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Abstract 
Conflict has been attributed to Africa’s developmental woes. Several causal 
factors have been advanced with the intent to unravel the origin, nature and 
stereotypes of conflicts in order to bring peace and stability, and development 
to the continent. However, most of such studies linking causal factors of con-
flicts relating to sub-national conflicts and development of the African region 
have not been very clear. This article establishes a link between poor and bad 
governance, and sub-national conflicts in Africa to encourage African states 
and their political leaders to embrace good governance as panacea to peace, 
stability and development of the continent. The linkage was constructed us-
ing secondary data relating to poor and bad governance, and sub-national 
conflicts in and outside the region of Africa. 
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1. Introduction 

One striking revelation of the African Governance Report (2019) is that there is 
absence of good governance, good peace, and sustainable development in most 
African nations. It implies that most African nations are poorly or badly go-
verned, thereby facing security and development challenges. The problem is suc-
cinctly illustrated, thus: 

“…Poor governance is Africa’s Achilles, a shortcoming that is at the heart 
of virtually all the continent’s problems” (Downie, 2014b). 
“…Virtually every story coming out of the continent seems to showcase one 
atrocity or another” (National Interest, January 22, 2016). 
“…Conflict is still Africa’s biggest challenge in 2020” (Institute for Security 
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Studies (ISS), January 6, 2020). 
“…Africa has become more peaceful as well... modern conflicts in Africa 
are… highly localized, and they defy simplistic explanations based on ste-
reotype…” (National Interest, January 22, 2016). 

Absolutely, the problem of governance and conflicts are serious challenges to 
the African continent. It has negatively ordered the pace of development of 
many African states in recent decades. Particularly, the emergence of sub-national 
conflicts, which were believed to have metamorphosed from the state-to-state 
conflicts that preoccupied the life of the continent towards the end of the 20th 
Century, is still ongoing in the continent (Annan, 2014). The problem has been 
worrisome to the extent that, many scholars and analysts of conflict and devel-
opment orientations, have hurriedly concluded that the African continent in the 
21st Century will be politically more violent and unstable (Annan, 2014; Bellamy, 
2014). Worried by it also, the African Union (AU) has urged the African politi-
cal leadership to be more committed to implementing decisions and actions that 
would lead to peace, security and good governance to “silence the guns” by 2020 
(African Governance Report, 2019).  

The reality is that the guns are not yet silent, conflicts still persist and ravaging 
countries in the Maghreb region and parts of Sub-Saharan Africa. Nevertheless, 
parts of Africa have both experienced longer periods of peace and conflicts (Na-
tional Interest, 2016). But conflicts that are sub-national in nature are still evi-
dent in mainly poorly and badly governed countries (Adetula, 2014). In the same 
vein, Crocker (2019), Annan (2014), and Downie (2014b) respectively, ac-
knowledges that poor or bad governance in many African countries is one of the 
causal factors for majority of the continent’s intra-state or localized (sub-national) 
conflicts. 

Poor or bad governance is a condition in which the state lacks the capacity 
and effectiveness in regulatory quality for the eradication of societal challenges 
such as impoverishment, infrastructural development, corruption, insurgency 
and terrorism among others (Yagboyaju & Akinola, 2019). In other words, poor 
governance is an extreme end condition of failure and collapse of governmental 
institutions and structures. The lesser to this is bad governance, which is the 
opposite of good governance. Bad governance is a situation of unfavourable re-
lationship between government and segments of society in decision-making. In 
other words, it is a reflection of instability in political regimes. It could occur in 
various forms. For example, when operators of state systems refuse to uphold 
rule of law in governance or refuse to be accountable to the citizens for their ac-
tions can amount to crisis in the regime. Poor or bad governance is extremely 
damaging to the state’s corrective role, particularly in the maintenance of peace 
and security, as well as the promotion of economic growth and wealth needed to 
confront poverty and improve human capital development (African Governance 
Report, 2019). In such situations, Crocker (2019) suggests that the political lea-
dership should be held accountable for the good or ill of the society.  
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From the insights presented, there is hardly any concrete evidence linking 
poor and bad governance to the problem of sub-national conflicts in Africa. 
Most of the perceptions examined casually presented the subject as a mere caus-
ative factor, and failed to show how or identify the strings linking the issue of 
sub-national conflicts in the African region. It is on this plank that this article 
constructs the concrete bridge linking poor and bad governance, and sub-national 
conflicts in Africa. It is also to underscore the reality of poor and bad gover-
nance being the major culprit to all Africa’s unending challenges. In that con-
text, the discourse is believed to serve as preventive measure to sub-national 
conflicts in Africa and other conflict prone areas of the world. 

2. The Nexus between Poor and Bad Governance, and 
Sub-National Conflicts in Africa 

It is the belief of many scholars of conflict and development orientations that the 
continent’s developmental woes are as a result of poor and bad governance in 
many African countries. Such claims may be true or false depending on the side 
of the lens one views the continent’s security and development situation. How-
ever, responding to such claims on the African discourse, Adetula (2015) caution 
that linking conflict and underdevelopment is quite a complex and difficult en-
deavour, and should be guided by adequate knowledge. Nevertheless, Ibaba 
(2020) acknowledges that poor and bad governance is the hallmark of many 
African countries. In addition, ISS (2020) describes the situation as Africa’s big-
gest challenge in the past few decades. Going by such perceptions, it is important 
to further demystify what poor and bad governance actually mean, and how 
does it constitute Africa’s biggest shortcoming? Or, on the contrary, what is 
good governance? 

2.1. Poor and Bad Governance 

The phrases “poor and bad governance” or “good governance” simply describe 
the quality and characteristics of the concept of governance. What then is go-
vernance? Governance like many other concepts in political science lacks a pre-
cise definition (Ibaba, 2020; Ali, 2015). However, it simply refers to a process of 
decision-making (policy formulation) and the process by which the decisions 
(policies) are implemented (or not implemented) (Ali, 2015). More explicitly, 
Ibaba (2020), and Adetoye & Omiluisi (2016) considers the concept of gover-
nance as the process whereby public or governmental institutions at both na-
tional or central, and local levels conduct public affairs, manage public re-
sources, and guarantee the realization of the public or common good of society. 
In that sense, the formal and informal processes, methods and structures put in 
place to arrive at outcomes can be poor, bad or good (Ibaba, 2020). The machi-
nery includes the government in power at all levels, and its institutions (state 
actors) and the civil society (non-state actors). The mutual understanding be-
tween the formal and informal sectors of governance is critical for peace, stabili-
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ty and development of any country or region. In other words, the nature (quality 
and characteristics) of the governance architecture in any society determines its 
level of peace, stability, and development (Crocker, 2019). Pertaining to Africa, 
Lamb (2014) observed that the continent lacks peace and stability because of 
tension between the state and non-state actors. What this means is that the po-
litical leadership (state actors or government) in many African countries does 
not encourage citizens’ participation in the conduct of state affairs.  

Citizens involvement in the affairs of a state is critical for purposes of trans-
parency and accountability, effectiveness and efficiency, and strategic response 
to individual or societal actions, as well as fairness and equitable distribution of 
available resources based on the rule of law (Ibaba, 2020; Ali, 2015). In addition, 
governance imposes on the political leadership of a country to assure its citizens 
that it will not be involved in corrupt practices (Ali, 2015). Furthermore, gover-
nance imposes on the political leadership of a nation to give priority and atten-
tion to the rights of minorities and the vulnerable of society (Ali, 2015).  

This is essential because it is through governance that non-state actors deter-
mine whether there are durable links between the operators of the state (i.e. lea-
dership at all levels exercising political authority) and the wider society they 
sworn to govern (Crocker, 2019). The durable links between the state and its cit-
izens is a function of legitimacy. What legitimate authority emphasizes is the ac-
ceptance of laws and norms rather than arbitrary use of state power and re-
sources. It thus suggests that any governmental action must comply strictly to 
the legitimate demands of the citizens. To comply or not to comply depends on 
the underlying principles of governance adjudged good, or poor and bad (Ibaba, 
2020; Iyad, 2019). Good governance canvasses transparent and efficient use and 
management of state power and resources for the interest of all in society. The 
contrary is poor and bad governance. Both actually define the political culture 
(which is the resolve for violence and conflicts or peace, stability and develop-
ment) of a nation. 

Poor and bad governance, or good governance is a function of leadership 
quality, character and conduct in line with citizens’ expectations and norms of 
society. Thus, poor and bad governance represents a governance condition in a 
country that defy all known principles (qualities, characteristics and conduct) of 
government. Ibaba (2020) aptly describes it as a governance condition where the 
state and its institutions at national, regional and local levels is predatory to ma-
jority of the citizens. More explicitly, poor and bad governance is a governance 
condition in a country in which the political leadership is unpatriotic, dishonest, 
indiscipline, corrupt, and lacks vision in the conduct of government business of 
allocation and distribution of resources in an unjust, unfair and inequitable 
manner, as well as not taken advantage of available opportunities for the devel-
opment and promotion of common good of society (Ibaba, 2020). Furthermore, 
poor and bad governance connotes inefficient management of state power and 
scarce resources as opposed to the common good of society (Ibaba, 2020). How-
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ever, a governance condition that is poor and bad is adjudged by the citizens 
based on the rule of law. 

2.2. Sub-National Conflicts 

The leadership of the African continent at all levels considered the year 2020 to 
end most of its developmental challenges. However, the year 2020 has come and 
conflicts still remain one of the continent’s greatest challenges (ISS, 2020). The 
recent challenges (conflicts) are not among states; they are local or intra-state in 
origin and nature (i.e. sub-national), involving section(s) of citizens against a 
state or central government over grievances and frustrations often arising from 
poor and bad governance. They are mostly widespread, enduring, and deadly in 
recent years (Parks, Colleta, & Oppenheim, 2013). Countries with such conflicts 
experiences in Africa include Libya, Eritrea, Somalia, Sudan, South Sudan, Cen-
tral African Republic (CAR), Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC), Equatorial 
Guinea, Cameroon, Mali, Chad and Nigeria (ISS, 2018; Downie, 2014a; Bellamy, 
2014). ISS (2020) reveal that Africa alone in 2019 (up to 30 November) had 
about 21,600 incidents of armed conflicts in the global statistics of conflict inci-
dents. The Institute (ISS, 2020) also reveals that the continent recorded in the 
same period of 2018, numbering 15,874, which represents 30% increase in 2019. 
These alarming statistics are mostly imposed on the continent by non-state 
armed groups of insurgents, terrorists and criminals at war with a state, itself 
or another armed group within or across international boundary (Downie, 
2014a).  

The root cause(s) and the stereotype(s) of sub-national conflicts are from 
country to country or across regions. However, for the African region, the iden-
tified causes include poverty, corruption, wealth inequality, poor and bad go-
vernance, human rights violation, ethnic marginalization, teeming youth popu-
lation, and small arms proliferation (Downie, 2014a; Annan, 2014). No doubt, all 
the causal factors in the list play significant roles in Africa’s conflict situation. 
However, in the context of this article, poor and bad governance has been 
deemed the major causal factor to many of the evils confronting the African 
continent. 

The question is, how? Or in what way(s)? 

2.3. Strings of the Nexus 

The African Governance Report (2019) declared that public governance is key to 
assessing implementation of set targets in the continent. It has been earlier stated 
that Africa is bereft of good governance. It has also been stated that the absence 
of good governance has made it difficult for many governments of African states 
to perform the corrective intervention role, particularly, in the areas of main-
tenance of peace and security, stimulation and production of economic growth 
and development of society. In examining the factor of teeming African youth 
population in the context of governance, Goldin (2014) pointed out that roughly 
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60% of Africa’s 1 billion citizens are youths (i.e. persons within 30 years of age), 
and the number is expected to double in the continent by 2050 to 600 million. 
Hitherto, African governments instead of investing on this huge youth popula-
tion for growth and development, pays lip service, and left it uncared for. Many 
governments of African states could not provide meaningful opportunities for 
the youths to realize their aspirations and take part in the growth and develop-
ment of the continent. Goldin (2014) further affirms that the youth population is 
perpetually side-lined with no sign of improvement of their wellbeing; they are 
left to live in adversity, insecurity, and poverty, and faces various social, eco-
nomic, political and technological vulnerabilities. In addition, Goldin (2014) 
stated that it is on the shoulders of this neglected youth population that the 
breaking or sustaining cycles of poverty rests to give the desired quality of life to 
their parents, siblings and children. The hidden truth about this development is 
that the various communities are on high risk as well as the continent’s growth 
and development process is thwarted. This is because many African govern-
ments fail to harness their natural endowments such as creativity, tenacity, tal-
ent, courage, among others for growth and development. In other words, such 
youthful energies are being diverted to creating security challenges in the conti-
nent. For Downie (2014b), it is the uncared-for youth population that forms the 
locus for instability in the continent. 

Another possible string tying poor and bad governance to sub-national con-
flicts could be traced to weak and ineffective political leadership of most African 
states. The political leadership of such states lack the political will to initiate and 
achieve the type of reforms that can prevent dictatorship, corruption, economic 
decline, conflicts, as well as reduce the inequality gap between the rich and poor, 
or the ruling elites and rest members of society. Poor and bad governance 
creates and greatly enhances the gap of wealth inequality among citizens of 
many African states. The gap between the rich and the poor or the governing 
elites and rest of society even in some resource-rich countries of the African re-
gion is quite alarming by the day. In other words, wealth inequality is a looming 
concern in many African states. The situation provides a breeding ground for 
crimes including banditry, terrorism, sea piracy, oil theft, kidnapping, armed 
robbery, cattle rustling, among others in the continent. Downie (2014b) cap-
tured the prevailing wealth inequality gap and frustrations among the citizens of 
the continent in this manner, “impressive headlines of GDP growth figures in 
many African countries fail to capture the anger and depression rising among 
the have-nots”. To curb this challenge, Downie (2014b) suggests that African 
governments (political leadership) at all levels (regional, national, local) must 
approach governance with more seriousness and dedication or continue to face 
unending challenges from their increasingly emboldened, empowered, and in-
terconnected citizens. The reason is that political leaders are the primary hold-
ers, controllers and distributors of state power and resources in a particular in-
stitution and/or territory (Van Wyk, 2007). 
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3. Conclusion 

The African continent has been a theatre of many sub-national conflicts in re-
cent decades. It has been established that poor and bad governance in many 
African countries is the major contributor to the enduring sub-national conflicts 
in the continent. It was also argued that due to poor and bad governance in 
many African states, the exuberant African youth population had been grossly 
undermined with virtually no hope in sight for their welfare. Poor and bad go-
vernance creates and promotes widespread unemployment and wealth inequality 
gap among citizens of many African societies (Kreutz, 2012). A condition 
deemed to have triggered the young African population to engage in various 
crimes such as banditry, terrorism, kidnapping, oil theft among others to realize 
their family or social, economic and political aspirations. In order to reduce the 
spate and/or resolve most of the ongoing subnational conflicts in the continent, 
it is imperative to remind African governments that the young population are 
supposedly the future experienced doctors, teachers, lawyers, entrepreneurs, en-
gineers, farmers, journalists, and political leaders of the continent. Therefore, it 
is vital for African states and governments to make adequate plans for their 
youth population. In other words, they should be given opportunity to realize 
their natural endowments, reduce the inequality gap between the rich and poor 
of her citizens. Such imperatives of good governance can curb the menace of 
sub-national conflicts in the continent. Sub-national conflicts occasioned by 
poor and bad governance had greatly hindered the growth and development of 
many African states. 
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