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Abstract: Recent empirical studies showed that societies with less gender discrimination are more peaceful. However, the relation-
ship could be spurious if gender equality captures aspects of good governance, democracy, or the level of development. Empirical
results of a sample of 110 countries for the years 1985-2000 indicate that various aspects of gender equality do indeed promote peace
even when holding other influences constant. The results of the present study support the notion that improving the situation for
women with regard to more political representation but especially more economic participation and better access to health and
education improves a society’s domestic peace.
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ethnically motivated violence. Another form of discrimination
in society, gender inequality, is not on the forefront of research
on armed conflict. Only few empirical studies investigate and
support the peacefulness of societies that experience less
gender discrimination (Caprioli 2005, Melander 2005a,b).
Explanations for this mostly refer to a general pacifism of women
asaresult either of nature or socialization. Consequently, so the

1. Introduction

The literature on civil war frequently concentrates on ethnic
and religious polarization or economic inequality as sources of
violence. Discrimination against and systematic exclusion of
large parts of the population are considered to be main causes of
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arguments, women in positions of power are more hesitant in
deciding to use military force. The peacefulness of states could
be enhanced if the position of women would be strengthened
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not just in politics but also on the societal level. Hence, it is
important that an analysis clearly distinguishes between gender
equality on the political decision-making level and gender
equality in the socio-economic spheres of life.

Whereas there are good reasons to expect that gender equality
enhances civil peace, the relationship could be spurious and
might show up in statistical analyses because both variables
are related to confounding factors that are omitted. A higher
participation of women in politics and in the formal labor
market and more educational equality increases competition.
As a result of the competitive environment, corruption and
rent-seeking is inhibited, improving the quality of governance.
And, according to recent conflict studies (e.g. Fearon & Laitin
2003), good governance is an essential component for a
peaceful environment. Gender equality is not just related to
good governance but also to a state’s level of development and
democracy. It is thus essential to incorporate these potentially
confounding factors in the analyses to ensure the ability to
measure gender equality as effect on domestic peace and avoid
it serving as proxy for other pacifying influences, such as good
governance, democracy and economic development.

In the next section I will summarize the theoretical arguments
and previous empirical findings, linking political representation
of women and gender equality on the societal level directly
to more civil peace. In section three I will lay out possible
objections to this relationship between gender equality, namely
that the findings are biased due to the omission of controlling
for good governance, the level of development, and democracy.
The research design used to test the claim is described in part
four, followed by the presentation of results and a concluding
section.

2. Gender equality and peace

Studies on public opinion confirm that women are generally
less supportive of the use of military force than men (Nincic
& Nincic 2002; Wilcox et al. 1996). The more pacific attitudes
of women on average should eventually translate into policy if
we assume that public opinion is an important factor in policy-
makers’ decisions (Powlick 1995). An adequate representation
of women in the political decision-making processes could thus
be a constraint for the government to use force. In particular,
women as head executives or as defense ministers are in positions
to decide about the deployment of the armed forces. However,
detecting the peacefulness of female state leaders in statistical
analyses is somewhat problematic as female chief executives are
still quite rare (Caprioli 2003; Melander 2005a,b).

High female representation in parliament can also serve as a
constraint because, depending on the political system, decisions
on the use of armed forces frequently need to pass through
the legislature. Indeed, several empirical studies link gender
equality in political representation directly to more peace. For
international conflicts, Regan and Paskeviciute (2003) find that
two states that have a high percentage of women in parliament
are less likely to become involved in a military dispute with
each other. Melander (2005a) demonstrates that states with a
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higher percentage of women in parliament experience lower
levels of intrastate conflict. He also shows that states with more
gender equality in terms of more political representation, i.e.
the percentage of women in parliament, are more inclined to
follow human rights (Melander 2005b).

There are mainly two types of explanations for the effect of
gender equality on the peacefulness of states and societies
offered in the literature. Whereas some rely on biological
gender differences, in particular on aggression theories, and
the women’s reproductive role in explaining female pacifism,
a constructivist version emphasizes gender identity and more
wide-spread norms about gender equality. Boys and men are
socialized to be tough and warlike, whereas girls and women
are socialized to empathy and subordination (Caprioli 2003;
Melander 2005).

Another explanation stresses that it is in the women’s self-
interest to be opposed to the use of military means and
violence. If women are the major victims of war, armed conflict
is not in their interest as they have more to lose than to gain.
Whereas more men than women get killed or harmed directly
in combat,! armed conflict is indirectly much more damaging
to women. While women have a longer life expectancy in
peacetime, the gap between female and male life expectancy
narrows as a result of armed conflicts. Indirect consequences
of war, such as shortage of food and clean water, damaged
(health) infrastructure, displacement of population affects
women disproportionately. In male dominated societies
women are rather positioned at the end of the distribution
chain of food and health care (Plimper & Neumayer 2006).
Women are indeed less likely to support military interventions
that are associated with high costs and risks (Nincic & Nincic
2002). Women are typically poorer than men and thus more
reluctant to support actions that increase the military budget
at the cost of government spending on social welfare (Wilcox
etal. 1996).

More women accessing the labor market could also weaken
potential rebel movements. Working women contribute to the
household income, which reduces pressure on the male bread
winners who, in case regular and legal work is not available,
might turn to rebel movements or the military as income
source, or differently put, forgone income is low by enlisting in
arebellion (Collier & Hoeffler 2004). The improved bargaining
position of working women makes them more assertive and
facilitates the enforcement of their position at home. In most
cases, a woman will prefer a working and assisting husband at
home to a fighting husband on the battlefield. On the other
hand, higher female labor force participation could leave
young males unemployed, thus increasing the main source for
rebel recruitment. According to Collier and Hoeffler’s (2004)
study, employment and male secondary school enrollment are
inversely related to the outbreak of civil war as these variables
reduce the pool of potential rebels.

1 Insome conflicts women suffer directly from widespread sexual violence, used
either strategically to frighten or punish a certain group or in an opportunis-
tic manner, depending on the absence of respective norms and sanctioning
mechanisms (Wood 2006).
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In this context reverse causality needs to be considered: conflict
can lead to more female labor force participation, in the
aftermath but also in preparation of a war when women have
to take over the jobs previously done by men. Reverse causality
is also plausible with regard to the relationship between civil
war and gender equality in education and life expectancy as an
ongoing civil war, but less so the start of a civil war, has negative
consequences on the welfare of the general population but
especially for women (Pliimper & Neumayer 2006).

Several researchers investigated the direct effect of gender
equality on armed conflict. Quantitative-empirical studies
found that a high fertility rate and low female labor force
participation increase the risk of domestic and international
conflict (Caprioli 2003, 2005; Regan & Paskeviciute 2003)
as does a lower ratio of female-to-male school attainment
(Melander 2005a). However, the relationship might be spurious
and in reality be caused by a third factor.

3. Gender equality as a proxy for good govern-
ance, development, democracy

Political and economic participation of women could serve
as proxies for other factors that influence peace. The level of
development, democracy, and good governance are extensively
studied in the literature on civil war and also are related to
concepts of gender equality. Thus, it is important to take
these potentially confounding factors properly into account
when studying the effect of female participation in political,
economic, and societal life as a source of peace. Otherwise, the
relationship between gender equality and civil peace might
be spurious. Whereas some studies control for the level of
development or the type of political regime (Caprioli 20053,
Melander 2005), none holds good governance constant,
although it received widespread attention in studies on civil
war (Fearon & Laitin 2003).

Economic development: The positive effect of economic
development on peace is one of the few robust statistical
findings in the civil war literature (Hegre & Sambanis 2006).
One explanation is rooted in grievance, resentment, and
dissatisfaction in the population of poor countries. People
dissatisfied with their situation are more likely to go to the
streets in protests that might then turn violent, or more likely
support rebel movements that claim to fight for a better life.
Economic development and indicators of gender equality are
also related. Dollar and Gatti (1999) confirm in their empirical
study that “good times are good for women” (21), as increasing
income per capita is positively related to indicators of gender
equality in education and health (see also Brown 2004). Not
just education but also female labor force participation varies
with the level of development (Tzannatos 1999).

Democracy: Several studies confirm that the risk of civil
war is highest in states with inconsistent political regimes,
whereas consistent democracies but also autocracies are more
peaceful. In democracies, there are peaceful mechanisms for
the population to voice discontent and to resolve conflicts;
in autocratic systems any emerging opposition can be
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forcefully suppressed (Hegre et al 2001). Studies also point to
a positive effect of female participation and equal educational
opportunities for democracy (Barro 1997). Women who are
more educated and active in professional life are more likely
to vote. In turn, the ruling elite will be more attentive to this
public and to its preferences. Furthermore, political systems
with an open and competitive recruitment process allow access
for more female politicians who in turn will champion more
educational opportunities for women and who also serve as a
role model to other women (Brown 2004; Thomas 1991).

Good governance: States that are well governed are politically
more stable. A weak government is unable to monopolize the
use of force allowing insurgency movements to emerge (Fearon
& Laitin 2003). Others emphasize the economic tasks a state
needs to fulfill, such as the provision of public goods and the
redistribution of income (Azam 2001) and again others point
to institutional features and an efficient bureaucracy to ensure
transparency and avoid rent-seeking (Weede 1998). Corruption
and patronage at a minimum and the rule of law but also the
transparency and accountability of institutions are among
the main characteristics that are frequently associated with a
good quality of governance (Holmberg, Rothstein & Nasiritousi
2009).2 Policies that aim to create an open and competitive
environment inhibit corruption and rent-seeking. One way
to enhance competition is to enlarge the pool of qualified
candidates for positions in the public or private sectors. This
can be done by improving the education of girls and women,
also compared to men, and encouraging more participation
of women in politics and the formal labor market. With a
large minority group of women excluded from political and
economic life, a state reduces competition for political and
economic posts leading to corruption. Empirical studies did,
indeed, detect that if women hold a larger share of seats in
parliament and in government, and participate more in working
life, there are lower levels of corruption in a country (Swamy et
al. 2001; Dollar et al. 2001). In the World Values Survey more
women than men reject the hypothetical acceptance of bribery
(Swamy et al. 2001).

In sum, there are various arguments that relate gender
equality to more domestic peace. Both are also associated with
democracy, good governance and economic development,
variables that could account for a spurious relationship if
not properly controlled. The present study will test if gender
equality, in terms of more women in parliament, in the labor
market, in schools and with better health reduces the likelihood
that a civil war will break out in a country in the following year
if confounding factors are held constant.

4. Research design

The arguments outlined above were tested with logistic
regression analysis. A logit model is appropriate because the
dependent variable is the onset of a civil war which has either
the value one or zero. It predicts the probability that a civil war

2 Good governance is a broad concept that can encompass many different con-
cepts and the debate on a standard definition is still ongoing. For an overview
see Holmberg, Rothstein & Nasiritousi (2009).
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will start in a given year.? The data cover 110 countries over
the years 1985 to 2000. By using multiple regression analysis
we can hold various other influences constant, in particular
variables that could potentially be confounding factors, such
as the level of development, the political regime type and good
governance, but also variables that are identified in previous
work to be robustly related to the onset of civil war, like the
size of the population. The independent variables of main
interest are various indicators for gender equality in political
representation, professional participation, educational aspects
and health aspects to distinguish whether only women’s access
to political power or also more equality and participation on
the societal level are related to peace. The explanatory variables
are lagged by one year to encounter potential problems of
endogeneity, specifically that the relationship is subject to
reverse causation, as there is concern that a civil war might
affect the current values of female political and economic
participation and welfare. Thus, the explanatory power of the
gender variables will be tested for an onset of civil war in the
following year. Below I will briefly describe the operational
definition of the various variables and their data sources, first
for the dependent variable in the conflict model and its control
variables and then, in more detail, for the gender variables.

The model of conflict onset: The dependent variable is the onset
of domestic armed conflict as defined in the Uppsala/PRIO
data set which includes all armed conflicts between the state
government and another organized group that concern an
incompatibility over government or territory and that have
at least 25 battle-related deaths (Gleditsch et al. 2002). The
multivariate model of conflict contains the variables for gender
equality but also several control variables. As described above,
the aim of the study was to test the effect of various variables
for gender equality while holding potentially confounding
factors constant. Therefore I included the level of development,
democracy, and political regime type as control variables. The
level of economic development is measured as the logarithmic
transformation of real GDP per capita on a purchasing power
parity basis in constant 1995 international dollars with data
from the Penn World Tables 6.1 (Heston et al. 2002). Democracy
and its square term control for the curvilinear relationship
with data from Polity IV, which combines various institutional
characteristics of a political system to an index ranging from
-10 for autocracies to +10 for pure democracies (Marshall &
Jaggers 2000). The composite international country risk guide
(ICRG) index as a measure of good governance (Keefer & Knack
19995) is an overall indicator based on 22 components that rate
political, financial, and economic risk, and is available from
the World Development Indicators 2004. Ranging from O as
highest risk to 100 as lowest risk, high values are standing
for good governance.* The composite index captures the full
spectrum of quality of governance. The individual components

3 The model of conflict onset is estimated with a pooled time-series cross-sec-
tion logit model with White-corrected robust standard errors.

4 The individual components for political risk are government stability, socio-
economic conditions, investment profile, internal conflict, external conflict,
corruption, military in politics, religious and ethnic tensions, law and order,
democratic accountability and bureaucracy quality. The financial and eco-
nomic risk indicators are for example the inflation rate, foreign debt, GDP
and the exchange rate stability. More detailed information about the ICRG
methodology can be found at http://www.prsgroup.com/ICRG.aspx.
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that particularly account for good governance (quality of
bureaucracy, corruption in government, and the rule of law)
are highly correlated among each other but also with the
composite index (Olson et al. 2000).

I also included the yearly growth rate of GDP per capita to
account for the notion that prosperous countries are less likely
to become involved in a domestic conflict. Furthermore, the
logarithm of population controls for the heterogeneity of
large countries that have presumably an increased risk of civil
war. Data is taken from Heston et al. (2002). Other variables
frequently used in studies on civil war were not included, such
as civil war in the neighborhood or years of peace, as I do not
expect them to be intervening variables. This is to keep the
model parsimonious.

Women in parliament and years of suffrage: Information on the
percentage of parliamentary seats that are held by women in
the single or the lower chamber, in case of bicameral assemblies,
is available from Melander (2005). Based on information from
the Inter-Parliamentary Union on the introduction date of
voting rights for women, I calculated a variable accounting
for the number of years since women have the voting right.
Besides of voting being a form of political participation in itself,
presumably political participation on all levels will be more
anchored, the longer women have the right to vote.

Female labor force participation: Besides political representation,
women’s activities in the economic sphere are important as
well. With regard to the participation of women in professional
life, this study examined the effect of female labor force
participation, namely the number of women that are active in
the labor force as a percentage of total labor force.

Female life expectancy and education: The female life expectancy
at birth reflects health aspects or the physical quality of life
(Gray et al. 2006). Female life expectancy in absolute numbers
is a measure of general female welfare,® and to assess inequality
more directly, the ratio of female to male life expectancy was
tested. The operational definition of education used here is
the secondary school enrollment rates of females, using the
gross ratio (number of children of all ages enrolled in school
in relation to the population of the respective age group). As
this variable does not undergo strong yearly fluctuations, the
observations were inter- and extrapolated to reduce missing
values. Again, the absolute level and the ratio between female
and male education levels were analyzed. Data on the various
education variables, the labor force participation and life
expectancy are available from World Development Indicators
2004.

5. Results

The results presented in the table provide us with information
about whether indicators for gender equality are related to the

5 Studies that assess the effect of female poverty and participation in economic
life rely on education and health proxies (e.g. Gray et al. 2006). Analyzing
female poverty directly is problematic because income is usually collected
on the level of the household without differentiating between the individual
members.
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onset of civil war, as reported in other studies, when controlling
for good governance, democracy and economic development.
With regard to the control variables, economic growth has the
expected negative coefficient, supporting previous findings
that countries with a growing economy are less likely to see the
onset of a civil war in a given year. Populous countries are more
atrisk of experiencing the outbreak of a civil war. Furthermore,
theresults show that domestic unrest systematically varies with
the type of political regimes but not in a linear fashion. Polity
and its square term are jointly highly significant and support
the inverted U-curve of the relationship indicating that mixed
political regimes are most prone to experience domestic
violence, whereas democratic states but also autocratic states are
less at risk. Economic development, measured as log (GDP per
capita), is negatively related to the onset of armed conflict. Civil
war is more prevalent in poor countries. Some of this variable’s
explanatory power is absorbed by other variables. The level
of development is highly correlated with several of the other
independent variables, in particular with the index for good
governance (r = -.79). The indicator of good governance, the
ICRG index, is negatively related to the onset of civil war and it
is statistically highly significant in most tests. States with good
governance are more peaceful. Interestingly, it is the overriding
variable which underlines Fearon and Laitin’s (2003) approach
of using the level of development as a proxy for state capacity.
Without its inclusion GDP per capita turns out to be a highly
significant conflict-impeding factor supporting the results of
others (e.g. Hegre & Sambanis 2006).

Economic development is also highly correlated with some of
the gender variables, in particular with female life expectancy
and female secondary school enrollment (r = .87). Clearly,
women in developed countries have a higher life expectancy
and better access to education. Thus, multicollinearity in
the analyses makes it more difficult to clearly distinguish the
impact of the individual predictors. This could lead to an
erroneous conclusion that the gender variables might have
no impact, if all their explanatory power were to be absorbed
by correlated factors. One solution would be to drop the level
of development but this increases the risk of omitted variable
bias, in which case there might be a danger of overemphasizing
the effect of gender equality. Thus, I decided to keep the level
of economic development in the model to provide a strenuous
test for the gender variables. I report below if the exclusion of
GDP per capita alters the results.

Various indicators of gender equality were added one by one to
the baseline model of conflict. In column 1 of the table, the share
of women in parliament is not significantly related to the onset
of conflict, albeit with the expected negative coefficient. The
variable remains insignificant if we exclude good governance
or the level of development from the equation and just reaches
the significance level of .10 if democracy and its square term
were dropped. Thus, some of its effect might be absorbed by the
type of political regime as democracies tend to have a higher
female representation in parliament. Otherwise, the variable is
not significant and robust enough to have sufficient confidence
that a direct relationship between political representation of
women and civil war exists. In column 2, the length of female
suffrage is statistically not significant, not even in a bivariate
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analysis without any control variables. The results of these first
tests do not support the argument that societies were more
peaceful with more women in power. Instead, the variables
accounting for a higher share of female parliamentarians or for
women’s suffrage appear to be unrelated to whether a country
experiences a civil war.

The next tests presented in the table concentrate on variables
that capture gender equality on the societal level. In column
3, I report the results of a relationship between women’s
participation in work life with the onset of a civil war. The
female labor force participation is significantly related at the
.10 level to the onset of civil war with a negative coefficient.
The finding implies that an increased participation of women
in the formal labor market enhances domestic peace, even
when other influences are held constant. The effect is stronger
if democracy or good governance is excluded from the model
specification. Thus some of the impact of female labor force
participation is absorbed by the quality of governance, but the
gender variable still has a direct effect on a society’s domestic
peace. However, the result is conditional on the inclusion of
the level of development. Altogether, there is evidence that a
higher share of women in the labor force is related to a smaller
risk that a conflict will break out in the following year even if
confounding factors such as good governance are held constant.
Higher female employment is not only related to better quality
of governance, as stipulated by the literature, but also seems to
be beneficial for civil peace.

Next, [ analyzed variables that relate to health and educational
aspects of women’s welfare and gender equality. Female life
expectancy has a highly significant conflict-inhibiting effect
even in the presence of potentially confounding factors. The
finding in column 4, however, refers to absolute levels of female
life expectancy. Female and male life expectancy are highly
correlated, thus the variable could serve as an indicator for
general welfare. Therefore, it is necessary to also evaluate the
life expectancy of women relative to men’s, as an indicator
of relative gender inequality, if we want to find out if gender
discrimination is related to civil war. In column 5, a higher
relative female-to-male life expectancy is also associated
with a lower likelihood that a civil war will break out, again
even when we control for good governance, democracy and
development. The result largely persists when any of these
variables are excluded from the analysis. This supports the
claim that absolute but also relative welfare for women is
positively associated with domestic peace.

A similar picture emerges for female secondary school
enrollment which is negatively associated with the onset of
armed conflict. This variable, however, is only marginally
significant in column 6. Some of its effect is absorbed by the
level of development, two variables that are highly correlated
and are thus difficult to disentangle. Female-to-male secondary
schooling, as a proxy for gender equality in education, has the
expected negative coefficient and is highly significant (with
and without good governance, democracy, or development in
the equation). Societies with relatively more girls in secondary
schools are less likely to experience the onset of civil war.
Improving the health situation of women and providing
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better access to education appear to be possible routes to more
peace.

6. Conclusion

Besides an advocacy of gender equality in its own right, the
rewards of a more equal representation and participation of
women are manifold. Women playing a more important role
in economic and political life is not just advantageous to the
female population but to society as a whole. Gender equality
can help to reduce poverty, and beyond that, providing women
with more equal opportunities can be a force for peace. The

Table 1: The effect of gender equality on the onset of civil war
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results of the empirical analyses of 110 countries for the years
1985-2000 indicate that gender equality is indeed related to
more civil peace even when holding a country’s level of devel-
opment, quality of governance, and democracy constant. The
present study supports the notion that improving the situa-
tion for women with regard to more economic participation
and better access to health and education improves a society’s
prospects for domestic peace. Whereas the number of women
in parliament is less clearly a force for peace when confounding
factors are held constant, gender equality on the societal level
in form of female-to-male life expectancy and schooling but
also a higher labor force participation of women reduces the
likelihood that a state will experience a civil war.

COEFFICIENT (1) 2) 3) (4) 5) (6) (7)

Polity, t-1 0.2360 0.2801* 0.2653* 0.2898* 0.3118* 0.2628* 0.3195**
(0.2263) (0.1946) (0.1957) (0.1900) (0.1909) (0.1909) (0.1933)

Polity square, t-1 -0.0093 -0.0110 -0.0108 -0.0113* -0.0126* -0.0103 -0.0118*
(0.0098) (0.0088) (0.0086) (0.0084) (0.0084) (0.0084) (0.0084)

Log (GDP po), t-1 -0.4452* -0.2830 -0.4620** 0.3109 -0.0783 0.0568 0.0754
(0.3420) (0.2902) (0.2367) (0.2842) (0.3055) (0.3624) (0.2973)

Economic growth -0.9396 -3.2426* -3.2403* -2.8628 -3.2616* -3.5595* -3.4411*
(2.4551) (2.2539) (2.3606) (2.4138) (2.5451) (2.5430) (2.6015)

Log (population) 0.1652 0.1493 0.1184 0.2022* 0.1193 0.1659 0.1945*
(0.1451) (0.1372) (0.1282) (0.1407) (0.1327) (0.1346) (0.1244)

ICRG, t-1 -0.0126 -0.0354** -0.0272* -0.0406*** -0.0407*** -0.0345** -0.0418***
(0.0218) (0.0155) (0.0169) (0.0167) (0.0168) (0.0166) (0.0176)

Women in -0.0447

parliament, t-1 (0.0442)

Years of -0.0088

suffrage (0.0153)

Female labor -0.0318*

force, t-1 (0.0244)

Female life -0.0597***

expectancy, t-1 (0.0222)

Female/male life -13.4462*

expectancy, t-1 (9.8180)

Female second. -0.0158

school enroll., t-1 (0.0148)

Female/male sec. -2.5503***

school enroll., t-1 (0.9040)

Constant -2.2718 -2.1711 0.2310 -4.2433* 10.8101 -4.8353** -4.0278*
(3.6370) (3.2886) (3.0227) (3.1843) (9.4680) (2.9228) (3.1202)

N 863 1259 1269 1269 1269 1230 1230

Pseudo R2 .08 .09 .09 .10 .10 .09 11

Robust standard errors in parentheses, *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 (one-tailed test)
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THEMENSCHWERPUNKT |

Whereas economic development and democracy can help
to improve the situation of women and reduce the gender
gap (Brown 2004; Dollar & Gatti 1999), additional efforts
are required to overcome cultural obstacles and economic
inefficiencies. For this reason, and to speed up the process,
states need to actively pursue policies that provide public goods
such as sufficient education not just to girls but also to adult
women. Through investment in education a government can
signal to the population that it cares and tries to improve the
general welfare (Thyne 2006). The results of the present study
suggest, however, that governments should especially target
female school enrollment which also lays the ground for better
job opportunities for women, another factor that contributes to
growth and peace. Rather than increasing the military budget
as implied by the literature that links civil peace to a militarily
strong state, governments with scarce resources should choose
to invest in measures that reduce gender disparities. Investment
in the education and health of women is not just a road to more
development but can also help in promoting domestic stability
and peace.
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