentation and political favoritism to today’s conflicts at 
the ethnic group level happened via religion, the focus of our analysis. This is because 
unfortunately we do not have comprehensive information regarding the religions of all 
ethnic groups in history. The EPR dataset shows the religious composition of ethnic groups 
only as measured recently, subsequent to several major waves of religious conversion that 
took place during our time period. Likewise, for each year during this period, our own 
HPD shows only whether a certain religion had adherents in a territory, not whether 
a certain ethnic group adhered to this religion in that year. Therefore, the assumption 
that historical transmission of the legacy effect of historical fragmentation and political 
favoritism happened via religion (i.e., at the point of conversion, if any) is required for the 

22  See Arbatlı et al., (2020: 729–30) for a discussion of the benefits of dual analysis at the national and eth-
nic-homeland levels in studying the effect of genetic diversity on conflict. In addition to mitigating potential 
endogeneity concerns with national borders, this approach makes it possible to explore the effects of genetic 
diversity at different scales, disentangle the impacts within and across ethnic groups, and reduce potential 
concerns regarding the relationship between conflicts and population movements.
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construction of indices of ethnoreligious fragmentation and favoritism, detailed below, by 
merging the two datasets with religion as the common link.

7.2 � Measuring historical ethnoreligious fragmentation and favoritism

To generate appropriate indices for empirical analysis at the subnational level, we merge 
information from EPR with our own HPD. Although HPD does not include information 
for each territory at the ethnicity level, we are able to link the two datasets via religion. In 
cases of multiple religions in an ethnic group, we link to HPD through the majority religion 
of the group because EPR includes conflict data at the ethnicity level, not individually for 
each of the identified religious subgroups.

We construct indices of historical religious structure at the subnational level by applying 
the formula stated in (3) to ethnoreligious groups. In this context, G(f,s) may be defined 
as a dummy variable that equals one for specified values of f and s at the ethnicity level, 
and zero otherwise. For example, Gt(1,1) will equal one for an ethnic group in a certain 
territory if their majority religion was represented in a religiously fragmented population 
in the territory (f = 1) and the ruler shared the same religion as the religion of the ethnic 
group (s = 1) at time period t. Likewise, Gt(1,0) would equal one if the religion was part 
of religious fragmentation in a territory (f = 1) but the ruler’s religion differed from the 
religion of the ethnoreligious group (s = 0) at that time period.

To differentiate between indices at the national and subnational levels, we will generally 
refer to the corresponding indices at the subnational level as “Historical Ethnoreligious 
Structure” (HES). The key indices of interest for our analysis at the subnational level are 
those that correspond to the two dummy variables discussed above, namely Gt(1,1) and 
Gt(1,0). The values of resulting indices, HES(1,1) and HES(1,0) have similar interpretations 
to those at the national level. Specifically, HES(1,1) is the weighted fraction of years 
during which the religion of the ethnic group was represented in religious fragmentation 
(f = 1), and the ruler had the same religion as the religion of the group. Consistent with 
the labeling of our measures at the country level, we will refer to the resulting index, 
HES(1,1), as “Historical ethnoreligious fragmentation with coreligionist rulers”. In this 
case, our theoretical argument would imply that the ruler would derive legitimacy from 
the adherents of this religion and tend to favor them in the allocation of resources and 
public goods. Combining our interpretation with the main focus of the EPR data on power 
relations, HES(1,1) can be interpreted as an indicator of favoritism and inclusion in power.

HES(1,0) would similarly equal the weighted fraction of years with religion of the group 
as part of religious fragmentation in a territory and during which the ruler’s religion dif-
fered from the religion of the group. The religious difference in this case would imply that 
the ruler would tend to disfavor this group and exclude it from power. We will therefore 
refer to this index as “Historical ethnoreligious fragmentation with non-coreligionist rul-
ers,” and interpret it as an indicator of nonfavoritism and exclusion from power. Once 
again, given our interest in the effects of religious fragmentation and favoritism, we will 
put greater emphasis on these two categories in our regression analysis by including them 
in the estimation model and lumping the other two possibilities (i.e., the cases of religious 
uniformity with or without shared religion with the ruler) into a single group as the refer-
ence category. Appendix D shows the descriptive statistics of these indices.
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7.3 � Empirical results of ethnicity level analysis

For regression analysis of the effect of historical religious favoritism on conflict at the eth-
nicity level, we used OLS to estimate the following equation:

where CCi is the average (log-transformed) number of new civil conflict eruptions 
per year that ethnic group i participated during the period between 1960 and 2017, and 
HES(1,1) and HES(1,0) are the key explanatory variables of interest defined above; namely 
the indices of”Historical ethnoreligious fragmentation with coreligionist rulers” and 
“Historical ethnoreligious fragmentation with non-coreligionist rulers” (with T = 1960 and 
ρ = 0.001). In this specification, the omitted categories are HES(0,1) and HES(0,0), which 
correspond to the cases of historical religious uniformity in the majority religion of the 
ethnic group, with and without coreligionist rulers. As before, given our interest in the 
impact of political favoritism, we do not further differentiate between the two subcases 
in the reference category according to whether the ruler did or did not share religion with 
the population because in such a religiously uniform territory there would be no basis 
for favoritism and exclusion from power that could result in accumulated grievances and 
inequalities. The coefficients of HES(1,1) and HES(1,0) thus show the differential effects 
of the two types of religious fragmentation, with or without coreligionist rulers, relative 
to the case of religious uniformity, the joint omitted category. They represent the effects of 
political favoritism/inclusion due to shared religion versus nonfavoritism/exclusion,

The control variables, Z
′

i
 , consist of confounding factors for which we have information 

available at the ethnicity level. Similar to the analysis at the country level, we group 
these variables into four categories defined at the ethnic group level. The first category 
consists of various geographic and climatic variables. Specifically, we include terrain 
ruggedness, mines, mean and range of elevation, mean and range of soil suitability, 
distance to the nearest waterway, diurnal temperature range, volatility of temperature, 
and volatility of precipitation.23 In the second category, we consider the regional origins 
of the group’s race, which are binary variables for Americas, East Asia, Europe, Middle 
East & Northern Africa, Oceania, South Asia, and Sub-Saharan Africa. Based on “a close 
reading of secondary sources from history, sociology, and political science,” the regional 
origins of race variables are available from the “Ethnic Dimensions” version of the EPR 
dataset (Bormann, 2021: 3). The third category consists of country fixed effects, included 
to control for the effects of unobserved differences across territories. Finally, we include 
the relative size of the ethnic group, which researchers have found to have a positive and 
significant effect on civil conflict (Cederman et al., 2013: 73).

Table 6 shows the results of OLS analysis of historical ethnoreligious structure on civil 
conflicts at the ethnicity level. Consistent with Table 5, the estimates reported in differ-
ent columns correspond to incremental inclusion of control variables. Whereas column 1 
shows the unconditioned effects of our two key variables, columns 2–5 include geographic 

(5)CCi = �1 + �2HES(1, 1)i + �3HES(1, 0)i + Z
�

i
�4 + ui,

23  Using GeoEPR from Wucherpfennig et  al. (2011) to identify the homelands of ethnic groups, we 
extracted terrain ruggedness data from Nunn and Puga (2012), mean and range of elevation data from 
National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA, 1995) and U.S. National Geophysical Data 
Center. Terrain Base, diurnal temperature range, volatility of temperature, and volatility of precipitation are 
from Fick and Hijmans (2017), mean and range of soil suitability data are from Ramankutty et al. (2002), 
and mines data are from U.S. Geological Survey (2005), Mineral Resources Data System: U.S. Geological 
Survey, Reston, Virginia.
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and climatic controls, regional origins of race fixed effects, country fixed effects, and group 
size.

The coefficient of “HES(1,0): Historical ethnoreligious fragmentation with non-coreli-
gionist ruler” remains positive and significant at conventional levels across all columns, 
with about the same magnitude, as additional controls are included in the analysis. Specifi-
cally, the coefficient of HES(1,0) in column 3 indicates that a move from the 10th to the 
90th percentile of the distribution of this variable is associated with an increase in conflict 
frequency by 0.0048 new civil conflict outbreaks per year, corresponding to 31.7 percent of 
a standard deviation across ethnic groups in the frequency of new civil conflict eruptions.

In Appendix C.iii we additionally include political exclusion in the analysis to disen-
tangle the effects of religious and ethnic exclusion. As seen in Table C3, this variable has 
a positive effect on civil conflicts, as expected. It is reassuring that our main results are 
robust to accounting for political exclusion in the analysis.

Interestingly, the coefficient of “HES(1,1): Historical ethnoreligious fragmentation 
with coreligionist ruler” is also positive and significant in the first three columns, but 
the coefficient becomes negative with disappearing significance as soon as country fixed 
effects are introduced as additional controls. This indicates that HES(1,1) picked up the 
effect of country level fragmentation in the first three columns, but it lost its explanatory 
power for intra-country differences once country fixed effects were included. The rise in 
the coefficient of HES(1,0) between columns (3) and (4) is consistent with this shift in 
explanatory power. Overall, these results provide strong support for our argument that 
ethnic groups with historically disfavored religions by non-coreligionist rulers are more 
likely than other groups to participate in contemporary new civil conflicts.

Figure 4 shows the scatter plot of the partial effect of historical ethnoreligious fragmen-
tation with non-coreligionist rulers on the average number of new civil conflict eruptions, 
based on the specification reported in Column 5 of Table 6.

7.4 � Complementarity between the results of country and ethnic group level 
analysis

The results of analysis at the country and ethnic group levels complement each other in 
determining how historical favoritism affected current conflicts. At first glance, there 
may appear to be a discrepancy between the main findings at two levels. Whereas at 
the county level the significant correlate of contemporary civil conflicts is historical 
religious fragmentation with coreligionist rulers, at the subnational level the robust 
correlate switches to fragmentation with non-coreligionist rulers. This does not indicate a 
discrepancy, however. Country level results simply show the importance of having a shared 
religion as the historical setting in which past rulers could engage in political and economic 
favoritism along religious lines, which then produce current civil conflicts. Ethnic level 
results extend this finding further by specifying the group from which the legacy effect 
would originate—namely, the non-coreligionist individuals who were historically excluded 
from power and hence victimized by this favoritism.

To elaborate, recall that at the country level our results indicated that conflicts are borne 
out of circumstances in which a ruler shares the religion of one of the multiple religious 
groups. As we have hypothesized, this creates a situation in which the ruler will possibly 
favor the coreligionist group by granting its members greater access to economic rights 
and opportunities. It is this favoritism, rather than religious fragmentation per se, that 



Journal of Economic Growth	

1 3

engenders grievances that can accumulate overtime, potentially spawning conflicts at the 
national level. The significance of HRS(1,1) in Table 5 captures this effect.

When we shift the unit of analysis from the country level to ethnic groups, we see more 
clearly the source of the legacy effect. In Table 6, the consistent significance of HES(1,0) 
and declining significance of HES(1,1) in models that include country fixed effects indicate 
that the legacy effect originates from disfavored groups. The greater is the fraction of years 
in which an ethnoreligious group was disfavored (i.e., did not share the ruler’s religion) in a 
territory, the greater is the likelihood of a conflict involving that group today.

To provide further support for the complementarity between the results of country and 
ethnic group level analysis, we run a robustness check by changing the reference category 
of our main variables by including in the analysis the case of historical ethnoreligious 
uniformity with non-coreligionist rulers, which allows us to examine the effect of ethnic 
discrimination by non-coreligionist rulers in not just fragmented societies but in homog-
enous ones as well. As seen in Appendix C (Table C5), the coefficients of our key variables 
remain about the same.

Table 6   The impact of historical ethnoreligious fragmentation and favoritism on civil conflict

The dependent variable is the log of average number of new civil conflict eruptions per year during the 
period between 1960 and 2017. Geographic and climatic controls include terrain ruggedness, mines, mean 
and range of elevation, mean and range of soil suitability, distance to the nearest waterway, diurnal tem-
perature range, volatility of temperature and volatility of precipitation. Regional origins of race fixed effects 
are binary variables from the EPR-ED dataset for Americas, East Asia, Europe, Middle East & North-
ern Africa, Oceania, South Asia, Sub-Saharan Africa. Robust standard errors in parentheses ***p < 0.01, 
**p < 0.05, *p < 0.1

Variables (1) (2) (3) (4) (5)

HES(1,0): Historical ethnoreligious 
fragmentation with non-coreli-
gionist rulers

0.0050*** 0.0047*** 0.0045** 0.0050** 0.0048**
(0.0017) (0.0017) (0.0018) (0.0022) (0.0022)

HES(1,1): Historical ethnoreligious 
fragmentation with coreligionist 
rulers

0.0056*** 0.0052** 0.0053** -0.0024 -0.0021
(0.0020) (0.0021) (0.0021) (0.0030) (0.0030)

Observations 659 659 659 659 659
R-squared 0.022 0.043 0.063 0.340 0.342
Geographic and climatic controls x X x x
Regional origins of race FE X x x
Country FE x x
Group size x
R
2 decomposition (%)

HES(1,.) 47.27 31.82 4.35 4.22
Geographic and climatic controls 52.73 34.26 5.25 5.53
Regional origins of race FE 33.92 6.20 6.18
Country FE 84.20 83.19
Group size 0.88
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7.5 � Robustness checks at the subnational level

To check the robustness of our results to alternative specifications at the ethnicity level, 
we consider similar concerns as those at the country level, though a smaller number due 
to data limitations. Specifically, we consider different types of conflict by running the 
same analysis separately for governmental and territorial conflicts. To check sensitivity to 
group size, we restrict the sample to subsets of the dataset by excluding smaller groups 
from analysis. In addition, we include political exclusion as a variable in the analysis in an 
attempt to disentangle the effects of religious and ethnic exclusion. Furthermore, we run 
the same analysis by excluding the new world from the sample to examine the sensitivity 
of our results to systematic variations in the historical experiences of ethnic groups across 
geographic regions of the world. Finally, we include in the analysis an additional measure 
for each ethnic group that captures the degree of the group’s historical exposure to non-
coreligionist rulers; specifically the fraction of time under rule by a non-coreligionist 
leader in ethnoreligiously uniform societies. The results of robustness tests at the ethnicity 
level are reported in Appendix C. The tests show that our baseline results are highly robust 
to these alternative ways of specifying the estimation model.

8 � Channels of transmission

We now turn to an analysis of the proximate mechanisms that transmitted the effect of 
historical religious fragmentation and political favoritism by coreligionist rulers to the 
onset of recent civil conflicts. The next two subsections show the results of the analysis 
separately at the national and subnational levels. At both levels, we explore potential 
mediating channels that capture both the greed and grievance aspects of transmission.

Fig. 4   The partial effect of historical ethnoreligious fragmentation with non-coreligionist rulers on civil 
conflict (binned scatter plot)
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Among the various potential mediating channels suggested in the literature, we focus 
on the roles of economic inequality and political grievance, based on data availability and 
the theoretical argument presented earlier. Whereas we would expect political grievances 
to operate mostly through the grievance channel, economic inequality could have 
additionally created incentives for the groups to engage in conflict due to greed. Historical 
favoritism likely resulted in the overallocation of resources and rent-seeking opportunities 
to coreligionist groups, as predicted by our model, thereby generating wealth differentials 
between religious groups in the society. The differential could then have generated 
persistent incentives for the groups to engage in conflicts due to both grievances (arising 
from the initial political favoritism and wealth differential) and greed (arising from the 
desire to claim a greater share of resources, regardless of initial distribution).

For an empirical implementation of the way economic inequality and political 
grievances served as mediating channels, we need to include these variables in our basic 
analysis. Specifically, first we need to check whether our key historical explanatory 
variables have significant effects on the levels of inequality and grievances in modern 
societies and whether inequality and grievances likewise have significant effects on civil 
conflicts. The results of these analyses would establish the direction and significance of 
the two essential links in the channels of transmission. If the results confirm the posited 
relationships, we can proceed to the determination of the magnitude of the transmission 
through inequality and grievances by estimating how the inclusion of these variables in 
the baseline analysis would change the coefficients of the effects of historical religious 
fragmentation and favoritism on civil conflicts.

In addition to economic inequality and political grievances, mistrust—or lack of social 
cohesion—might have served as a mediating channel (Arbatlı et al., 2020). Unfortunately, 
data limitations prevent us from conducting a complete empirical analysis of whether the 
effect of historical religious fragmentation on civil conflicts was mediated by mistrust. 
Nevertheless, we have examined this question based on available, though noisy and limited, 
data at the country and ethnic group level, as seen in Appendix E. The results show that 
historical religious fragmentation with coreligionist rulers had no significant effect on trust 
(“generalized interpersonal trust,” from the World Values Survey) at the country level. This 
may be because generalized trust is a noisy measure of intergroup trust for this analysis. In 
contrast, at the ethnic group level historical religious fragmentation with noncoreligionist 
rulers had a negative and significant effect on trust across ethnic groups in Africa, as 
expected. Detailed results of these analyses are available in Tables E1 and E2.

8.1 � Transmission at the country level

We first explore the potential mediating effects of economic inequality and political griev-
ances at the country level. The data for this analysis come from two different sources. 
Regarding economic inequality, information from the satellite images of nighttime lumi-
nosity has recently been commonly used as a standard proxy for economic activity and 
income inequality because of various shortcomings of traditional sources for the accurate 
measurement of local output in many countries. Therefore, we use the “Overall spatial 
inequality Index” of (Alesina et al., 2016), which “is based on aggregating (via the Gini 
coefficient formula) luminosity per capita across roughly equally-sized pixels in each coun-
try.” Similarly, for an appropriate country-level indicator of political grievances, we use the 
“Group Grievances” index developed by the Fund for Peace, which “focuses on divisions 
and schisms between different groups in society … and their role in access to services or 
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resources, and inclusion in the political process.”24 “Overall spatial inequality” (ranging 
from 0 to 1) and “Group grievances” (ranging from 0 to 10) are indices with higher values 
corresponding to greater levels of inequality and grievance. If the index values were avail-
able for multiple years, we took the simple average of all available years within the period 
between 1960 and 2017 for consistency with our measure of civil conflicts.

Table  7 shows the results of regression analyses of the way economic inequality and 
political grievances transmitted the effect of historical religious fragmentation and 
favoritism to recent new civil conflicts at the country level. All columns include the same 
control variables as in the baseline analysis reported in Table  5; namely continent fixed 
effects, geographic and climatological factors, and historical variables. The first column 
shows the coefficients of the baseline analysis, copied here from the third column of 
Table 5 for comparison. Columns 2–4 show the analysis of the mediation effect through 
inequality, and columns likewise 5–7 show the analysis regarding grievances.

In columns 2 and 5, we regress economic inequality and political grievances on our 
key variables of interest. As seen in the Table, the coefficient of “historical religious 
fragmentation with coreligionist rulers” is positive and highly significant in both columns. 
This finding indicates that societies with greater historical fragmentation and favoritism 
accumulated higher levels of contemporary economic inequalities and political grievances, 
as hypothesized. Columns 3 and 6 show the other component of the mediation effects 
of economic inequality and political grievances; namely the individual effects of these 
variables on conflict. The effects are positive and highly significant, confirming the posited 
relationship.

The remaining question, examined in columns 4, 7, and 8 of Table 7, is how the inclusion 
of economic inequality and political grievances in the analysis of the determinants of civil 
conflict would alter our previous baseline results. If these factors served as channels of 
transmission as hypothesized, their inclusion in the analysis would be expected to reduce 
the effect of historical religious fragmentation with coreligionist rulers, our key variable, 
on civil conflicts. The coefficient indeed drops significantly, as hypothesized. Whereas the 
coefficient of this variable is 0.32 in the baseline equation, it falls sharply to 0.26 in the last 
column once both mechanisms are included in the analysis. Interestingly, the fall is greater 
for grievances (column 7) than for inequality (column 3). Overall, the results clearly 
support our contention that economic inequality and political grievances served as channels 
of transmission for the effect of historical religious fragmentation with coreligionist rulers 
on today’s civil conflicts.

8.2 � Transmission at the subnational level

At the subnational level, we run parallel analyses based on ethnic group level data from 
two different sources. Regarding economic inequality, we focus on horizontal inequality 
among ethnic groups, using data introduced by Cederman et al. (2015). Combining data on 
global economic activity from Nordhaus (2006) with GeoEPR data on the settlement areas 
of politically relevant ethnic groups, Cederman et al. (2015) estimate the per capita GDP of 
each group. They compare the group GDP per capita with the average value for the entire 
country to investigate whether groups with per capita incomes far from the country average 
are more likely than those closer to the average to engage in conflict. Their results show 

24  The “Group grievance indicator” in part of the “Fragile States Index”. For methodology and other 
details, see fragilestatesindex.org.
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that poorer groups were more likely to experience conflict than those closer to the national 
average during the period between 1991 and 2009, likely because such groups perceive 
themselves to be systematically disadvantaged and underserved by the country’s resources.

Since the reasoning behind the asymmetric effect that Cederman et  al. (2015) have 
found between the richer and poorer groups is directly applicable to our case, we use their 
measure, called the “low-ratio,” in our analysis of the mediating effects of inequality. For-
mally, the “low-ratio” indicator of economic inequality equals the ratio of average per cap-
ita income of all groups in the country divided by per capita income of the ethnic group for 
groups whose income is lower than the country average, and 1 otherwise. As an additional 
advantage, the ethnic groups included in the Cederman et al. (2015) sample are mapped to 
the EPR dataset so that we can use the same measure of conflict for our mediation analysis, 
as we did in Table 6.

For a similar analysis of the mediating effects of political grievances at the ethnic 
group level, we use data from the All Minorities at Risk (AMAR) Phase 1 Sample (Birnir 
et al., 2018). The AMAR sample is the product of a research project that “monitors and 
analyzes the status and conflicts of politically-active communal groups in countries with 
a current population of at least 500,000.” It has a panel structure and covers the period 
between 2004 and 2006 in the latest phase. Importantly, the dataset includes information 
regarding the plurality religion of each ethnic group, which we use to merge with our own 
HPD to generate group-level measures of historical ethnoreligious structure. In addition, 
the AMAR dataset includes a suitable index of political grievances, ranging between 0 
and 3, based on “the highest level of grievance expressed by group representatives.” For 
each ethnic group, we averaged this index across the time span of the data to generate the 
dependent variable of our regression analysis.

Because of discrepancies between of the AMAR and EPR samples in temporal and 
group coverages, we cannot use the EPR measure of civil conflict for our analysis of the 
mediating effects of political grievances. In addition, the AMAR dataset does not include 
information regarding the geographic and climatic characteristics of group locations or the 
regional origins of their race, variables that we used as controls in our baseline analysis 
in Table  6. The AMAR dataset nevertheless includes its own indicator of each group’s 
involvement in civil conflicts, an index called “rebellion,” which we can use for mediation 
analysis. Similar to the EPR measure of civil conflict, the values of the “rebellion” index 
rise corresponding to higher levels of conflict. Specifically, it categorizes conflict into sev-
eral groups depending on their severity, ranging from no conflict (0) to civil war (7).

Table  8 shows the results of our analysis of the mediating effects of economic 
inequality and political grievances in the relationship between historical ethnoreligious 
structure and civil conflicts. Similar to the analysis of transmission channels at the country 
level, we examine the inclusion of economic inequality and political grievances in the 
analysis separately. Since the set of ethnic groups and the measures of conflict included 
in the analysis are different between the EPR and AMAR samples, we first estimate the 
corresponding baselines for the effects of our key variables. As seen in columns 1 and 5, 
the coefficients of historical ethnoreligious fragmentation with non-coreligionist rulers are 
positive and significant, consistent with the baseline results obtained in Table 6.

Columns 2–4 and 5–8 show the results of regression analyses of the way economic 
inequality and political grievances transmitted the effect of historical ethnoreligious frag-
mentation and favoritism to recent new civil conflicts at the ethnic group level. The coeffi-
cient of historical ethnoreligious fragmentation with non-coreligionist rulers is positive and 
significant at conventional levels in columns 2 and 6, indicating that our key variable had 
the posited effects on economic inequality and political grievances. Likewise, as seen in 
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columns 3 and 7, these variables have positive and significant effects on civil conflicts, as 
hypothesized. Finally, the coefficient of historical ethnoreligious fragmentation with non-
coreligionist rulers drops substantially in columns 4 and 8, as compared to columns 1 and 
5. Similar to our results at the country level, the magnitude of the drop is much higher 
for political grievances than economic inequality. Overall, the results at the ethnic group 
level also support our argument that economic inequality and political grievances served as 
channels of transmission for the effect of historical ethnoreligious fragmentation and favor-
itism on today’s civil conflicts.

We must be careful to acknowledge that our results regarding transmission channels are 
suggestive because of endogeneity concerns in the way civil conflicts are related to eco-
nomic inequality and political grievances. In addition to the examined effects of these fac-
tors on civil conflicts, it could be the case that conflicts can themselves generate grievances 
and inequalities as influences going in the other direction. In that case, our estimates would 
fail to confirm conclusively that these proximate factors served as channels that mediated 
the reduced form association between historical favoritism and recent conflicts. In order 
to establish this claim conclusively, we would need to include in our analysis exogenous 
sources of variation for each of the hypothesized channels that are at least partly orthogo-
nal to the variation in historical religious fragmentation and favoritism. In the absence of 
such variables, we offer our results as tentative and suggestive evidence on the transmis-
sion channels.

9 � Conclusion

This paper studied the theoretical and empirical link between civil conflict and historical 
experience with shared religion with rulers in fragmented societies. We developed a politi-
cal economy model in which the ruler’s enactment of laws or allocation of public expen-
ditures potentially cause grievances and inequalities to emerge in a religiously segmented 
society. According to the model, differential treatment is most likely if the ruler shared reli-
gion with a segment of population in a fragmented society, a situation that can cause him to 
favor the coreligionist group over other(s) in public policy. The persistence of this situation 
over time can cause the disfavored groups to accumulate greed and grievances against the 
government and eventually impel them to resort to violence to seek redress or vengeance.

We tested the implications of the model by using data at both the national and sub-
national levels. At the national level, we used data on new civil conflicts as well as data 
on geographical, climatological, and historical characteristics of countries. In addition, we 
used a new dataset that contains information on the religious and political histories of each 
country since the year 1000. We specifically used this data to construct indices of historical 
religious fragmentation and favoritism, which then measured the deep roots of accumu-
lated greed and grievances. Empirical results showed that the frequency of civil conflicts 
in the post-1960 period has been significantly higher in societies that have historically had 
greater incidence of situations in which the religion of the ruler was the same as one of the 
groups but different from others, as compared to situations of religious uniformity.

For analysis at the subnational level, we used ethnic group level data that includes infor-
mation about the groups’ access to state power, religious composition, and participation in 
civil conflicts. Merging this information with our own dataset, we generated indices of eth-
noreligious fragmentation and favoritism. The results of OLS analysis showed that ethnic 
groups with majority religions that have been historically disfavored by non-coreligionist 
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rulers are more likely to participate in new civil conflicts than other groups in historically 
uniform societies in religion. In addition to mitigating potential endogeneity concerns with 
national borders, the analysis at the ethnicity level reinforced our findings at the national 
level and allowed us to delve more deeply into the black box of the effect of political favor-
itism on civil conflicts.

To examine the proximate mechanisms that transmitted the effect of historical fragmen-
tation and favoritism to the onset of modern civil conflicts, we conducted separate analysis 
at the national and subnational levels. At both levels we focused on the mediating effects of 
economic inequality and political grievances. Our results indicate that the effect of histori-
cal religious fragmentation and favoritism was transmitted to contemporary civil conflicts 
via economic inequalities and political grievances among disadvantaged groups. Overall, 
the results indicate that both greed and grievance were instrumental in transmission.
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