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To What Extent Does Collier and Hoeffler’s Economic Opportunity Model Explain the Onset of the
Angolan Civil War?

Introduction

The debate about whether natural resources play a significant role in civil wars has taken center stage in peace and
conflict studies. From competition over fresh water to clashes over precious minerals, scholars have argued that
natural resources have not only triggered violent conflicts but also financed civil wars around the world.[1] Collier and
Hoeffler (2004) mount a strong case in favor of economic explanations for civil war arguing that the “economic
viability” is what greatly determines a civil war. In the context of post-colonial Africa and the Cold War, there are
many different factors to be examined regarding the onset of civil war. While economists like Collier and Hoeffler
propose models based on economic opportunity, many political scientists prefer a model based more on grievances.

In this paper, using qualitative and quantitative data, we assess the validity of the Collier and Hoeffler model in the
case of the Angolan civil war in 1975, trying to find a strong causal correlation between civil war and economic
motivations. The benefit of utilizing a case study of this nature allows one to more carefully apply the vast research
done by Collier and Hoeffler. Each conflict researched by Collier and Hoeffler certainly has similarities, but each
conflict is unique and should be examined on its own. The econometric model covers a wide variety of potential
causal factors; however, we argue it potentially gives too little weight to the impact of ethnic and racial grievances.
Based on our findings, we conclude that Collier and Hoeffler’s model does not sufficiently explain the onset of the
Angolan Civil War. The following brief background identifies key actors and their ideological differences. We then
move to analyze Collier and Hoeffler’s econometric model. Finally, we assess their observable implications in the
context of the onset of Angolan civil war.

I. Historical Background

The Angolan civil war that began in 1975 has its roots in the fight for independence from Portugal starting in 1961.
During that struggle for independence, three main insurgent groups formed. [2] These three groups were the National
Front for the Liberation of Angola (FNLA), the People’s Movement for the Liberation of Angola (MPLA), and the
National Union for the Total Independence of Angola (UNITA).[3] After Independence, the FNLA played little to no
role, and the subsequent civil war was primarily driven by sharp ideological differences between the two key actors –
the MPLA and UNITA.[4] The Angolan civil war lasted for nearly three decades resulting in the death of 1.5 million
Angolans and leaving over 4 million internally displaced.[5]

When the civil war initially started, the MPLA, with the help of Cuban troops and Soviet arms, repelled UNITA/FNLA
forces, accompanied by South African troops, to take control of the capital Luanda on November 11, 1975. The fact
that the MPLA controlled the capitol when the Portuguese colonial government left made them the de facto rulers of
Angola. In the ensuing battles, UNITA was decimated and rebel leader Jonas Savimbi spent the following moths
traveling through the southeast of Angola rebuilding his army.[6] Following their initial defeats, UNITA, with South
African covert assistance and funds from the United States (funneled through Zaire) moved to start attacking MPLA
positions and supporters.[7]
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What started as a war based on differing political ideologies and personal disagreements among elites soon flared
into a proxy war between the United States and the U.S.S.R. After the end of the Cold War, the focus for rebels
shifted from political power to seizing and maintaining Angola’s valuable natural resources. After twenty-seven years
of violent conflict, with the failure of several peace accords, the civil war finally came to an end with the death of
Jonas Savimbi in 2002 and the MPLA maintaining control over the government. It is in this context that we move to
analyze the initial onset of conflict in the Angolan civil war in 1975 through the lens of Collier and Hoeffler’s economic
opportunity model.

II. Collier and Hoeffler’s Greed Theory

Collier and Hoeffler’s econometric model (hereafter labeled the CH model) predicting civil war onset is considered a
cornerstone of empirical work in civil war research, and is based on the logic of a tradeoff between productive and
appropriative economic behavior.[8] In “Greed and Grievance in Civil War”, Collier and Hoeffler present a model that
predicts the outbreak of civil conflict by explaining rebellion in terms of financial opportunity that juxtaposes the
economic opportunities for rebellion against grievances and its constraints.[9] The CH model explains participation in
civil war as a rational decision influenced by the economic opportunity cost and the net expected utility of civil war. In
the realist rational-choice model, this in turn creates a dynamic that generates opportunities for greed-rebellion, the
desire for economic gain, “which is presumably sufficiently common that profitable opportunities for rebellion will not
be passed up.”[10] Thus the CH model predicting civil war onset explains not only why rent-seeking rebellions form,
but also why they are able to recruit by exploiting low opportunity costs, suggesting that factors determining the
financial and military viability of a rebellion are more important than objective grounds for grievance. While
highlighting the dichotomy between causal explanations of greed and grievance in conflict theory, in which they find
no empirical evidence of a causal relationship between civil war and grievance, Collier and Hoeffler conclude:

The level, growth, and structure of income are all economically and statistically significant factors in conflict risk. […]
Faster growth and [high per capita income] reduces the conflict risk because it raises the opportunity cost of joining
rebellion. That primary commodity dependence increases the risk of conflict is consistent with the evident role, which
primary commodities play as sources of rebel finance.[11]

Collier and Hoeffler define civil war as an internal conflict where there have been at least 1,000 combat-related
deaths per annum, and where government forces and identifiable rebel groups make up at least 5 percent of the
fatalities. The econometric study investigates 161 countries and 78 civil wars from 1960-1999 using a Singer and
Small’s comprehensive data sets, and apply economic accounts, quantitative indicators and variables showing the
circumstances in which potential rebels are able to rebel rather than the circumstances in which they want to rebel.
These quantitative indicators of opportunity explain two dimensions of rebellion and conditions for profit seeking: the
opportunity to finance a rebellion and the opportunity for the rebellion to recruit. According to the CH model, the
opportunity to finance a rebellion is explained by, and largely depends on, the presence of lootable natural resources
for the rent-seeking rebel groups to exploit, and also on external actors such as diaspora or hostile governments
funding the rebellion.[12] Low opportunity cost and state weakness is measured by the size of the country’s Gross
Domestic Product (GDP) per capita, which proxies earnings foregone in rebellion in the presence of low levels of
mean per capita income; economic motivations to form and join a rebellion significantly grows parallel to negative
economic growth. Low per capita income and low educational levels consequently allow for the exploitation of
uneducated and unemployed young men with low opportunity cost when the perceived benefits outweigh the costs of
rebellion. Accordingly, if the net economic benefits of rebellion are greater than the net benefits of the status quo,
everyone is considered a potential rebel.[13] While low levels of social fractionalization are also proposed to
substantially increase the risk of civil war, in sum, “a country’s economic opportunity structure determines the supply
of insurgency for a given level of insurgency demand.”[14]

i. Quantitative Indicators for Financing Rebellion

Collier and Hoeffler suggest “the opportunities [natural resources] provide for extortion, make the rebellion feasible
and perhaps even attractive.”[15] By contrasting natural resources by the ratio of primary commodity exports to GDP
for each of the 161 countries, the model expects that dependency on primary commodity exports substantially
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increase conflict risk when primary commodity exports accounts for 33 % or more of GDP. Collier and Hoeffler
propose that the endowment of unskilled labor and guns which characterizes rebel organizations is particularly suited
to raise finance through the extortion of primary commodity exports. By contrasting natural resource dependency
using numbers from peacetime and conflict episodes, Collier and Hoeffler conclude that “the effect of primary
commodity exports on conflict risk is both highly significant and considerable.”[16] If the ratio of natural resources to
GDP is accurate in the case of Angola, one should not only expect to find significantly high ratios of primary
commodity exports to GDP prior to the onset of the conflict, but also find the rebel organizations mobilizing and
financing their rebellion by extorting Angola’s diamonds and other lootable minerals in the time before 1975.
Secondly, one should be able to observe the rebel groups manifesting and growing in size in and around the
geographical areas rich in natural resources considering they are location-specific in nature.[17]

The source of funding from hostile governments and external actors such as diaspora, are also variables crucial to
greed-motivated rebellion in terms of financing and making rebellion feasible. Collier and Hoeffler largely place the
willingness of foreign governments to finance military opposition to the incumbent government at the time of the Cold
War, when especially the continent of Africa served as a battleground for the ongoing proxy war between the Soviet
Union and the United States. According to the CH model, only 11 of the 79 wars included in the analysis started
during the 1990s after the Cold War ended. In other words, the Cold War would have opened up financial
opportunities to rebellion enabling civil war in Angola before and in 1975. If this assumption were to be valid, one
should expect to recognise and present tangible evidence that the Cold War powers, or any external actor, were
actively supporting either of the fighting factions in Angola before the civil war erupted in 1975, effectively giving rebel
groups incentive to rebel and ignite a civil war, and that the rent-seeking rebel groups actively exploited the Cold War
powers in securing the funds and means to rebel.

ii. Quantitative Indicators for Recruitment Opportunity

Collier and Hoeffler also consider opportunities arising from atypically low cost, and suggest that greed-motivated
rebellions occur when foregone income is unusually low allowing for easy recruitment. High income per capita, high
levels of male secondary schooling and the positive growth rate of the economy are all factors that according to
Collier and Hoeffler reduce the risk of civil conflict.[18] Again using variables in a framework of comparing peacetime
and conflict episodes, they find that the conflict episodes started from less than half of the mean income of the peace
episodes, and that the conflict episodes ensued during times of lower male school enrolment. According to the CH
model, conflict episodes were preceded by lower growth rates—thus “the lower the rate of growth, the higher the
probability of unconstitutional political change.”[19] If the combination of low opportunity cost and low level of
secondary enrolment in a time of a negative economic growth explains the correlation between civil conflict and low
opportunity cost, one should expect to see low levels of per capita income, high unemployment rates and a large
amount of highly uneducated young men without other financial prospects in Angola before 1975.

III. Funding

To analyze the Collier and Hoeffler theory of economically motivated rebellion in the context of the Angolan Civil War,
we will start with the potential sources of funding. As noted above, a critical aspect of Collier and Hoeffler’s work is
the availability of funds, or economic opportunity, in order for a rebellion to appropriately function and make it an
attractive alternative for potential rebels. One source of potential funding for rebel groups is a diaspora willing to
support it. Other sources examined within this paper are external actors as well as natural resources.

i. Diaspora

Throughout the colonial period, Portugal transferred many Angolans to Brazil. Additionally, there is a long history of
Angolans travelling to and from Portugal, South Africa and Zambia.[20] However, in the case of the Angolan civil war,
there was not a great deal of Angolans abroad assisting financially with the start of the civil war. There were,
however, groups of individuals in Portugal attempting to raise funds at first for the war for independence and then
their own ethnic groups participating in the civil war. Guimaraes writes of the rapid abandonment of Angola by
Portugal, the creation of a power vacuum, and how Angolans in Portugal quickly moved from being anti-Portuguese
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colonialism to being an ardent backer of their favorite rebel faction. The main actors assisting the combatants at the
onset of war, however, were the neighboring states (and Cold War powers).

ii. External Actors

Beyond the diaspora, there are certainly many other sources of funding available to insurgents in the anarchic
international system. In the case of Angolan diamonds, it is quite possible the international diamond markets and
wholesalers (e.g. DeBeers) actually acted as a type of external actor prolonging the conflict. However, there is little
evidence to suggest that this type of external actor was involved in the specific onset of the conflict. When the rebel
groups were initially getting their start in the war for independence, UNITA received a small amount of military
training from China and Zambia gave UNITA (unofficial) sanctuary.[21] Additionally, in a pattern that would repeat
itself throughout the ensuing civil war, “In August 1962, the Congolese government places at the FNLA’s disposal a
military training camp at Kinkuzu, south of Leopoldville on the way to the Angolan border.”[22]

Trust, however, was in short supply and the initial aid was not copious – which Savimbi attempted to use to his
advantage in rallying people to his cause. Savimbi frequently noted that his was the only rebel group whose real
leadership was actually in Angola.[23] UNITA received substantial additional aid from other nations, such as South
Africa – although he later denied this. Instead, as the war continued, Savimbi chose to seemingly revel in the ideal of
being funded from inside Angola through the looting of diamonds. [24]

When looking at Collier and Hoeffler’s greed-motivated rebellion thesis, one can see that an integral part of the
acceleration of a conflict to rebellion and finally to civil war is the financial viability of the conflict to rebel leaders. In
fact, the diminishing marginal returns to rebel labor in the context of the survival constraint is a key indicator in
whether or not the rebel and government forces enter into the ‘arms race’ phase of an increasing trend of violence.
What we see in the case of the Angolan Civil War of 1975, though, is an instance of several factions of rebels having
already received external support in the fight for independence. The ‘arms race’ has already occurred and, therefore,
this portion of Collier and Hoeffler’s work does not technically apply in the context of this civil war. Instead, a
charismatic rebel leader was funded by outside sources in a proxy war, quite possibly initiated by the West, while
working to maintain the myth of his political ideology and the ideal of being financed by internal methods.

Beyond the internal methods used to fund the rebels, and this being the Cold War where proxy wars were prevalent,
numerous outside actors became quickly involved in the Angola conflict. As Bender has noted, “The FNLA-UNITA
alliance received assistance not only from the United States, France, and Britain, but also the People’s Republic of
China, Rumania, North Korea, and South Africa. The MPLA, on the other hand, secured support ranging from that of
the Soviet Union and Cuba to Sweden, Denmark, and Nigeria.”[25] In January of 1975, the United States, authorized
by Henry Kissinger, approved $300,000 in funding for the FNLA.[26] “The American money and encouragement
meant a substantial upgrading of [FNLA] operations in 1975 against the MPLA.”[27] The United States also
approved the dispatch of South African troops into southern Angola. By increasing the funding to one side of the
rebel faction, giving consent to force by neighboring states, and committing CIA equipment and training, this served
to create something of a proxy arms race even before independence from Portugal was officially declared on
November 11. Once the MPLA gained full control over Angola’s capital of Luanda and UNITA was decimated, the
Cold War powers became even more involved.

iii. Natural Resources

Another source for funding, and in many cases the primary source, is the availability of lootable natural resources.
Angola was, and is, a major diamond exporter and is also endowed with oil and fertile land for agricultural
exports.[28] These natural resources can be used by the state (the MPLA in this case) in order to fund projects and
the government, or rebel forces can commandeer them and fund insurgency. Resources such as oil and, in particular
in Angola, diamonds eventually became the funding mechanism for the Angolan civil war.[29]

Angola as a colony of Portugal was highly involved in exporting coffee and iron ore. Per the Collier and Hoeffler
model described above, we should find primary commodities accounting for more than 33% of Angola’s GDP, as well
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as rebel groups working to gain control of the sources of natural resources. While it is somewhat difficult to obtain
information on specific rebel activities, the literature shows that UNITA, FNLA, and MPLA all were busily attacking
Portuguese military forces, rather than working to accumulate resource wealth.[30] Also, as figure one shows, oil and
diamonds, the resources most people consider when examining the Angola case, did not make up a substantial
portion of exports in the run up to Independence.[31] 

Billon goes on to note that the departure of the Portuguese colonial government “dramatically increased the
vulnerability of Angola’s economy to war, owing to the low average level of income of the remaining population, the
fall in skills and flexibility of the economy, and the dependence on oil to finance the import of essential
commodities.”[33] This is also illustrated in Figure one as the percentage of GDP derived from oil wealth grows
exponentially.

IV. Easy Recruitment/Low Opportunity Cost

In their discussion on the recruitment of rebel soldiers, Collier and Hoeffler highlight the idea of ethnic
fractionalization, high unemployment, and low levels of education. All of these are different facets of the same gem of
easy recruitment. As noted above, if there are no other options for making a living or feeding your family, you are
much more likely to find the life of a rebel to be appealing, thus lowering your opportunity cost.

i. Ethnic Fractionalization

Collier and Hoeffler state that the less diverse a population is, there is a more likely chance of conflict occurring. This
lack of fractionalization among ethnic groups allows for easier recruitment to an insurgent cause. At the time of the
Angolan Civil War, as noted above, there were three main parties to the conflict with smaller groups dispersed
throughout the nation. Immediately following the war for independence from Portugal, the three parties – through
external urging – formed a consensus government. This tripartite arrangement was soon rendered non-functioning
though due to ethnic and ideological cleavages. While there were numerous ethnic groups condensed by the
Portuguese in the state of Angola, the three main ethnic parties were the Ovimbundu, the Mbundu and the
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Bakongo.[34]

As the civil war raged on in Angola for decades, it became a classic example of a ‘resource war.’ The warring parties
used Angola’s vast resources (in addition to external funding during the Cold War period) to enable them to keep the
war ongoing. However, underneath the resource motive, “the divisions between the nationalist groups were caused
mainly by ethnic differences predating colonialism.”[35] Malaquias goes on to note that, “the liberation movements in
Angola never succeeded in creating a united front because the MPLA, FNLA, and UNITA were never able to
overcome their ethnic differences.”[36]

During the course of the Angolan civil war, the motives shifted from those of ideology to resources. As with many
colonial entities, Angola had been carved up in such a way to create an entrenched system of inequality. This system
of inequality, together with pre-existing ethnic disputes, led to the breakup of the uneasy alliance between the MPLA
(Mbundu), UNITA (Ovimbundu), and the FNLA (Bakongo) that had been created to throw off the shackles of the
colonial power. Even before the Angolan battle for independence had fully gotten off the ground, there were
rumblings of racist and ethnic divisions between the factions. As Brinkman noted, the MPLA focused primarily on
racism, tribalism, and foreignness when attempting to discredit their FNLA rivals.[37]

ii. Unemployment

With the infighting among the MPLA, UNITA, and FNLA before, during and immediately following independence, the
Angolan economy was in shambles in 1975. Couple this with what an Institute for Security Studies report noted, “the
fighting and the exodus of almost all the white settlers had left the country largely without skilled manpower,”[38] and
we can easily see how the economy would be in disarray.[39] This, in turn, would lead to a decreased opportunity
cost for young men when considering joining a rebel group.

The economic realm is truly where the previously held ethnic and racial divisions were cemented into place by
Portuguese colonization. Guimaraes has perhaps illustrated this most clearly:

“This is how the FNLA saw the MPLA in 1962: [The MPLA] … especially recruited their members from the Angolan
population classed as ‘civilized’ by the colonial regime; i.e. the half-castes and the assimilados … But they never got
very far in [the regions outside urban centres]. Their lack of support was principally due to the privileged position
granted to the half-castes and the assimilados by the colonialists (education, exemption from forced labor, official
recognition of property ownership and of liberal professions, existing civil rights, and a standard of living far superior
to that of the exploited peasant mass). This ordinance [granting these privileges] dug a social and psychological
trench between them and the oppressed peasant mass.”[40]

Additionally, low-skilled workers from Portugal who were looking to escape a life of toil would come to Angola, live in
the city centers and take low-skilled jobs from the local Angolans, exacerbating the divide, between the ‘civilized’ and
the rural population.

When looking at the International Monetary Fund’s data, it shows that the Angolan GDP per capita in 1970 (in the
middle of the war for independence) was 492.11 and it steadily increased to 594.91 in 1974 right before the
Portuguese elites left the country. It immediately took a 30.6% drop in 1975 to 412.61.[41] While this certainly
correlates to Collier and Hoeffler’s thesis (low wages equals a low opportunity cost for potential rebels), another way
of interpreting it is that the flight of elites from Angolan society led to economic catastrophe, thereby exacerbating the
already contentious relationships between the rebel parties. This caused even more difficulties economically. The
three parties, MPLA, FNLA, and UNITA knew a great deal about rallying ethnic groups to their causes, guerilla
fighting, and garnering international support but not nearly as much about the compromises necessary to effectively
run a country together.

iii. Education

The Collier and Hoeffler model associates GDP with education as a way of trying to look into the potential individuals

E-International Relations ISSN 2053-8626 Page 6/14



Economic Opportunity Model in the Angolan Civil War
Written by Erik Sande, Sakilye Amose, and Ina Holst-Pedersen Kvam

have for economic opportunity and advancement. The average level of Angolan education in the 1970s, like most
colonies, was very low. Due to the class and ethnic stratification brought on by Portuguese control schemes, huge
segments of the population were unable to read or write.[42] There were, however, certain racial/ethnic groupings
that were somewhat assimilated into Portuguese society and allowed the opportunity to study. Ethnic divisions ran
throughout Angolan society. Guimaraes states, “…one of the characteristics of the rivalry that emerged between the
two main Angolan anti-colonial movements, the MPLA and the FNLA, was a hostility between, on the one hand,
mesticos (mixed race) and assimilados (‘assimilated’ locals given special legal status) and, on the other, Africans
who had not been co-opted by colonial society.”[43]

V. Discussion

On balance, the onset of the Angolan Civil War would appear to be more highly related to ethnic divisions as
opposed to resource accumulation. As the ethnic groups had been divided primarily between rural and urban
populations, this created an easily manipulated rift between the rural Ovimbundu and Bakongo and the urban
Mbundu populations. Collier and Hoeffler would look to see low GDP, funding from external actors, low education,
high unemployment, and lootable resources. In the case of Angola, we certainly find these articles evidenced.
However, the underlying grievance of years of institutionalized racial and ethnic tensions – which formed the basis for
the educational and economic system present in pre-civil war Angola – truly provide the common thread that ties the
majority of this evidence together. The CH model would appear to more sufficiently explain the duration and
recurrence of the civil war.

VI. Conclusion

Le Billon noted that, “oil and diamonds are neither the cause nor the only motivation for the Angolan conflict.”[44]
What we have sought to show through the analysis presented in this paper is that while the Collier and Hoeffler model
goes far in explaining many aspects of conflict, it does not sufficiently explain the onset of civil war in Angola in 1975.
This is important for further study as it emphasizes the fact that while there are similarities between conflicts, each
conflict is in many ways unique and should be examined in its own right. While the economic opportunity so central to
the CH model does exist in the Angolan context, we do not find that the correlation between economic motivations
and civil war onset provides a strong causal explanation. Based on our findings, Collier and Hoeffler’s economic
opportunity theory does not sufficiently take into account ethnic and racial divisions, which hold the lion’s share of
culpability for the 1975 Angolan Civil War.
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Appendix I

The general location of the natural resources of Angola:
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Source: Lewis, Lloyd R. “Angola Diamond Mining And War.” Angola Diamond Mining and War . American University;
Trade and Environment Database, 14 June 1997. Web. 11 July 2012.
<http://www1.american.edu/ted/ice/angola.htm>.

Appendix II

Map showing the area, 125 miles south of Luanda, where MPLA/Cuban forces were able to repel the S.
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African/UNITA advance:

Source: Cooper, Tom, and Pedro Alvin. “Angola since 1961.” Angola since 1961. Air Combat Information Group, 10
Feb. 2008. Web. 19 July 2012. <http://www.acig.org/artman/publish/article_181.shtml>.

Appendix III

Map showing UNITA-claimed territory in 1988. UNITA’s strength has always been in the rural southeast of Angola:
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Pela IndependÃªncia Total De Angola . Federation of American Scientists, 7 May 2003. Web. 19 July 2012.
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