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Abstract

Public speeches by leaders can serve as a cost-effective tool for fostering peace, yet their effectiveness remains
uncertain, particularly in divided societies experiencing violent conflict. This paper examines the impact of
the Catholic Pope’s peace-promoting speeches on conflict dynamics in Africa. We construct a novel dataset
covering all papal speeches explicitly addressing violent conflict events in Africa between 1997 and 2022.
Using event-study methods, we find that such speeches reduce overall conflict by 23% on average in the
weeks following their delivery. Importantly, the effects vary systematically by papal identity: speeches
delivered by John Paul II and Francis are associated with substantial reductions in conflict, whereas those
delivered by Benedict XVI show no significant aggregate effect and are instead linked to increases in battles
and religious violence. We further explore four mechanisms driving these heterogeneous effects. First, the
impact of papal speeches is significantly stronger in areas with a Catholic presence, where violence drops
by up to 69%. Second, the effectiveness of a speech is amplified by the experience of local bishops: speeches
are significantly more effective in reducing low-intensity and religious violence in areas where the bishop
has more years of ecclesiastical service. Third, political leaders play a crucial role in amplifying the Pope’s
message, as violence significantly declines in birth regions of national leaders. Finally, the response of armed
groups varies consistently depending on their religious affiliation and prior history of violence.
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1 Introduction

Conflict remains a critical issue in the contemporary world, directly affecting a substantial propor-
tion of the global population.! A large literature documents the persistence of violence, rooted in
weak institutions, ethnic divisions, and resource competition (Acemoglu et al., 2001; McGuirk and
Nunn, 2024; Berman et al., 2017). Yet conflict is also responsive to shocks. Income changes (Dube
and Vargas, 2013; McGuirk and Burke, 2020), weather-driven shocks to resources and livelihoods
(Miguel et al., 2004; McGuirk and Nunn, 2025), and other local or external forces can shift incen-
tives, alter expectations, and either fuel escalation or create openings for de-escalation. This sensi-
tivity makes the design of effective peacebuilding policies especially challenging (Rohner, 2024b).

Public speeches by global leaders are one potentially important, low-cost source of such shifts.
By making conflict salient, coordinating expectations, and legitimizing specific courses of action,
public messages can shape beliefs, norms, and incentives. Leaders have been shown to affect so-
cieties, institutions, and economic outcomes (Jones and Olken, 2005, 2009), while messages by in-
fluential figures can shift opinion and behavior. Evidence ranges from Atatiirk’s nation-building
project in Turkey (Assouad, 2020) and Pétain’s legacy in France during World War II (Cagé et al.,
2023) to President Trump’s effect on social norms in the United States (Bursztyn et al., 2020; Gros-
jean et al., 2023; Muller and Schwarz, 2023).2

The influence of such messages depends on their credibility and reach. Religious leaders may
combine both: they can shape behavior (Bassi and Rasul, 2017; Wang, 2021), and their authority
is particularly salient in settings where religious institutions remain central to social and political
life, including many African countries (Ellis and ter Haar, 1998; Freston, 2001).3 The Catholic Pope
provides a particularly relevant case. He combines moral authority with a centralized transna-
tional hierarchy, making papal speeches both potentially credible and widely diffused. In conflict
settings, these speeches explicitly invoke peace, reconciliation, and forgiveness, and may therefore
affect how local actors perceive the legitimacy and costs of continued violence.

However, the effect of papal speeches on violence is theoretically ambiguous. Moral appeals
may reinforce peace norms and increase pressure for de-escalation, but they may also generate
backlash if perceived as partial, intrusive, or threatening. Their impact may be limited when vi-
olence is driven by structural factors such as resource competition or territorial control. Whether
papal speeches reduce violence is therefore an empirical question.

This paper investigates the effect of the Catholic Pope’s peace-seeking speeches on conflict dy-
namics in Africa. To this end, we construct a unique dataset covering all peace-promoting speeches
delivered by the Pope that explicitly address violent conflict events in Africa over a 26-year period

Tn 2024, 12% of the global population was affected by at least one violent political event (battles, explosions, violence
against civilians) and 21% by protests or riots within a 5km radius of their residence (Armed Conflict Location & Event
Data and WorldPop, Conflict Exposure Calculator, downloaded on February 24th, 2025). Predictions are equally striking,
as World Bank estimates show that by 2030, nearly 60% of the world’s extreme poor will live in countries affected by
fragility, conflict, and violence (World Bank, 2024).

2Prominent peace-oriented speeches in international crises include President John F. Kennedy’s 1963 “peace race”
speech during the Cold War, Nelson Mandela’s 1998 appeal on Northern Ireland, and President Barack Obama’s 2009
address on relations with the Muslim world.

3In Sub-Saharan Africa, 85% of respondents report that religion is very important in their lives and 75% attend wor-
ship services weekly (Pew Research Center, 2010), based on 19 countries.
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(1997-2022). A key feature of this empirical setting is its inclusion of various local contexts and
speeches by three different Popes, each bringing distinct ideological orientations and communica-
tion strategies towards Africa.

Papal speech transcripts are systematically recorded on the Vatican’s official website. Our sam-
ple covers three pontificates: John Paul II, Benedict XVI, and Francis. These speeches primarily
address spiritual and moral topics, but the Pope also uses this platform to address conflict zones,
highlighting civilian suffering and calling for peace. Using statistical topic modeling combined
with manual classification, we identify 85 speeches that explicitly address ongoing conflicts in
Africa and call for peace. To isolate the effect of speeches from papal visits, we restrict our analysis
to speeches delivered outside the country being referenced.*

A key assumption is that papal speeches reach local audiences in conflict-affected countries. To
test this, we first examine media coverage of the Pope’s speeches in conflict-affected countries in the
days following a speech. Using novel data from national African newspapers, we find a significant
increase in the presence of articles mentioning both the Pope and conflict-related terms in outlets
distributed within the country targeted by the speech. The likelihood of such mentions rises by 5.1
percentage points (34% of a standard deviation) in the first two days and by 3.6 percentage points
(24% of a standard deviation) in the following two days. We also analyze how papal speeches
spread through local Catholic institutions, leveraging original data on the Facebook activity of
dioceses. The likelihood of a diocese posting about a speech increases significantly after a two-
day lag, peaking at 6.7 percentage points (29% of a standard deviation) on days three and four
before returning to baseline. The short-lived nature of these effects, along with the absence of
pre-trends, supports the interpretation that the increase in coverage reflects the diffusion of papal
speeches across both national media and the Facebook pages of local dioceses. Interestingly, the lag
in diocesan communication likely reflects the time needed to process and disseminate the messages,
in contrast to professional media, which can publish immediately. Finally, using Afrobarometer
survey data, we find that Christian respondents interviewed after a papal speech mentioning their
country and conflict report a higher perceived importance of religion and greater trust in religious
leaders, with no significant effects observed among non-Christian respondents.

We assemble the novel dataset of papal speeches and link them to geographically precise con-
flict events from the Armed Conflict Location and Event Dataset (ACLED) over 1997-2022. A
methodological innovation is our use of large language models to classify whether conflict events
and armed groups have religious dimensions. Since ACLED provides detailed information on
event characteristics but does not systematically identify religious motivations, we develop a prompt-
based classification approach using a pre-trained large language model (via OpenAl’s API) to ana-
lyze event descriptions and armed group profiles.”> Our empirical strategy exploits within-country
timing variation in exposure to a papal speech using an event-study design. We define “speech

events” as isolated weeks (or short sequences of weeks) in which the Pope delivers a message tar-

4In our sample, 88.3% of speeches were delivered from the Vatican, while 11.7% were given during visits to foreign
countries but addressed conflicts elsewhere. Papal visits are planned years in advance and involve heightened security
and media attention, making it difficult to isolate the causal effect of the speech itself.

5This classification identifies events where religious beliefs, affiliations, or leadership are central to the conflict, as
well as armed groups with explicit religious identities.



geting an ongoing conflict in a given African country, excluding speeches during papal visits. We
compare violence outcomes before and after each speech within a window spanning five weeks
prior to eight weeks following the speech. Restricting to non-overlapping event windows yields
100 speech events from 85 papal speeches over our sample period.

We first examine effects at the country-week level, where treatment is defined by the timing of
papal speeches addressing a given country’s conflict. While we find no evidence of conflict termi-
nation, papal speeches substantially reduce conflict intensity: the number of violent events declines
by roughly one-third in the eight weeks following a speech. Beyond reducing the number of events,
the geographic scope of violence contracts: the number of 0.5x0.5 degree grid cells (approximately
55 km x 55 km at the equator) experiencing conflict falls by approximately 25%, or 1.5 fewer af-
fected cells per country-week. To explore within-country spatial heterogeneity, we disaggregate
to the cell and estimate the same event-study specification at the cell-week level. These estimates
confirm the country-level findings: the probability that a given cell experiences at least one vio-
lent event falls by 0.41pp., or 23% relative to the sample mean. Taken together, the country-week
and cell-week evidence point to a short-run reduction in both the intensity and the geographic dis-
persion of violence following papal speech, while remaining silent on longer-run effects and on
the termination of conflicts. The estimated effects are robust to a wide range of sensitivity checks
addressing mean reversion and pre-existing trends. Event-study evidence reveals no pre-trends,
while specifications allowing for lagged violence, differential dynamics around conflict peaks, and
alternative time windows yield quantitatively similar post-speech effects.

We conduct two complementary analyses to isolate the role of moral authority and explore het-
erogeneity across Popes. First, we show that papal speeches without explicit conflict references
have no impact on violence dynamics, and that United Nations Security Council resolutions, de-
spite comparable media coverage and explicit conflict-related content, also fail to reduce violence.
The absence of effects suggests that neither symbolic attention alone nor formal political authority
combined with conflict-specific content is sufficient to reduce violence. Second, effects vary across
Popes. Conflict-specific speeches by John Paul II and Francis are associated with significant reduc-
tions in violence, particularly in battles and religiously motivated conflicts. By contrast, Benedict
XVI displays no overall effect on conflict dynamics. Moreover, his speeches shift from marginally
reducing violence before the 2006 Regensburg address to significantly increasing battles and re-
ligious violence thereafter. Taken together, these patterns indicate that the effectiveness of papal
interventions depends on moral authority, conflict-specific content, and the Pope’s perceived le-
gitimacy in local contexts. We acknowledge that papal speeches may not be randomly timed: the
Pope may choose to address conflicts precisely when Vatican diplomatic efforts are about to bear
fruit, making speeches a signal of imminent progress rather than an independent cause of violence
reduction. However, two patterns are difficult to reconcile with this interpretation. First, UN Se-
curity Council resolutions, which similarly signal formal diplomatic engagement, show no effect
despite comparable media coverage. Second, Benedict XVI's speeches shift from marginally re-
ducing to significantly increasing violence following his controversial 2006 Regensburg address,

a reversal difficult to attribute to changes in the timing or success of Vatican diplomacy. These



findings suggest that religious messaging plays a distinctive role in shaping conflict dynamics.

Finally, in the last part of our analysis, we examine four key mechanisms. First, building on the
idea that audience identity shapes a message’s impact (DellaVigna et al., 2014), we assess whether
the Pope’s speeches have similar effects on conflict in areas with and without Christian commu-
nities. As expected, we find that violence significantly decreases in areas with Christian commu-
nities following a speech, with an overall reduction of 33.5%, a 48% drop in low-intensity events,
and a 69% decline in religious violence. In contrast, no discernible effect is observed in regions
without Christian communities. Second, we explore the role of local religious institutions, specifi-
cally Catholic bishops, in amplifying the Pope’s message. We find that the speeches’ effectiveness
depends on the bishop’s experience: the pacifying effect is significantly larger in places where the
bishop has greater overall experience, particularly in reducing low-intensity and religious violence.
Third, we examine whether the Pope’s speeches, by drawing global attention to a country, influ-
ence political leaders to act in ways that reduce violence, particularly in their stronghold regions.
We find that violence decreases significantly in a leader’s birthplace region after a speech, with a
71% drop in low-intensity events (compared to 45% elsewhere) and an 87% decline in religious vi-
olence (compared to 67%). These results highlight the interaction between the Pope’s message and
national leadership in shaping conflict dynamics. Fourth, we analyze how armed groups respond
to the speeches, focusing on their religious affiliation and prior history of violence. Using bilateral
links between actors in the same event window and country, we find that violence decreases by
approximately 40% overall for actor pairs with no religious affiliation, by 56% for pairs with at
least one Christian group, and shows no significant effect for pairs with at least one Islamic group.
Specifically for religious violence, conflict declines by 70% for pairs with at least one Christian
group but increases by 230% for pairs with at least one Islamic group, underscoring the varied im-
pact of the Pope’s message based on religious affiliation. Additionally, the speeches reduce overall
violence and battles by 210% when groups have no prior conflict. However, for groups with a long-
standing history of violence (more than 10 events since 1997), conflict likelihood increases by 30%
across overall violence, battles, and religious violence. This suggests that while the speeches help
de-escalate less entrenched conflicts, they may escalate hostilities or prompt strategic reactions in
deeply rooted conflicts.

Contribution to the literature. This paper contributes to several strands of the literature. First, it
adds on the determinants of conflict where factors such as ethnic diversity (e.g., Cederman et al.,
2009), weather conditions (e.g., Harari and Ferrara, 2018; Eberle et al., 2020; McGuirk and Nunn,
2025), natural resources (e.g., Dube and Vargas, 2013; Berman et al., 2017), agriculture productivity
(e.g., McGuirk and Nunn, 2024; Iyigun et al., 2017; Cervellati et al., 2022; Berman et al., 2021), and
cultural distance (Guarnieri and Tur-Prats, 2023; Guarnieri, 2025) have been of particular interest.
Specifically, it contributes to the literature examining the extent to which external shocks, those
outside the conflict zone, such as fluctuations in global prices, affect conflict dynamics (Dube and
Vargas, 2013; Berman and Couttenier, 2015; McGuirk and Burke, 2020, 2022). Our paper also aligns
with the call made in Rohner (2024a) on the challenges of conflict interventions aimed at resolu-



tion through mediation, military peacekeeping operations, and financial support. It emphasizes
the need for more robust statistical analyses and cross-country studies on third-party interventions
through mediation. We contribute to understanding the role of peacekeeping interventions in mit-
igating violence, demonstrating that external actors, in our case a major religious leader, can foster
stability through both mediation and enforcement mechanisms (Rohner and Zhuravskaya, 2023;
Rohner, 2024b).6

Second, while the economics of religion literature has flourished in recent years, few studies
explore the interplay between religion and conflict, particularly in Africa.” This gap arises partly
from the difficulty of measuring religiously motivated violence and distinguishing it from other
factors, such as ethnicity. One notable exception is Anderson et al. (2025), who use a dictionary-
based method to show that a quarter of violent events in Africa are linked to religion. We contribute
to this emerging literature by introducing a novel methodology to identify religious conflict events
using a prompt-based machine learning approach (via OpenAl’s API). We leverage this data to
demonstrate how violence overall, and religious violence in particular, are influenced by peace-
seeking messages from a leading religious authority.

In line with this approach, Laville (2021) show in a cross-country analysis that the travels of
John Paul II reduced the risk of conflict in host countries. We extend the analysis by focusing on
papal speeches delivered from outside the conflict zone (often from the Vatican), which allows for
stronger causal identification and are more frequent and less costly than papal visits to Africa. By
examining variation in responses across different papacies and local contexts, we show that these
remote speeches can de-escalate violence. However, we also reveal significant heterogeneity in
this effect, driven by the Pope’s identity and characteristics of the local conflict zone, including
local religious institutions and armed groups. Our finding that local religious institutions are key
drivers of the effects complements Martinez-Bravo et al. (2025), who show that the appointment
of bishops under John Paul II's papacy influenced redistributive conflict in Brazil, where landless
peasants invaded large estates to demand land redistribution.

Our paper contributes also to the growing literature on how media can both exacerbate and al-
leviate violence. Media can facilitate insurgent coordination and fuel violence (Gagliarducci et al.,
2020; Adena et al., 2015; Yanagizawa-Drott, 2014) but counter-narratives, such as broadcasts pro-
moting defection, can reduce violence and support long-term reconciliation (Armand et al., 2020;
Esposito et al., 2023). Ethnic divisions often shape how media impacts conflict, with partisan narra-
tives strengthening group identities and intensifying tensions (Glaeser and Sunstein, 2009; DellaV-
igna et al., 2014; Mougin, 2024). However, media can also help reduce polarization and tensions
by addressing informational asymmetries (Allport, 1954). Our contribution is in documenting that

the dissemination of a religious peace message, particularly through media, can help reduce the

6See Rohner (2024a) for a comprehensive review of the extensive literature on third-party interventions, spanning
both economics and political science.

"Religious institutions function as both social and economic entities, influencing political stability and collective
action (Iannaccone, 1998; McCleary and Barro, 2006). Recently, religion has been shown to impact economic growth
(Becker et al., 2024), social behaviour (Bassi and Rasul, 2017), and political outcomes (Wang, 2021; Bentzen and Gokmen,
2023; Bentzen et al., 2025). Engelberg et al. (2016) examine the supply side of religion, showing that the quality of
religious leaders significantly impacts congregation growth and engagement. For a comprehensive literature review, see
Iyer (2016).



intensity of violence, even in conflicts where religious identity plays a significant role.

Finally, we also contribute to the literature on leadership. Previous work has emphasized the
role of political leaders in shaping economic outcomes (Bertrand and Schoar, 2003; Jones and Olken,
2005), with a particular focus on the connection between leaders and their birth regions (Hodler
and Raschky, 2014; Burgess et al., 2015). Extensive evidence illustrates how leaders have shaped
national identity, ideology, and social behaviours through their rhetoric (Assouad, 2020; Bursztyn
et al., 2020; Cagé et al., 2023; Grosjean et al., 2023; Muller and Schwarz, 2023; Ajzenman et al.,
2023). Our results highlight that, in certain contexts, religious discourse enhances the effectiveness
of peace-promoting efforts by simultaneously raising awareness, facilitating dialogue, mobilizing

collective action, and establishing normative frameworks conducive to peacebuilding.

2 Conceptual Framework and Background

This section develops a conceptual framework for understanding how papal speeches may affect
conflict dynamics by identifying the actors through whom their effects can materialize. Papal mes-
sages may reach combatants directly, but they may also be interpreted, amplified, or reframed by
local religious and political elites, international actors, and communities. This actor-centered per-
spective shifts attention to the audiences and intermediaries that condition whether papal appeals
alter beliefs, incentives, or behavior. A necessary first step, however, is diffusion through national
media, religious institutions, local gatherings, or interpersonal networks. When messages fail to
diffuse widely or become salient, the downstream mechanisms linking papal speech to conflict are
unlikely to be activated.

2.1 Direct channel: Persuasion of combatants

Exposure to papal speeches can influence the preferences and beliefs of commanders and fighters.
Internalization of the Pope’s normative appeal for peace may strengthen peace norms and reputa-
tional concerns, thereby constraining the means and ends of violence and reshaping acceptable tac-
tics (Blattman, 2022), including addressing unchecked leadership and rents that perpetuate conflict
(Acemoglu et al., 2001). Papal messages can also function as focal signals that reduce uncertainty
and help relax commitment problems by making de-escalation seem feasible and socially valued
(Fearon, 1995; Walter, 1997). Shifts in beliefs about payoffs and legitimacy connect to accounts
that emphasize unchecked leadership, uncertainty, and misperceptions (Jervis, 1976; Sawyer, 2004;
Fearon and Laitin, 2004).

The force of direct persuasion is context-dependent. It is likely to be stronger where moral
authority is broadly recognized, where religious proximity fosters receptiveness, and where com-
mand structures are permeable to ethical constraints. Conversely, persuasion may be weakened,
or even generate opposite effects, when messages are perceived as partial or intrusive (Autesserre,
2014), or when they threaten core identities in polarized settings (Cederman et al., 2011). These
possibilities resonate with classic discussions of escalation and polarization (Pruitt and Kim, 2004;

Tilly, 2003), with theories of opportunistic signaling and strategic reinterpretation of external ap-



peals (Powell, 2006, Weinstein, 2007; Wood, 2003; Kalyvas, 2006), and with analyses of backlash
dynamics in contentious environments (Pearlman, 2013; Walter, 2014), as well as foundational dis-

tinctions in peace-violence frames (Galtung, 1969).

2.2 Indirect channels

We next consider indirect channels through which papal speeches can shape behavior, operating

via domestic elites, the international environment, and communities.

2.2.1 Local elites

Local elites can mediate the effect of papal speeches by translating broad appeals into locally rel-
evant signals and actions. Within the Church, bishops have historically mediated conflicts, con-
vened coalitions, and advocated for reconciliation, a role emphasized in Ecclesia in Africa (1994),
Africae Munus (2011), and Evangelii Gaudium (2013).% Their influence should depend on alignment
with the vision of the Pope, which can increase responsiveness but also generate frictions across
pontificates,” and on experience, which can increase credibility and local knowledge (Orobator,
2018) but also entrench rigidity (Blattman, 2022).

Political leaders provide a second form of elite mediation. They can amplify, reinterpret, or
resist papal appeals through public statements, media signals, and constituency-based incentives.
Accountability pressures are especially strong in leaders’ core constituencies, where monitoring is
easier and endorsement of a papal appeal may be rewarded, while ignoring it may be costly (Franck
and Rainer, 2012; Hodler and Raschky, 2014; Burgess et al., 2015). These incentives can also work
against de-escalation when leaders depend on intransigent factions, rivals frame responsiveness as
weakness, or patronage systems reward immediate control over sustained compromise.10

Local elites therefore shape whether papal messages are amplified, reframed, or translated into
action. Alignment, experience, and constituency density can strengthen this channel; misalign-
ment, intra-elite competition, and instrumentalization can weaken or reverse it. Although direct
evidence of elite interventions is unavailable, historical accounts show that religious and political
elites have often assumed these roles, supporting the plausibility of this mechanism.

8Bishops have frequently assumed responsibilities beyond strictly religious duties, advocating for justice, reconcil-
iation, and systemic change (Orobator, 2018). Across pontificates, they have mediated conflicts and promoted peace:
John Paul IT underscored episcopal leadership in Ecclesia in Africa, with mediation in Sudan and Rwanda; Benedict XVI
reaffirmed this mandate in Africae Munus, though priorities sometimes intersected with sensitive interfaith and health
debates; and Francis has emphasized grassroots engagement and interfaith collaboration, with notable initiatives in the
Democratic Republic of Congo and South Sudan (Prunier, 1997; Turner, 2007; Johnson, 2011).

9For example, bishops appointed under Benedict XVI, often identified with theological conservatism, have at times
resisted Pope Francis’s decentralizing reforms (Ivereigh, 2014). Ivereigh (2014) discusses resistance from bishops ap-
pointed during Benedict XVI's papacy, notably during the Synod on the Family (2014-2015) and in opposing Francis’s
financial transparency and decentralization efforts. These tensions have been covered by The Guardian (2017) and Na-
tional Catholic Reporter (2023), while Lamb (2020) provides an in-depth analysis of the broader challenges faced by Pope
Francis in his reform efforts.

10political leaders’ alignment with the Church varies: some may leverage papal messages to enhance legitimacy or
unity, while others may resist them on ideological grounds. Historical examples include Nelson Mandela’s embrace of
reconciliation messages in 1995 and Augusto Pinochet’s attempt to co-opt papal rhetoric in 1987.



2.2.2 The international spotlight mechanism

Papal appeals can affect conflict by increasing the international salience of specific episodes of
violence. Greater visibility may raise the reputational cost of escalation, attract diplomatic engage-
ment, and mobilize humanitarian resources or mediation. These effects should be stronger when
attention is timely and when external actors have incentives to respond. Visibility can also have
countervailing effects if spoilers intensify violence to signal resolve or undermine pressure for com-
promise (Petersen, 2002).

The source of visibility matters. Formal political statements, such as United Nations Security
Council resolutions, may increase coverage without changing the short-run incentives that govern
tactical decisions on the ground. Papal appeals differ because they combine international atten-
tion with religious and moral authority, potentially altering domestic salience and the reputational
calculations of political and military actors.

International attention can also operate through domestic political incentives. Because the rep-
utation of national leaders is especially salient in their home regions, international attention can
heighten local accountability pressures and make visible support for de-escalation more politically
rewarding (Franck and Rainer, 2012; Hodler and Raschky, 2014; Burgess et al., 2015). Although
direct evidence of international engagement following papal speeches is limited, historical cases
suggest that papal interventions have sometimes mobilized diplomatic concern and humanitarian

action, supporting the plausibility of this mechanism.!!

2.2.3 Citizens and communities

Peace messages can affect conflict by altering the local incentives and constraints faced by armed
actors. By strengthening pro-peace norms and stigmatizing violent practices, they can raise the
social and reputational costs of aggression, consistent with evidence that mass messaging changes
beliefs and behavior at scale and that community narratives can legitimate or delegitimate violence
(Wang, 2021; Dunia et al., 2025). They may also reduce the logistical, informational, or financial
support available to armed groups, which often rely on local networks, informal institutions, and
elites for resources (Marchais et al., 2024). Finally, by increasing the local legitimacy of moderation
and dialogue, peace messages may facilitate cooperation with authorities, mediators, and peace-
builders.

The strength of this channel should vary with the degree of community leverage over armed
actors. Effects are likely to be larger when religious institutions are embedded in local civic life,
when armed groups recruit locally and depend on surrounding communities for legitimacy or re-
sources, and when interfaith relations are not highly polarized. Conversely, sharp local religious or
identity-based cleavages may cause papal appeals to be filtered through group identities, limiting

11Examples include John Paul II's repeated speeches during the Balkan wars, in which he appealed to international
political circles to step up efforts to stop the fighting (Holy See, 1999); Benedict XVI's Regensburg lecture in 2006, which
triggered international protests and prompted new initiatives for interfaith dialogue such as the A Common Word letter
(Cesari, 2013); and Pope Francis’s recognized mediating role in the U.S.-Cuba rapprochement, where Vatican diplomacy
was credited with helping broker the resumption of ties and facilitating prisoner releases (Reuters, 2014; Vatican News,
2025).



their ability to generate broad-based pressure for de-escalation.!?

The framework delivers four empirical implications. First, papal speeches should matter only if
they diffuse to the targeted country, through national media and Church networks. Second, effects
should be strongest when the Pope combines visibility with conflict-specific religious authority:
general papal attention or formal political attention alone need not affect violence. Third, the sign
and magnitude of the response should depend on the perceived legitimacy of the messenger, im-
plying heterogeneous effects across pontificates and, in particular, weaker or adverse effects when
papal authority is contested. Finally, effects should be mediated by local actors and conflict struc-
ture. Reductions in violence should be larger where Christian communities are present, where
local bishops have greater capacity to relay and interpret the message, and where political leaders
face stronger reputational incentives to respond. By contrast, armed groups may react differently
depending on religious affiliation and prior conflict history, so papal appeals can de-escalate less
entrenched conflicts while generating null or adverse responses among actors for whom the mes-

sage is perceived as threatening, partial, or strategically costly.

2.3 Papal identity

Papal identity may condition how speeches operate across the channels described above. Lead-
ership and social influence theories emphasize that credibility, legitimacy, and group alignment
shape whether audiences internalize or resist messages (Seyranian and Bligh, 2008; Seyranian,
2014), while central figures and their networks can diffuse values beyond direct followers (Cagé
et al., 2023). Our 1997-2022 sample spans three pontificates with distinct theological priorities,
communication styles, and reputations in Africa, creating variation in whether papal messages are
diffused, amplified, or contested.

Pope John Paul II (October 16, 1978, to April 2, 2005) was a highly influential figure, known for
his strong advocacy of human rights and inter-state peace.!®> He viewed the Church as a universal
institution advocating for reconciliation and dialogue (John Paul II, 1995). His critical role in end-
ing the Cold War, his appeals for peace during the Gulf War, and his continued advocacy for global
nuclear disarmament exemplify this priority.!* He placed Africa at the center of his global geopo-

12As an illustrative recent chronology: in late January 2025, Pope Francis publicly appealed for peace in the DRC as
fighting intensified around Goma (Vatican News, 29 Jan 2025). Within days, senior leaders of CENCO and the Protestant
ECC met President Tshisekedi to present a joint peace roadmap (CISA , 4 Feb 2025) and announced their intention to
include M23 in dialogue (RFI , 5 Feb 2025). A joint CENCO-ECC delegation then met M23/AFC representatives in
Goma (ACI Africa, 14 Feb 2025); international mediation steps followed, including Angola’s announcement of direct
Kinshasa-M23 talks (Le Monde, 12 Mar 2025) and a Doha track that opened but stalled in April (Reuters , 23 Apr 2025).
A separate DRC-Rwanda “Washington Accord” was signed on June 27 (U.S . Department of State, 27 Jun 2025), and
a DRC-M23 ceasefire declaration was announced in Doha on July 19 (Le Monde, 19 Jul 2025). This sequence is purely
illustrative and does not imply causality; it is offered to show how community-level reception, elite coordination, and
international visibility can intertwine.

13His unwavering stance on these issues contributed to his canonization, making him one of only three popes of the
20th century to have been declared a saint.

1476hn Paul II supported the Solidarity movement in Poland (e.g., his speeches during the 1979 visit to Warsaw empha-
sized human dignity and freedom), inspiring systemic change. His efforts included diplomatic advocacy, collaborating
with global leaders like Ronald Reagan and Margaret Thatcher to dismantle oppressive regimes (Weigel, 1999). In his
1981 Encyclical, Laborem Exercens, he highlighted the dignity of labor and the rights of workers, indirectly challenging
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https://www.vaticannews.va/en/pope/news/2025-01/pope-francis-appeal-prayers-dr-congo-goma-conflict.html
https://cisanewsafrica.com/2025/02/drc-church-leaders-step-in-to-bring-peace-to-eastern-drc-in-meeting-with-president-tshisekedi/
https://www.rfi.fr/fr/afrique/20250205-rdc-les-%C3%A9glises-catholique-et-protestante-annoncent-vouloir-engager-des-discussions-incluant-le-m23
https://www.aciafrica.org/news/14253/catholic-bishops-in-dr-congo-meet-rebel-group-to-push-for-peace-amid-political-opposition
https://www.lemonde.fr/afrique/article/2025/03/12/guerre-en-rdc-l-angola-annonce-des-negociations-directes-entre-kinshasa-et-les-rebelles-du-m23_6579571_3212.html
https://www.reuters.com/world/africa/congo-m23-delegations-leave-doha-peace-talks-stall-sources-2025-04-23/
https://www.state.gov/peace-agreement-between-the-democratic-republic-of-the-congo-and-the-republic-of-rwanda/
https://www.lemonde.fr/en/international/article/2025/07/19/drc-and-m23-rebels-sign-ceasefire-deal_6743525_4.html

litical agenda, emphasizing its challenges and potential through a series of influential speeches and
initiatives (John Paul II, 1994). His advocacy for economic justice, including debt relief (e.g., 1987
UN address), and the promotion of human dignity as foundational to peace (1995 Evangelium Vi-
tae), reinforced the need to view Africa as a partner rather than a mere aid recipient (1994 Ecclesia
in Africa).!®> His 14 visits to 42 African countries (some of them multiple times), over a third of his
total travels, underscored this commitment. By advocating a shift from aid to trade and positioning
bishops as key societal actors, he established the Church as a pivotal force in political and social
transitions.

Pope Benedict XVI (April 19, 2005, to February 28, 2013), unlike his predecessor, made few vis-
its to Africa, traveling to only three countries (13% of his total travels). His papacy, characterized
by theological conservatism (Thornton and Varenne, 2008), prioritized traditional Church values,
doctrinal clarity, and Western principles (Seewald, 2020; Rowland, 2008; Marshall, 2012). This doc-
trinal emphasis posed challenges in Africa, where interfaith dynamics and cultural sensitivities
required a more pastoral and inclusive approach. Benedict XVI's Regensburg speech in 2006 be-
came controversial due to a quotation perceived as critical of Islam, sparking protests and straining
interfaith relations.'® His opposition to condom use to combat AIDS during his visit to Cameroon
further illustrates the challenges arising from his doctrinal approach in Africa. This stance gener-
ated controversy, raising critical questions about the Church’s role in public health and highlighting
tensions between theological principles and the urgency of pragmatic health interventions.

Pope Francis (March 13, 2013, to April 21, 2025) has prioritized decentralization and dialogue,
emphasizing the empowerment of local Churches to foster inclusivity and diversity (O’Connell,
2019). His pastoral approach and focus on social justice have defined his papacy, with his four visits
to Africa reflecting a commitment to addressing social inequalities and advocating for marginalized
communities. His engagement with independent Churches and interfaith initiatives, particularly
in Sierra Leone, underscores his efforts to foster dialogue beyond Catholic communities, reinforc-
ing the Church’s role in peace and reconciliation. This approach aligns with “Evangelii Gaudium,”
where he emphasizes dialogue as a means of promoting mutual understanding and societal healing
(Francis, 2013).

communist practices. During the Gulf War, he repeatedly appealed for peace (e.g., his public statement in 1991 and his
letters to U.S. President George H. W. Bush and Iraqi leadership calling for an end of hostilities) and persistently called
for global nuclear disarmament.

15Tn Ecclesia in Africa (1994), John Paul II emphasizes the pastoral role of bishops in promoting justice, peace, and
development across African nations. It highlights the Church’s responsibility in addressing socio-political challenges
and underscores the importance of collaboration among Church leaders and local communities to foster reconciliation
and societal transformation.

1611 his speech, Pope Benedict XVI cited a dialogue between the 14th-century Byzantine emperor Manuel II Palaiolo-
gos and a Persian scholar, where the emperor stated that spreading faith through violence is unreasonable and contrary
to the nature of God. Although Benedict XVI did not explicitly endorse the statement, its inclusion was widely inter-
preted as a critique of Islam, leading to significant backlash in many Muslim-majority countries. Ayman al-Zawabhiri,
the second-in-command of Al-Qaeda, declared in a video message released on an Islamist website on September 29,
2006, that “this charlatan accused Islam of being incompatible with reason, while forgetting that his own Christianity is
unacceptable to any rational mind” (L'Orient Le Jour article from September 30, 2006).
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3 Data Construction and Empirical Strategy

3.1 Data

Conflict data. We use the Armed Conflict Location and Event Dataset (ACLED, Raleigh et al.
2010) which covers conflict events in African countries from 1997 to 2022.17 ACLED reports infor-
mation about the date, location, type of violence, and actors for each event. Events are compiled
from various sources, including press accounts from regional and local news, humanitarian agen-
cies, and research publications. The dataset contains information on 325,541 distinct violent events.
Following the strategy developed in Couttenier et al. (2024), we keep only events with the highest
level of geographical precision, i.e. town level (events coded as “part of a region”, “region”, or
“country” are excluded) leaving us with 240,334 events. ACLED reports information on the nature
of violence associated with each event (battles, explosions/remote violence, protests, riots, strate-
gic developments, and violence against civilians), but it provides no information on whether the
event may be motivated or explained by religious reasons. We propose a strategy to overcome this
limitation by leveraging a unique feature of ACLED, which provides a description of the event
for a large subset of the events and using a prompt-based classification approach (via OpenAl’s
API). An event is classified as religious if religious beliefs, affiliations, or leadership play a central
role. This approach is also applied to armed groups to determine whether we identify them with
a religious affiliation, such as Christian or Islamic. Accordingly, we define an event as a religious
event if a group is identified as religious or if the text classification model indicates that the event is

religious.!® See Online Appendix A for examples, the prompt used and some relevant statistics.

Pope’s speeches. For each of the three pontificates overlapping the ACLED time period (Pope
Francis, Pope Benedict XVI, and Pope John Paul II), the transcript of each speech has been recorded
and made freely available on the Vatican’s official website.! In our terminology, “speeches” denote
the full set of official papal communications made available on the Vatican’s website, including
general audiences, homilies, encyclicals, apostolic exhortations, and other addresses, which vary
considerably in subject matter and length.?’ The majority of papal speeches are delivered from the
Vatican, with only 5% given during papal travels. As discussed further in Section 3, we exclude all
speeches targeting countries that the Pope is physically visiting for identification purposes.
Between 1997 and 2022, 1’438 unique documents mention at least one African country. Since
our aim is to detect peace-seeking speeches, a key challenge is identifying explicit references to
conflict events. To ensure the accurate identification of speeches mentioning conflicts in Africa,

and minimize both false positives and false negatives, we follow a two-step strategy. First, we

7Downloaded on June 28th, 2023. See Michalopoulos and Papaioannou (2016); Berman et al. (2017); Harari and
Ferrara (2018); Eberle et al. (2020) for papers using ACLED data.

B8To our knowledge, two teams have started to collect information on religious conflicts. First, ACLED has under-
taken a pilot project to collect data on religious repression and unrest (ACLED-Religion). This pilot focuses on seven
countries—Bahrain, Egypt, Iran, Iraq, Israel, Palestine, and Yemen—over the period from January 2020 to March 2022.
Second, Anderson et al. (2025) use a dictionary-based method to classify events as religious based on the event descrip-
tions in ACLED.

Yhttps: / /www.vatican.va

20The length of the speeches is highly heterogeneous, ranging from 200 to 17°000 words, with an average of 3'250.
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use statistical topic modelling to exclude irrelevant speeches. Specifically, we apply the Correla-
tion Explanation (CorEx) model, a learning approach used in the literature to detect political and
conflict-related news (Gallagher et al., 2017; Hatte et al., 2021; Djourelova et al., 2024).2! The model
takes preprocessed text as input and outputs two key elements: the top words associated with
each topic and the probability distribution of topics across documents. The number of topics to
be detected is set to 25, and we do not anchor any topic, as the outcomes of this unsupervised
CorEx method naturally yield relevant topics. Table Bl in Online Appendix B presents the list of
topics. As expected, the five most prevalent topics in papal speeches relate to the Catholic Church,
spirituality, and moral values.?? We focus on the conflict topic detected by the model (Figure B2 in
Online Appendix B, which presents the word cloud of this topic) and exclude all speeches where
the probability of the conflict topic is below 10%. Second, we manually verify those that mention an
African country, resulting in 386 distinct speeches. Each speech was labelled by two human anno-
tators, with discrepancies resolved by a third reviewer. Ultimately, 85 speeches were identified as
explicitly addressing conflict in Africa.?® Since some of these documents reference multiple conflict
zones in Africa, this results in a total of 131 individual peace-seeking messages delivered by the
Catholic Pope in response to conflicts in Africa.?* Online Appendix B provides further details on

the data, while Online Appendix C discusses the data generating process of the Pope’s speeches.?

Bishops. We use the Catholic Hierarchy website, which provides detailed information on the
structure of the Catholic Church, including current and historical data on bishops and dioceses.2®
From this source, we compile data on 1’810 bishops, including their appointment dates, birth de-
tails, and career trajectories, specifying the dioceses where they served as priests and bishops.?’
The richness of the data allows us to define three specific characteristics for bishops. First, the Pope
who appointed them. Second, a general measure of experience based on the number of years since
their ordination as a priest (overall experience). Finally, a measure of experience accumulated within
their diocese, approximated by the number of years between their arrival in the diocese and the
date of the Pope’s speech (local experience). In our sample, bishops are on average 62 years old,

with 35 years of overall experience and 12 years of local experience in the diocese. The boundaries of

ZlWhereas Latent Dirichlet Allocation (LDA) imposes a probabilistic structure that treats topics as independent, CorEx
employs an information-theoretic criterion to extract patterns of dependence among words. This yields more flexible
topic assignments, permitting words to belong to several interrelated themes.

22These five topics are “spiritual journey” (present with a probability greater than 0.5 in 53% of speeches), “journey,
memory, and hope” (40%), “values” (37%), “inner struggles” (37%), and “truth, meaning, and fulfilment” (33%).

2Qverall, 29 countries are involved in these 85 speeches. Pope John Paul Il made 17 of them, Pope Benedict XVI made
21 and Pope Francis made 47. There is on average 2 speeches per year, going from only one in 1999 to 9 in 2015 and 2017.
An example of one speech identified in our sample as addressing conflict is in Online Appendix B.4.

24The average likelihood of the conflict topic appearing in the final sample of speeches is 74%.

25In Online Appendix C, we examine speeches timing and content to characterize the factors driving Pope’s interven-
tions. Low levels of democratization, major events such as natural disasters or terroristic attacks, and conflict situations
predict papal addresses to specific countries. However, when focusing on within-country variation in the likelihood
of being mentioned by the Pope, we show that the key determinant-particularly for peace-promoting speeches—is the
ongoing and prolonged presence of violence.

2https:/ /www.catholic-hierarchy.org/

27Tn our sample, 281 bishops have been appointed by Paul VI ; 474 by John Paul II ; 196 by Benedict XVI and 214 by
Francis.
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African dioceses were retrieved from the Catholic Geo Hub.?

Additional data: African newspapers, Facebook posts of African dioceses, Afrobarometer, UN
security council resolutions, identity of national leaders, Places of worship. We exploit six ad-
ditional datasets. First, to document the coverage of papal speeches in African national news, we
gathered novel data on all stories published in national newspapers included in Factiva and Eu-
ropresse around the time of speeches targeting a given country. This data collection resulted in
articles from 27 national newspapers across 13 African countries. Specifically, we track the pres-
ence of articles mentioning the Pope alongside at least one element of conflict-related lexicon.?
Second, we collected original data on the diffusion of papal speeches on the Facebook pages of
African dioceses around the time of speeches targeting a given country. To achieve this, we first
manually identified whether each diocese in Africa had an official Facebook Page. We then scraped
all posts published on these pages using Meta’s CrowdTangle platform and identified mentions of
the Pope as well as the presence of the conflict-related lexicon used in the newspaper data analysis.
This process resulted in a post-level database covering 151 dioceses in 35 African countries from
2010 to 2022. As Facebook usage in Africa has expanded significantly in recent years, particularly
since 2015 (Hatte et al., 2025), the vast majority of the posts (89%) come from the 2015-2022 period.
Third, we incorporate data from three rounds of the Afrobarometer survey, focusing on attitudes
toward religion. Specifically, we examine respondents’ trust in religious leaders. Fourth, we col-
lect from the UN Security council webpage 1’553 distinct resolutions from 1997 to 2022. Fifth, we
collect additional information on the religious affiliation and place of birth of all African national
leaders from 1997 to 2022. Last, to approximate the diversity of religious presence within cells, we
collected geolocation data on places of worship from multiple denominations, including their type
and name, using Google Maps.?" In total, 332’794 distinct places of worship were scrapped.

3.2 Event definition

In the simplest case, an event is defined as a week in which a speech by the Catholic Pope includes
a peace-seeking message directed at a specific country. The 131 individual peace-seeking messages
presented in subsection 3.1 correspond to 128 country-week pairs in which at least one speech ad-
dresses an ongoing conflict in that country. From there, we face three main challenges and outline
our strategies to address each.

First, major conflict events may prompt the Pope to deliver multiple peace-seeking speeches on

28Downloaded on 4th, July 2023. Stored on ArcGIS REST Servers. Global Diocesan Boundaries: Burhans et al. (2016).
See Online Appendix D to visualize the African dioceses.

2The conflict lexicon includes the following keywords: conflict, peace, war, peacebuilding, mediation, negotiation,
resolution, reconciliation, ceasefire, diplomacy, violence, hostility, humanitarian, disarmament, truce, tension, crisis,
victim, death, suffering, loss, grief, insecurity, justice, hope, trauma, and injury. Keyword searches were conducted in
the languages of the newspapers: Arabic, English, French, Portuguese, and Spanish.

30Churches, Mosques, Temples and Synagogues. Data accessed in October 2024. Data on churches was cross-checked
with the Annuario Pontifico at the diocese level; however, official Vatican data appears to underestimate the number of
churches as some locations listed on Google Maps may be unofficial buildings or open-air worship sites. Additionally,
the higher precision of Google Maps data allows us to estimate religiosity at the cell level for multiple denominations,
which would not be feasible using official Vatican sources.
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the same conflict, not only within the same week but also over several weeks. To account for this,
we group all speeches addressing the same country within a four-week period as a single treatment
and consider the entire period from the first to the last speech as treated. After applying this
grouping, we identify 119 speech events out of the 131 individual messages, meaning that 91% are
not repeated messages (given our four-week window definition). These speech events are defined
as the weeks during which a papal speech targets a country due to an ongoing conflict. Second,
papal speeches delivered outside this four-week window may still fall within a “pre-speech” or
“post-speech” period. We restrict our analysis to isolated speech events, defined as those occurring
within an event window where no other speeches mentioning the same country and conflict are
given in the five weeks before or eight weeks after.3! This restriction excludes 16 speech events
from the initial 119, ensuring that estimated effects can be attributed to a single speech event rather
than the cumulative influence of multiple interventions.? It also allows for a proper examination
of the pre-speech period to confirm the absence of pre-trends. Third, as noted in subsection 3.1, 5%
of the Pope’s speeches are delivered during visits planned years in advance. These visits include
speeches specifically addressing the host country, which is the case for 3 conflict-related speech
events among the remaining 119. We exclude these speech events, as the visits likely influence
conflict dynamics through the security measures implemented to protect the Pope.

As detailed in Online Appendix B.3, these steps yield a final sample of 100 speech events, de-
fined as weeks (or sequences of weeks) in which the Pope delivered peace-seeking messages target-
ing a specific African country, excluding speeches given during papal visits to Africa. The sample
covers 100 speeches, 22 under Pope John Paul I, 23 under Benedict XVI, and 55 under Pope Francis,
spanning 27 African countries.

3.3 Evidence on diffusion and reception of Papal speeches

For papal speeches to affect local conflict dynamics, they must first reach relevant audiences. As
emphasized in our conceptual framework, diffusion through media, institutions, and communities
is a prerequisite for any downstream mechanism to operate. Measuring the extent to which mes-
sages are actually received “on the ground” is inherently difficult given the limits of available data.
We therefore focus on channels that are observable and quantifiable, testing three key assumptions:
(i) national media report on papal speeches; (ii) local Catholic institutions disseminate them; and

(iii) papal speeches shape individual perceptions.

News covering the Pope’s speeches in national outlets. We estimate whether the Pope’s speeches

appear in the national news of the targeted countries. To this end, we use all main African news-

31We assess the sensitivity of our findings to alternative time windows around papal speeches (—5/-+10, —8/+8,
and —10/410). Some of these alternative specifications may involve a different set of speeches compared to our main
analysis. Additionally, we conduct a complementary test that retains the original set of speeches while varying the event
window length. Our results remain largely consistent (Online Appendix F).

32Note that the 16 events excluded from our baseline sample do not originate from a single country or year but cover
six countries and nine different years. Furthermore, for these 16 events, the level of violence observed before the speeches
is not significantly higher than that measured for the speeches included in the baseline sample — even for battles. If a
difference exists, it seems to indicate a slightly lower intensity.
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papers available on Europresse and Factiva, covering 27 national newspapers from 13 countries,
with content accessible around the time of a papal speech addressing them. Specifically, we in-
vestigate whether the presence of articles mentioning the Pope, alongside at least one element of
conflict-related lexicon, increases in the days following a speech.®® Of the 4’900 articles collected,
34% mention conflict. We estimate the following event-study equation:

9
PopeNewsjist = Y Pi-Postigir+ wjis+ DoWs + €
k=—9

where j,i,s and t denote newspaper, country, event-window and date, respectively. For each
newspaper available at the time of a speech targeting its country, we include all days within a —14
to +14 day window around the speech. PopeNews;;s; is a dummy variable indicating whether
newspaper j contains at least one conflict-related article mentioning the Pope. Post; ;. is a set
of dummy variables indicating whether the Pope delivered a peace-seeking speech mentioning
country i k days prior to date t + k, measured in 2-day intervals. We include newspaper-event
window fixed effects (wj i) to account for differences in newspapers’ propensity to cover the Pope
and other time-varying factors. Additionally, we include day-of-the-week fixed effects (DoW;) to
control for within-week seasonality in Papal coverage.

Figure 1: Coverage of Papal speeches in national media of targeted countries
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Note: The figure shows the daily average effects of the Pope’s speeches on national news coverage in the targeted
countries, using a 14-day pre-speech and 14-day post-speech event window with 2-day intervals. The omitted category
ist = —1, representing days -1 and -2 relative to the speech. The specification includes an additional bin for days —-14 to
—11 and another for days +10 to +15, on top of the 10 bins for which we report the estimated coefficients in the graph.
The unit of observation is a national newspaper x date. The dependent variable is a dummy indicating whether at
least one article about the Pope’s speech appears. The specification includes newspaper-event window fixed effects and
day-of-the-week fixed effects. Standard errors are clustered at the date level.

33The following keywords are included in the conflict lexicon: conflict, peace, war, peace building, mediation, nego-
tiation, resolution, reconciliation, ceasefire, diplomacy, violence, hostility, humanitarian, disarmament, truce, tension,
crisis, victim, death, suffering, loss, grief, insecurity, justice, hope, trauma, injury. Keyword searches were conducted in
the languages of the newspapers: Arabic, English, French, Portuguese, and Spanish.
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Estimates presented in Figure 1 show that the presence of news covering the Pope’s speech
rises significantly in national newspapers of the targeted country. This effect is substantial: in
the first two days following the speech, the probability increases by 5.1 percentage points (34% of
one standard deviation) and by 3.6 percentage points (24% of one standard deviation) on the two
following days. Notably, the effect is short-lived, with no pre-trend, suggesting that the increase is
directly driven by the timing of the Pope’s speech.

Diffusion of Papal speeches by local religious institutions. To examine how papal speeches
spread through local Catholic institutions, and in the absence of data on the daily offline commu-
nications of dioceses, we leverage novel data from the Facebook activity of dioceses in our sample.
Specifically, we estimate a version of Equation 1, where the dependent variable is a dummy indi-
cating whether a post by a diocese in the targeted country mentions the Pope or contains at least
one element of conflict-related lexicon.

Figure 2: Coverage of papal speeches in Facebook posts by Catholic dioceses in targeted countries
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Note: The figure shows the daily average effects of the Pope’s speeches on the presence of papal messages in Facebook
posts by dioceses in the targeted countries, using a 14-day pre-speech and 14-day post-speech event window with 2-
day intervals. The omitted category is t = —1, representing days -1 and -2 relative to the speech. The specification
includes an additional bin for days —14 to —11 and another for days +10 to +15, on top of the 10 bins for which we report
the estimated coefficients in the graph. The unit of observation is a diocese Facebook Page x date. The dependent
variable is a dummy indicating whether at least one post about the Pope’s speech appears. The specification includes
diocese-event window fixed effects and day-of-the-week fixed effects. Standard errors are clustered at the date level.

Figure 2 presents the results. The likelihood of a diocese in a target country posting about the
Pope’s speech on its Facebook page increases significantly, with a two-day lag. This effect is sub-
stantial: on the third and fourth days following the speech, the probability rises by 6.7 percentage
points (29% of one standard deviation) before gradually returning to pre-speech levels. As in the
newspaper analysis, the effect is short-lived, with no pre-trend, suggesting that the increase is in-
deed driven by the timing of the Pope’s speech. The lack of an effect in the first two days may be
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due to the time dioceses need to process and post the relevant information, and unlike professional
media, which can publish immediately.

Pope’s speeches and individual perception. As discussed in Section 2, understanding how pop-
ulations in areas affected by violence or the presence of armed groups perceive papal messages is
crucial. Unfortunately, data on this question are unavailable. We approach it indirectly by exam-
ining whether the Pope’s messages resonate in the targeted countries, focusing on whether indi-
viduals, particularly Christians, adjust their perceptions of religious authority in response to these
speeches. To investigate this, we use individual-level data from Afrobarometer, a nationally rep-
resentative survey conducted across African countries (Depetris-Chauvin et al., 2020; Hatte et al.,
2025). Following Depetris-Chauvin et al. (2020), we adopt a highly restrictive empirical specifica-
tion with country xspeech and language-group x speech fixed effects, so that identification comes
from comparing respondents interviewed before and after the same papal speech within the same
country and language group. This design sharply limits the available variation, yielding an effec-
tive sample of 4,179 observations. 3 We estimate the following equation:

Rp,i,t,s = ,BPOStp,i,t,s + ')’Xi + 51’,5 + 96,5 + At + 8p,i,t,s

where p,i,t and s denote respectively individual, country, date of the interview and event-
window. R is an indicator equal to 1 if the respondent declares trusting somewhat or a lot religious
leaders, and 0 if not at all.® Posty ;s equals to 1 if the respondent was interviewed in the days
following a Pope’s speech mentioning their country, and 0 otherwise. The variable X; is a vector
of baseline individual controls including age, age squared, an indicator for living in urban area
and employment status. We include country xspeech (J; ;) and language group xspeech (6,) fixed
effects (Depetris-Chauvin et al., 2020). A; is a vector of dummies for day of the week to which the
interview date belongs, to account for possible within week patterns in survey responses; and ¢ is
an error term. We cluster standard errors by region x survey round.

Figure 3 presents the results based on the sample of Christian respondents. These individuals
report higher trust in religious leaders after the Pope’s speech mentioning their country, with a
two-day lag. On the second day following the speech, the probability rises by 9% relative to the
sample mean (significant at the 10% level). Averaged over the entire post-speech period, the in-
crease amounts to approximately 4% relative to the sample mean and is significant at the 5% level
(Panel B, column 2 of Table E4, Online Appendix E.1). This quantitatively important effect does
not by itself demonstrate that papal messages shift local attitudes toward peace or reshape the
moral environment in which armed groups are embedded. They do, however, provide evidence
that papal appeals reach their intended audiences. Moreover, the message does not appear to af-
fect measures of religiosity among non-Christians (Table E4, Online Appendix E.1), nor broader

34In Panel A of Table E4 Online Appendix E.1, we show a less stringent specification by taking out the language group
fixed effect. Results remain unchanged.

35The question in the survey is asked as "How much do you trust each of the following, or haven’t you heard enough
about them to say: Religious leaders?". Alternatively, we measure this effect using a continuous measure (Online Ap-
pendix E.1).
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Figure 3: Pope speech and trust in religious leaders
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Note: The figure shows the daily average effects of the Pope’s speeches on the reported trust in religious leaders. The
sample includes respondents interviewed within 5 days before and after a Pope Speech. The dependent variable equals
1 if the respondent declares trusting somewhat or a lot religious leaders, and 0 otherwise. Post is a binary indicator equal
to 1 for weeks after a Pope’s speech. The specification includes country-event window fixed effects, language-event
window fixed effects and day-of-the-week fixed effects. Standard errors, clustered at the region x survey round, are in
parentheses.

outcomes such as general trust (Online Appendix E.2). This pattern highlights that the effect is
narrowly targeted, consistent with the idea that papal appeals resonate primarily within Christian
communities rather than generating generalized shifts in attitudes.

4 The dynamics of conflict following the Pope’s peace-seeking speeches

4.1 Country-week evidence

Since our treatment is defined at the country-week-of-year level, we first estimate the following
event-study specification (within the event window of speech s spanning from 5 weeks before to 8
weeks after the Pope’s speech):

Conflictis; = BPostist + His + wi + €i gy @)

where Conflict; s, is either a binary indicator equal to one if at least one conflict event occurs
in country i during week t within the event window associated with papal speech s, or the total
number of conflict events observed in that country-week. The treatment variable, Post;;, equals
one for weeks following a Pope’s speech s mentioning country i, and zero otherwise. We estimate

this specification using a Poisson pseudo-maximum likelihood (PPML) estimator. The specification
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includes two sets of fixed effects. First, we include event-window-by-country fixed effects (; )
which capture time-varying dynamics specific to a country during the event window. Second, we
include week-by-year fixed effects (w;), which capture shocks common to all countries in a given
calendar week of a given year (e.g., week 39 of 2001, week 40 of 2001), such as recurring seasonal
factors (e.g., reduced activity during major holidays such as Christmas or Easter), global or regional
conflict dynamics, or systematic variations in social, economic, or political conditions associated
with specific weeks of the year. By absorbing these time-varying influences, week-by-year fixed
effects isolate variation in conflict levels that can plausibly be attributed to the speeches, ensuring
the estimates are not confounded by broader temporal fluctuations in violence. Standard errors
are clustered at the country-by-event-window level. Identification therefore relies on within-event-
window variation over time in exposure to papal speeches, net of common temporal shocks and
country-specific dynamics.

Table 1, columns (1) to (4), reports the baseline estimates from Equation 1. Focusing first on the
extensive margin, we find no evidence that papal speeches affect the likelihood of observing any
violent event. In other words, following a papal speech, we do not observe a complete cessation of
violence at the country-week level (col. 1). Turning to the intensive margin, the conclusions differ.
Redefining the dependent variable as the number of violent events per country-week, restricting
the sample to observations with at least one event, and estimating the specification using a PPML
model, we find a statistically significant reduction in conflict intensity. Specifically, the estimates
show a significant average reduction in the intensive margin of violence in the eight weeks after
a papal speech (col. 2). The estimated coefficient implies a reduction of approximately 33% in
the number of events, corresponding to about 9 fewer events per country-week, or 0.34 standard
deviations relative to the sample mean. Alternatively, retaining the full sample of country-weeks,
including those with zero events, and estimating a PPML specification that jointly captures both
extensive and intensive margins yields consistent evidence of a decline in conflict intensity (col.
3). Quantitatively, the estimated effect is very similar in magnitude, implying a reduction of ap-
proximately 34% in the number of events (8 events per country-week, 0.3 standard deviations).
These results are silent on the spatial dimension of violence. In particular, the observed reduc-
tion in conflict intensity may be geographically concentrated within a country, for instance in the
capital or a small number of locations. To address this point, we construct a 0.5 x 0.5 degree grid
cells (= 55 x 55 km at the equator) across Africa and compute, for each country-week, the number
of cells experiencing at least one violent event.’® The estimated coefficient implies a reduction of
approximately 25% in the number of affected cells, which corresponds to about 1.5 fewer cells per
country-week (0.23 standard deviations).

Taken together, these results indicate that papal speeches are associated with a short-run reduc-
tion in the intensity and spatial extent of violence, rather than with a complete cessation of conflict.
These findings are consistent with the view that public interventions by prominent religious lead-
ers may influence local conflict dynamics through shifts in beliefs, norms, or expectations. At the

same time, neither the empirical design nor the estimated effects allow us to draw conclusions

36This approach helps mitigate the potential endogeneity of political boundaries. See Harari and Ferrara (2018);
Berman et al. (2017); McGuirk and Nunn (2025); Eberle et al. (2020) for papers using similar spatial units of analysis.
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regarding longer-run conflict termination or the negotiation of peace agreements between belliger-
ents. While we cannot entirely rule out the presence of other contemporaneous interventions, the
evidence on mechanisms (Section 5) suggests that such confounding factors are unlikely to explain
fully the observed impact.

4.2 Within country-week variation and cell-week evidence

The literature consistently emphasizes that an important component in understanding the deter-
minants of violence lies in within-country spatial heterogeneity in conflict dynamics (Berman et al.,
2017; Harari and Ferrara, 2018; Blattman, 2022; McGuirk and Nunn, 2025; Guarnieri, 2025). More-
over, as discussed in Section 2, many of the mechanisms through which papal speeches may affect
the dynamic of violence are inherently spatial in nature. Motivated by this emphasis on within-
country spatial heterogeneity and by the local nature of the mechanisms discussed above, we adopt
a spatially disaggregated unit of analysis. We use a 0.5 x 0.5 degree grid cells (= 55 x 55 km at the
equator) across Africa, maintaining this structure for the weeks surrounding papal speeches. Con-

sequently, we estimate the grid cell-week analogue of Equation 1 as follows:

Conflicty;s; = PPostiss + 1k + wi + pis + €kt )

where Conflicty ;s represents the incidence of conflict in cell k, in country i, during week ¢,
within an event window spanning from 5 weeks before to 8 weeks after the Pope’s speech s, or
the total number of conflict events observed in that cell-week. The variable Post;,; is a binary
indicator equal to 1 for weeks following a Pope’s speech mentioning country i, and 0 otherwise.
Crucially, we include three sets of fixed effects. First, we include cell fixed effects (7;) to control
for time-invariant cell-specific characteristics, such as geographic or historical factors. Second, we
incorporate week-by-year fixed effects (w;) to account for time-specific shocks unrelated to the
Pope’s speeches but affecting all cells simultaneously. Third, we include event-window-by-country
fixed effects (y;s), which capture time-varying dynamics specific to a country during the event
window. These dynamics may include shifts in government policy, escalation or de-escalation
of conflict at the country-level, or heightened international attention to the region, which could
simultaneously influence both conflict levels and the likelihood of a Pope’s speech. Standard errors
are clustered at the country-by-event-window level. Identification relies on relative variations in
conflict incidence after the speech compared to before, within a given country, while accounting for
time-invariant cell characteristics and global shocks. The analysis covers slightly more than 7,300
grid cells over a 26-year period.

Table 1, columns (5) to (7), reports the baseline estimates from Equation 2. At the extensive
margin, papal speeches are associated with a statistically significant decline in the probability of
violence in subsequent weeks (col. 5), with a 0.41pp. reduction, or 23% relative to the sample mean
(0.03 standard deviations). At the intensive margin, PPML estimates indicate a significant reduc-
tion in the number of violent events per cell-week, both when restricting the sample to positive
event observations (col. 6), with a decline of about 22% (one fewer event, 0.18 standard devia-

tions), and when retaining the full sample including zeros (col. 7), with an estimated reduction
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of approximately 34% percent (0.08 fewer events, 0.05 standard deviations). These results confirm
the conclusions drawn from the country-week analysis. Since the literature typically assesses the
dynamics of violence using LPM and measures of conflict incidence at the cell level, we follow this
standard approach in the remainder of the paper unless otherwise noted. Accordingly, our baseline
specification corresponds to column (5) of Table 1.

Table 1: The short-run impact of Papal speeches on violence: country-week and cell-week evidence

Unit of observation: Country-week Cell-week
Dependent variable: Incidence Nb. of events Nb. of cells Incidence Nb. of events
Estimator: LPM PPML PPML PPML LPM PPML PPML
@ @) ®G) @) ®) ©) @)
Post -0.007  -0.397*** -0.411**  -0.286*** -0.409*  —0.254***  —0.411***

0.060)  (0.090)  (0.090) (0.072) (0.185)  (0.064)  (0.090)

Observations 1101 833 1027 1027 473802 7740 141092
Mean dep. var. 0.81 28.26 23.47 6.20 1.76 4.04 0.23
Event-window X country FE v v v v v v v
Week x year FE v v v v v v v
Cell FE v v v

Notes: The unit of observation is a country x week-year in columns (1)-(4) and a cell x week-year in columns (5)—(7).
The sample includes 100 events, defined as papal speeches targeting a given African country outside of papal trips to
Africa. Each event window spans from 5 weeks before to 8 weeks after the Pope’s speech. Post is a binary indicator equal
to one for weeks following a Pope’s speech. Dependent variables measure either the incidence of violence (col. 1 and 5),
the number of violent events (col. 2, 3, 6 and 7) or the number of cells with at least one violent event (col. 4). Incidence
variables equal 100 if at least one conflict event occurs during the week and zero otherwise. Columns (2) and (6) focus
on the intensive margin and restrict the sample to observations with strictly positive event counts. All specifications
include event-window X country fixed effects, defined over the [—5, +8] week window around each speech, and week
x year fixed effects. Columns (5)-(7) additionally include cell fixed effects. Estimation is conducted using a Poisson
pseudo-maximum likelihood (PPML) estimator unless otherwise indicated. Standard errors are reported in parentheses
and are clustered at the country-by-event-window level. *** p < 0.01, ** p < 0.05,* p < 0.1.

4.3 Alternative specifications and sensitivity analysis

In what follows, we discuss the sensitivity of our baseline estimate.?’

Mean reversion and pre-trend. A central identification challenge is mean reversion. Our base-
line estimates show that violence declines by approximately 23% of the sample mean following
papal speeches. However, papal speeches may be endogenously timed to periods of peak violence
intensity. If violence exhibits mean reversion following such peaks, our estimates confound the
treatment effect with this mechanical post-peak decline. To assess this identification threat, we
implement several robustness exercises.

We begin with an event-study specification that estimates week-specific treatment effects around

papal speeches ([-5, +8] windows). This flexible approach allows us to test for pre-trends and also

37In addition to the exercises discussed in this section, we test the sensitivity of our findings to alternative time win-
dows around papal speeches (Online Appendix F).
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Average effect (95% Cl)

to estimate the dynamic treatment effect. Figure 4(a) presents the estimated coefficients using cell-
week as the unit of observation, and Figure 4(b) using country-week. Each coefficient captures the
average effect of papal speeches on conflict incidence and conflict intensity, respectively, for a given
week relative to the week preceding the speech (t = -1). Additionally, we report the mean effects
and their respective confidence intervals for different pooled time periods.?® Reassuringly, regard-
less of the level of aggregation, the pre-speech estimates show no evidence of pre-trends. The point
estimates for the weeks preceding the speech are close to zero and statistically insignificant. This
pattern also holds when considering the mean effect over the entire pre-speech period (t € [-5, -
2]), which is near zero and statistically insignificant (p = 0.957). Following papal speeches, conflict
incidence declines sharply and immediately. In week 1, the probability of violence falls by 40%, de-
clining to 18-22% in weeks 2-3 (Figure 4(a)). This pronounced initial effect, which halves by week
2, is consistent with the media literature documenting short-term impacts following widespread
coverage on various behaviors and attitudes (DellaVigna and La Ferrara, 2015). Over the first three
weeks, conflict incidence decreases by an average of 27%. Point estimates remain stable over the
full eight-week window, though standard errors increase in later periods, suggesting heterogeneity
in speech effectiveness across contexts, a question we explore below. Results at the country-week
level are quantitatively similar (Figure 4(b)).

Figure 4: Event-study graphs
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Note: The figure shows the weekly average effects of papal speeches on the incidence of conflict within a 5-week pre-
speech and 8-week post-speech event window. The speech takes place within week 0. Each event window spans from
5 weeks before to 8 weeks after the Pope’s speech. The unit of observation is a cell x week-year dyad in Figure (a) and
a country X week-year dyad in Figure (b). In Figure (a), the dependent variable equals 100 if at least one conflict event
occurs in the cell (country) during the week, 0 otherwise. In Figure (b), the dependent variable is the number of conflicts
in the country-week. The omitted category is t = —1, and the shaded areas represent 95% confidence intervals. Red
regions represent aggregated pre- and post-speech periods. Baseline fixed effects encompass cell, event-window-by-
country ([—5, +8] weeks around a speech targeting a given country), and week-by-year fixed effects. Standard errors
are clustered at the country-by-event-window level.

3The reported averages of the weekly estimated coefficients and their standard errors are computed using a non-linear
combination of the individual variances and covariances of these coefficients.
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In a second exercise, we formally test for pre-speech trends by regressing violence on a linear
time trend over the five weeks preceding each papal speech (Table 2). Across both levels of aggre-
gation, country-week (col. 1-3) and cell-week (col. 4-5), and across different measures of violence
(incidence, number of events, and number of cells in conflict), the estimated linear trends are sta-
tistically indistinguishable from zero, providing no evidence of systematic pre-speech escalation.

In a third exercise, we augment equation 2 with up to two lags of the violence measure (Table 3,
col. 1-2). While precision declines slightly, the post-speech coefficient remains quantitatively stable.
Reassuringly, lagged violence is positive and significant, confirming the expected persistence of
conflict. We also test whether treatment effects vary with pre-speech violence levels by interacting
the post indicator with lagged violence (col. 3-4). The main post-speech effect remains largely
unchanged, and interaction terms are either insignificant or, in the case of the first lag, positive but
economically small relative to the baseline effect (col. 3). Finally, we interact the post indicator with
event-window-specific linear trends (col. 5). The coefficient of interest remains stable.

Crucially, the absence of pre-trends mitigates the risk of mean reversion, where conflict levels
might naturally decline following periods of high intensity due to cyclical patterns, seasonal in-
fluences, or broader temporal trends. This strengthens the validity of our setting, suggesting that
observed post-speech changes in conflict levels are unlikely to be driven by confounding factors or
pre-existing dynamics.

Table 2: Pre-Speech Linear Trends in Violence

Unit of observation Country-week Cell-week

Dependent variable: Incidence Nb. of events Nb. of cells Incidence Nb. of events

) @) ®) @) ®)

Linear trend 0.011 0.278 0.061 0.012 0.001
(0.009) (0.500) (0.080) (0.021) (0.001)
Observations 615 615 615 207615 207615
Mean dep. var 0.82 23.78 593 1.76 0.07
Speech FE v v v v v
Cell FE v v

Notes: The unit of observation is a country x week-year in columns (1)-(3) and a cell x week-year in columns (4)—(5).
The sample includes 100 events, defined as papal speeches targeting a given African country outside of papal trips to
Africa. Each event window is five weeks preceding each papal speech. Dependent variables measure either the incidence
of violence (col. 1 and 4), the number of violent events (col. 2 and 5) or the number of cells with at least one violent
event (col. 3). Incidence variables equal 100 if at least one conflict event occurs during the week and zero otherwise. All
specifications include event-window X country fixed effects. Columns (4) and (5) additionally include cell fixed effects.
Estimation is conducted using a LPM estimator. Standard errors are reported in parentheses and are clustered at the
country-by-event-window level. *** p < 0.01, ** p < 0.05, * p < 0.1.

Accounting for spatial dependence. Because the spatial dimension is intrinsic to our analysis,
we correct standard errors using spatial HAC estimators that account for both cross-sectional cor-

relation across locations and location-specific serial correlation (Conley, 1999). Following Berman
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Table 3: Lagged Violence and Event-Specific Trends

Dependent variable: Conlflict incidence

) ) ®) ) ©)

Post -0.349** -0.333* -0.385** -0.352* -0.384**
(0.173)  (0.188)  (0.175)  (0.184)  (0.184)
Conflict t-1 0.146***  0.133** 0.133*** 0.123***
(0.010)  (0.009) (0.012) (0.012)
Conflict t-2 0.096*** 0.097***
(0.009) (0.013)
Post x Conflict t-1 0.019% 0.013
(0.011)  (0.011)
Post x Conflict t-2 -0.003
(0.012)
Trend -0.047
(0.078)
Trend x Event window 0.000
(0.001)
Observations 440482 407162 440482 407162 473802
Mean dep. var. 1.77 1.77 1.77 1.77 1.76
Event-window X country FE v v v v v
Week x year FE v v v v v
Cell FE v v v v v

Notes: The unit of observation is a cell x week-year. The sample includes 100 events, defined as papal speeches targeting
a given African country outside of papal trips to Africa. Each event window spans from 5 weeks before to 8 weeks after
the Pope’s speech. Post is a binary indicator equal to one for weeks following a Pope’s speech. Dependent variables
measure the incidence of violence. Incidence variables equal 100 if at least one conflict event occurs during the week
and zero otherwise. All specifications include event-window x country fixed effects, defined over the [—5, +8] week
window around each speech, week x year fixed effects, and cell fixed effects. Estimation is conducted using a linear
probability model (LPM). Standard errors are reported in parentheses and are clustered at the country-by-event-window
level. *** p < 0.01,** p < 0.05,* p < 0.1.
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et al. (2021), we impose no restriction on the temporal decay of the Newey—West/Bartlett kernel,
so that the horizon at which serial correlation vanishes can be arbitrarily long. In space, we set the
kernel radius to 500 km. The precision of our estimates is not affected (Table 4, col. 1).

Control groups. As in all pre-post analyses, a concern is that the estimated effect may not be
fully attributable to the event of interest. There may be other country-level or conflict-level shocks
occurring in the same week as a papal speech that could drive sharp changes in the dynamics of vi-
olence; alternatively, there may be an underlying (decreasing) trend in violence within the “speech
window” that the estimates capture. Nevertheless, given the relatively narrow window around the
speech, this concern is substantially mitigated in our setting. In an ideal identification scenario,
closer to a standard difference-in-differences framework, we would observe speeches that treat
some cells but not others within the same country. Unfortunately, papal speeches do not allow for
such fine-grained treatment variation. To overcome this limitation, we use as a control group cells
located in other countries with ongoing conflict, which can serve as plausible counterfactuals but
are not exposed to a papal speech. To define this control group, we follow the procedure proposed
by Imai et al. (2023), which constructs matched sets of comparable untreated units for each treated
unit. Treated and control units are matched during weeks -5 to —1 (prior to the papal speech) on a
set of contemporaneous and lagged conflict measures (total events, battles, low-intensity violence,
and violence against civilians) as well as time-invariant characteristics (population, distance to the
national capital, distance to rivers, malaria prevalence, land quality, livestock density, pastoralism,
state capacity, and historical mission presence). Matching is implemented using Mahalanobis dis-
tance with two matched controls per treated unit. Table 4, col. 2, reports results when each treated
cell is matched to two controls. Adding treated-control fixed effects (absorbing the treated indica-
tor), papal speeches show no significant impact in untreated cells, but reduce the probability of vi-
olence in treated cells by about 10.5% over the eight weeks following a speech. Moreover, since the
matched sample constitutes a proper difference-in-differences setting with explicitly never-treated
controls, we can apply the diagnostic decomposition of de Chaisemartin and D’Haultfceuille (2020).
As the control cells inside a given event-window are never-treated by construction, the estimator
never relies on already-treated units as comparisons, which is the mechanical source of negative
weights in staggered designs. Accordingly, we find that 99.98% of the estimated weights are posi-

tive.

Placebo analysis. To assess whether our results capture effects specific to the countries explicitly
mentioned in each papal speech rather than broader temporal dynamics, we conduct a placebo
analysis structured as a stacked event study analogous to the baseline specification. In this placebo
design, for each papal speech, we include all countries mentioned at least once in our dataset except
the one referred to in that speech. This ensures that for each event window, we analyze conflict
dynamics in countries not directly addressed by the Pope. Specifically, we re-estimate Equations 1
and 2, with treatment timing defined by the speech’s occurrence but applied to non-mentioned
countries. Consistent with the interpretation that papal references drive the effects, we find null
and statistically insignificant estimates across all placebo countries (Online Appendix Table G11).
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Table 4: Spatial Dependence and Matched Control Group

Dependent variable: Conflict incidence
@ @)
Post -0.409*  -0.146
(0.185)  (0.116)
[0.182]
Post x treated -0.158**
(0.065)
Observations 473802 1422326
Mean dep. var. 1.76 1.51
Event-window X country FE v v
Week X year FE v v
Cell FE v v
Cell x group FE v

Notes: The unit of observation is a cell X week-year in both columns. The sample includes 100 events, defined as papal
speeches targeting a given African country outside of papal trips to Africa. Each event window spans from 5 weeks
before to 8 weeks after the Pope’s speech. Post is a binary indicator equal to one for weeks following a Pope’s speech;
Treated (col. 2) indicates cells exposed to a papal speech. The dependent variable equals 100 if at least one conflict event
occurs in the cell during the week, and zero otherwise. Column (2) additionally includes cell-by-matched-group fixed
effects. Standard errors are reported in parentheses; in column (1) they are clustered at the country-by-event-window
level, and in column (2) at the cell level. Square brackets in column (1) report spatial HAC standard errors (Conley, 1999)
with a 500 km spatial bandwidth and no restriction on the temporal decay of the Bartlett kernel (Berman et al., 2021). ***
p <0.01,*p<005*p <0.1

4.4 Disentangling Mechanisms: The Role of Religious Moral Authority

An important question is whether papal speeches reduce violence through i) conflict-specific con-
tent, ii) general country-level attention and visibility, or iii) the distinctive moral authority of re-
ligious institutions. We conduct two complementary tests designed to isolate the role of moral
authority.

Conflict-Specific Content vs. General Country Attention. If conflict-specific content matters,
only speeches that explicitly address violence should affect conflict dynamics. Alternatively, if
general country-level attention matters, by signaling international concern and increasing a coun-
try’s international visibility, then any papal reference to a country, regardless of whether conflict is
mentioned, may influence behavior.

To test this hypothesis, we identify all papal speeches mentioning African countries that do not
include explicit references to violence, excluding our baseline conflict speeches. We apply the same
event-window design described in Section 3.2, ensuring that [-5, +8] windows do not overlap with
baseline conflict-speech windows. This procedure yields 628 non-overlapping event windows. We
then replicate Table 1 using these alternative papal speeches. Table 5 reports the results. Papal
speeches that do not explicitly address conflict have no statistically significant effect on violence,
whether measured at the country-week or cell-week level, or along the extensive or intensive mar-

gins of violence. These findings indicate that papal attention alone is insufficient to reduce violence;
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instead, effects arise only when violence is addressed explicitly.

Moral Authority vs. Political Authority The absence of effects for non-conflict papal speeches
raises a further question: do conflict-specific papal speeches matter because of their content, or
because they emanate from an institution endowed with distinctive religious moral authority? To
address this issue, we compare papal speeches to interventions by a prominent political institution
that combines visibility, conflict-specific content, and formal enforcement authority: the United
Nations Security Council.*

We collect all UN Security Council resolutions issued between 1997 and 2022.4° Following the
same event-definition procedure used for papal speeches, we identify 215 peace-seeking resolu-
tion events targeting African countries. Despite differences in institutional structure, this design
ensures close comparability in timing, content focus, and empirical specification.*! We first assess
whether UN Security Council resolutions generate substantial media dissemination. The likelihood
of news articles mentioning the United Nations Security Council increases significantly in countries
targeted by a resolution (Figure H5, Online Appendix H). The effect is short-lived but substantial,
rising by 5.4 percentage points (29% of one standard deviation) on the day of the resolution, though
notably 24% smaller in magnitude than the media response to papal speeches.*> We then estimate
Equation 2 replacing papal speeches with UN resolutions. Across all specifications, we find no
significant effect on conflict dynamics: neither at the country-week level, cell-week level, nor when
examining the extensive or intensive margins of violence (Table 5). This result holds despite com-
parable media dissemination and explicit conflict-related content, underscoring the distinctive role

of religious moral authority.

The Distinctive Role of Religious Moral Authority. Taken together, these results suggest that
neither general country attention alone nor formal political authority combined with conflict-specific
content is sufficient to reduce the intensity of violence in this setting. In contrast, papal speeches,
combining religious moral authority with explicit engagement on conflict, stand out as effective.
While we cannot rule out all alternative mechanisms, the comparison between papal speeches and

United Nations Security Council resolutions points to a fundamental difference in how religious

31deally, testing this hypothesis would require collecting speeches and official statements from a broad range of po-
litical and institutional leaders, including regional African organizations, heads of state, and other international actors.
However, assembling a comprehensive and systematically comparable dataset across multiple speakers presents signif-
icant challenges, particularly in terms of consistency and availability of conflict-related positions. For this reason, we
focus on UN resolutions.

40The resolutions are available at the UN Security Council website. The Security Council consists of 15 member states,
including five permanent members with veto power—China, France, Russia, the United Kingdom, and the United
States—and ten rotating members elected for two-year terms.

“IWe identify 771 resolutions mentioning at least one African country, accounting for 899 resolution x country observa-
tions. We then apply the exact same procedure used for papal speeches to define an event: i) we group all resolutions tar-
geting the same country within a four-week period as a single treatment; ii) we focus only on isolated resolutions—those
published within an event window containing no other resolutions mentioning the same country and conflict in the five
weeks prior or eight weeks after the resolution. These steps yield a final sample of 215 events. Online Appendix H
provides more details on this procedure.

#2In Section 3.3, we document an increase in news coverage of 36% of one standard deviation on the day of a papal
speech, compared to 29% for UN resolutions.
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and political institutions influence conflict dynamics. Our findings are consistent with an inter-
pretation whereby papal speeches primarily operate through religious moral authority, shaping
norms and behavioral responses by appealing to shared values and social identities, channels that
political actors, who rely mainly on formal enforcement mechanisms, have more limited access to
(Iannaccone, 1998; McCleary and Barro, 2006).

Table 5: Papal Speeches Without Conflict References and UN Security Council Resolutions

Unit of observation: Country-week Cell-week
Dependent variable: Incidence  Nb. of events  Nb. of cells Incidence  Nb. of events
Estimator: LPM PPML PPML PPML LPM PPML PPML

M @ ®) ) ®) (6) @)

Panel A: Non-conflict speeches

Post 0011 0000 0018 0.027 0014  -0.012 0.018
0.015)  (0.063) (0.060)  (0.040) (0.035)  (0.043) (0.060)

Observations 8993 3727 6947 6947 1973906 17114 498221
Mean dep. var. 0.45 17.97  10.00 2.55 0.92 4.04 0.14

Panel B: UN Security Council Resolution

Post 0.052*  -0122 -0.047 0025 -0.063  -0.042 -0.062
(0.029)  (0.104) (0.104)  (0.089) (0.123)  (0.063) (0.104)

Observations 2412 915 1989 1989 638047 7373 171355
Mean dep. var. 0.51 26.77 1498 3.14 1.26 4.96 0.23
Event-window X country FE v v v v v v v
Week x year FE v v v v v v v
Cell FE v v v

Notes: The unit of observation is a country x week-year in columns (1)-(4) and a cell x week-year in columns (5)—(7),
for both Panels A and B. In Panel A, the sample includes 628 non-overlapping event windows, defined as non-conflict
papal speeches targeting a given African country outside of papal trips to Africa. Each event window spans from 5
weeks before to 8 weeks after the Pope’s speech. In Panel B, the sample includes 215 non-overlapping event windows,
defined as UN Secretary General peace-seeking resolutions targeting a given African country. Each event window spans
from 5 weeks before to 8 weeks after UN Secretary General peace-seeking resolutions. Post is a binary indicator equal
to one for weeks following a Pope’s speech or UN Secretary General peace-seeking resolutions. Dependent variables
measure either the incidence of violence (col. 1 and 5), the number of violent events (col. 2, 3, 6 and 7) or the number of
cells with at least one violent event (col. 4). Incidence variables equal 100 if at least one conflict event occurs during the
week and zero otherwise. Columns (2) and (6) focus on the intensive margin and restrict the sample to observations with
strictly positive event counts. All specifications include event-window x country fixed effects, defined over the [—5, +8]
week window around each speech, and week x year fixed effects. Columns (5)-(7) additionally include cell fixed effects.
Estimation is conducted using a Poisson pseudo-maximum likelihood (PPML) estimator unless otherwise indicated.
Standard errors are reported in parentheses and are clustered at the country-by-event-window level. ** p < 0.01, **
p <0.05*p <0.1

4.5 Differences in impact by Pope and the Regensburg speech

Building on Section 2 and differences in the Popes’ ideological orientations toward Africa, we ex-
amine whether the effects of papal speeches vary with the identity of the Pope as well as the nature
of the violence. We estimate a modified version of Equation 2, in which we decompose the Post
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variable into three dummies, each representing the Post period for one of the three Popes. Panel A
of Table 6 presents the results.

At the extensive margin, speeches by Francis are associated with a significant decline in conflict
incidence, with a 0.53pp. reduction (21% relative to the sample mean, 0.03 standard deviations).
For John Paul II, while the estimate is less precisely estimated (p-value = 0.109), we observe a
similar pattern of reduced violence incidence. By contrast, we find no significant effect for Benedict
XVI (Panel A, col. 1).

Given that the three popes differed in their pastoral styles, priorities, and approaches to conflict,
we next examine whether their effects vary not only in magnitude but also across different types
of violence. Examining heterogeneity by conflict type reveals several informative patterns. First,
while both John Paul II and Francis are associated with reductions in battle incidence (Panel A,
col. 2), though imprecisely estimated individually, their combined effect on battle incidence is both
statistically significant and economically substantial, reducing the probability of such violence by
46% (p-value = 0.051). We observe a similar pattern for the incidence of religious violence (Panel A,
col. 4). Second, the results for Benedict XVI reveal a contrasting pattern. While his speeches show
no significant effect on overall conflict incidence (Panel A, col. 1), disaggregation by conflict type
uncovers substantial heterogeneity. We find no impact on low-intensity events, but his speeches are
associated with a significant increase in battles (0.29 pp, 85% of the sample mean) and religiously
motivated violence (0.14 pp, 58% of the sample mean). These findings stand in contrast to the
pacifying effects observed for John Paul II and Francis.

What might explain this divergent pattern? Benedict XVI's papacy was characterized by the-
ological conservatism, an emphasis on traditional Church values, and more limited engagement
with Africa compared to his predecessors. His doctrinal stance frequently sparked controversy in
culturally diverse regions, as illustrated by two major incidents: his opposition to condom use dur-
ing the AIDS crisis in Cameroon and the widely debated Regensburg speech. Delivered in 2006, the
Regensburg speech contained remarks that were widely perceived as critical of Islam, triggering
significant backlash across Muslim-majority countries and beyond. Given the polarizing nature of
this speech and its potential to have shaped perceptions of Benedict XVI's papacy, we investigate
whether it represented a turning point in the impact of his messages on conflict dynamics. Panel B
of Table 6 presents results distinguishing between speeches delivered before (6 distinct speeches)
and after the Regensburg speech (17 distinct speeches). The effects of Benedict XVI's speeches
exhibit a sharp reversal around this event. Prior to the Regensburg address, his speeches are asso-
ciated with negative, albeit marginally significant, effects on overall conflict (col. 1), a pattern most
pronounced for low-intensity violence. In contrast, following the Regensburg speech, we estimate
a significant increase in battles (Panel B, col. 2) and religious violence (Panel B, col. 4) . While other
aspects of Benedict XVI's papacy may have contributed to these shifts in conflict dynamics, the
clear temporal divergence in effects around the Regensburg speech suggests that this controversial

address played a pivotal role in shaping his broader influence on violent conflicts.
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Table 6: Decomposing post-speech effects by individual Pope

Dependent variable: Conlflict incidence, by type of events:

All Battles Low intensity Religious

@ 2) ®) (4)
Panel A: Heterogeneity by Pope
Post: John Paul II -0.519 -0.386 0.063 -0.161
(0.321)  (0.249) (0.048) (0.135)
Post: Benedict XVI 0.130  0.292** -0.028 0.144*
(0.145)  (0.126) (0.035) (0.069)
Post: Francis -0.535**  -0.222 -0.338 -0.181
(0.264)  (0.181) (0.215) (0.117)
Observations 473802 473802 473802 473802
Mean dep. var. John Paul II 0.58 0.34 0.07 0.05
Mean dep. var. BenedictXVI 0.83 0.34 0.16 0.24
Mean dep. var. Francis 2.56 0.75 1.04 0.66
Post: John Paul II # Benedict XVI 0.07 0.02 0.13 0.05
Post: John Paul II # Francis 0.97 0.60 0.07 0.91
Post: Benedict XVI # Francis 0.03 0.02 0.16 0.02
Panel B: Benedict XVI's Regensburg Speech
Post: John Paul II -0.519  -0.386 0.063 -0.161
(0.321)  (0.249) (0.048) (0.135)
Post: Benedict XVI pre Regensburg -0.117  0.004 -0.134** -0.000
(0.279)  (0.028) (0.053) (0.000)
Post: Benedict XVI post Regensburg 0.240  0.420* 0.019 0.209**
(0.170)  (0.173) (0.033) (0.093)
Post: Francis -0.535**  -0.222 -0.338 -0.181
(0.264) (0.181) (0.215) (0.117)
Observations 473802 473802 473802 473802
Mean dep. var. John Paul II 0.58 0.34 0.07 0.05
Mean dep. var. BenedictXVI 0.83 0.34 0.16 0.24
Mean dep. var. Francis 2.56 0.75 1.04 0.66
Event-window x country FE v v v v
Week X year FE v v v v
Cell FE v v v v

Notes: The table presents the estimation of the heterogeneous effect of Pope Speeches on the incidence of different
conflict types. The unit of observation is a cell x week-year. The sample includes 100 events, defined as papal speeches
targeting a given African country outside of papal trips to Africa. Each event window spans from 5 weeks before to 8
weeks after the Pope’s speech. The dependent variable equals 100 if at least one conflict event occurs in the cell during
the week: any conflict (col. 1), battle (col. 2), protest/riot (col. 3), or religion-related conflict (col. 4), and 0 otherwise.
In Panel A, Post: John Paul II, Post: Benedict XVI, and Post: Francis are binary indicators equal to 1 for weeks following a
speech by the respective Pope. In Panel B, Post: Benedict XVI is divided in two periods pre and post Regensburg speech
(12/09/2006). All specifications include event-window X country fixed effects, defined over the [—5, +8] week window
around each speech, and week X year fixed effects. Standard errors are reported in parentheses and are clustered at the
country-by-event-window level. *** p < 0.01, ** p < 0.05,* p < 0.1.
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5 Local Channels of Influence: Religious Institutions and Strategic In-

teractions

This section studies mechanisms. Following the conceptual framework, we focus on three chan-
nels that can be measured in the data: local religious communities, local Catholic institutions, and
interactions with political leaders and armed groups. We first ask whether effects are stronger
where Christian communities are present. We then examine whether local bishops mediate the re-
sponse, using variation in their alignment with the Pope and in their experience within the Church
and the diocese. Finally, we test whether responses depend on political and strategic incentives,
by studying leaders’ birth regions and armed groups’ religious affiliation and prior conflict history.
These exercises do not exhaust the mechanisms in Section 2; rather, they reflect the subset for which
systematic data are available. In particular, we cannot directly measure combatants” exposure to
papal messages, their access to Church networks, or their perceptions of the Pope, although the
heterogeneity patterns below provide indirect evidence consistent with this channel.

5.1 Local presence of religious communities

The impact of papal speeches on violence dynamics likely depends on the local presence of reli-
gious communities. Shared religious identity among Christians should foster receptiveness, while
the Catholic Church’s institutional networks can also facilitate the dissemination of the Pope’s mes-
sage. In conflict environments, both can enhance social cohesion and unity (Bassi and Rasul, 2017;
Wang, 2021).

We replicate Table 1, restricting the sample to cells where Christian places of worship are
recorded. Within our final sample of 7,319 cells, 2,002 contain at least one Christian place of wor-
ship (see Section 3.1 for more details). Note that our focus on Christian communities, rather than
specifically Catholic ones, is driven by the lack of a clear distinction between Catholic and other
Christian places of worship in the data. This is likely not a major concern, as the influence of the
Catholic Pope extends to the broader Christian community (John Paul II, 1995).*> We estimate a sig-
nificant reduction in violence in the weeks following a papal speech (Table 7, col. 1). Quantitatively,
violence decreases by 33.5%, a magnitude 46% larger than that reported in our baseline (Table 1,
col. 1). While the effect of the Pope’s speeches on battles is imprecisely estimated (col. 2), they
significantly reduce low-intensity violence by 48% in the weeks following the speech (col. 3). No-
tably, in areas with a Christian presence, there is a significant decline in religiously related events
(col. 4), an effect that was imprecisely estimated in the overall sample. Consistent with the con-
ceptual framework, which suggests that peace efforts are more effective when aligned with local

institutions and existing belief systems (Blattman, 2022), this reduction is substantial: following the

#3In this encyclical, John Paul IT emphasizes the Catholic Church’s commitment to fostering unity among all Christians,
highlighting the importance of ecumenical dialogue and collaboration with other Christian denominations. Other key
examples in ecumenical dialogue include the Second Vatican Council (1965, in particular the Unitatis Redintegratio, 1964,
i.e. the Decree on Ecumenism), during which Pope Paul VI and Orthodox Patriarch Athenagoras I lifted the mutual
excommunications, and the 1999 Joint Declaration on the Doctrine of Justification, signed by the Catholic Church and
the Lutheran World Federation, which underscored the Pope’s influence in advancing Christian unity.
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Pope’s speech, the probability of religious violence decreases by 69%.4 Taken together, and com-
pared with the magnitudes estimated in Table 1, changes in violence are primarily concentrated
in areas with Christian religious communities. This pattern is consistent with two complementary
mechanisms outlined in our theoretical framework. On the one hand, exposure may directly influ-
ence commanders and fighters by strengthening peace norms and reputational concerns. On the
other hand, papal messages may operate through surrounding communities, reshaping local moral
environments, stigmatizing violence, and reducing the support structures on which armed groups
depend. While the data do not allow us to disentangle these channels empirically, the results high-
light their joint plausibility. This conclusion is reinforced by the absence of effects in cells without
Christian communities, except for a notable rise in low-intensity events (Table I13 in Online Ap-
pendix I). In the following exercises, we limit the analysis to grid cells with documented Christian
places of worship.

Table 7: Impact of papal speeches on violence in regions with Christian places of worship

Dependent variable: Conflict incidence, by type of events:

All Battles Low intensity Religious
) @) ®) 4)

Post -1.370** -0.383 -0.836% -0.674**
(0.522)  (0.301) (0.430) (0.302)
Observations 159246 159246 159246 159246
Mean dep. var. 4.09 1.21 1.75 0.97
Event-window X country FE v v v v
Week x year FE v v v v
Cell FE v v v v

Note: The table presents the estimation of the effect of Pope Speeches on the incidence of different conflict types. The
unit of observation is a cell x week-year dyad. The sample includes 100 events, defined as papal peace-seeking speeches
targeting a given African country outside of papal trips to Africa and observations are restricted to cells where Christian
places of worship are recorded. Each event window spans from 5 weeks before to 8 weeks after the Pope’s speech. The
dependent variable equals 100 if at least one conflict event occurs in the cell during the week: any conflict (col. 1), battle
(col. 2), protest/riot (col. 3), or religion-related conflict (col. 4), and 0 otherwise. Post is a binary indicator equal to 1 for
weeks after a Pope’s speech. Baseline FEs encompasses cell, event-window-by-country ([—5; 48] weeks around a speech
targeting a given country), and week-by-year fixed effects. Standard errors are reported in parentheses and are clustered
at the country-by-event-window level. ** p < 0.01, ** p < 0.05, * p < 0.1.

5.2 Local religious institutions and the dissemination of the peace message

Bishops may be key intermediaries between papal speeches and local conflict dynamics. As repre-
sentatives of the Holy See in local dioceses, they relay Church priorities, coordinate diocesan activ-
ities, and can facilitate dialogue in conflict-affected areas (Second Vatican Council, 1965; O’Malley,

#Figures 16 in Online Appendix show the event-study plots with this restricted sample. Table I12 in Online Appendix
1.1 shows that speeches by John Paul II and Francis reduce conflict, with John Paul I having a stronger impact, partic-
ularly on battles. In contrast, Benedict XVI's speeches increase battles and religious violence while having no overall
significant effect. Francis notably reduces battles, low-intensity events, and religious violence.
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2008). Their influence should depend on their alignment with the Pope’s agenda and on their ex-
perience within the Church and the diocese. We test whether these bishop-level characteristics

mediate the effect of papal speeches on local violence.*®

Measuring bishops’ ideological alignment with the Pope. We proxy bishops” alignment with
the Pope using variation in appointment timing.*® Episcopal appointments follow a hierarchical
process, described in Online Appendix J, in which several actors provide input, including retired
bishops, neighboring dioceses, the faithful, the apostolic nuncio, and Roman Curia dicasteries. Yet
the final decision rests with the Pope, consistent with canonical tradition and subsequent canon law
(Vatican Press, 1917; Second Vatican Council, 1965). Bishops appointed by the Pope delivering the
speech are therefore more likely to share his priorities, or at least to be institutionally aligned with
his agenda, than bishops appointed under previous pontificates. We define an indicator, aligned
appointment, equal to one if the bishop was appointed by the Pope delivering the speech.

Bishops’ experience overall, and tenure duration locally. A bishop’s ability to relay papal mes-
sages should also depend on experience. Experience may increase credibility, institutional knowl-
edge, and access to Church and local networks, all of which are especially valuable in conflict set-
tings. Long-serving bishops may better understand local political and religious cleavages, maintain
ties with relevant actors, and identify feasible channels for dialogue. This logic is consistent with
evidence that leaders’ effectiveness depends on local embeddedness and institutional networks
(Hodler and Raschky, 2014; Burgess et al., 2015), and that experience can improve leaders’ abil-
ity to address local challenges and mitigate violence (Becker and Woessmann, 2009; Barro, 2004;
Chambru, 2019; Acemoglu et al., 2001).

We construct two measures of experience. Overall experience is the number of years since a
bishop’s ordination as a priest, capturing general ecclesiastical experience. Local experience is the
number of years since the bishop’s arrival in the diocese, measured at the date of the papal speech.
Local experience may be particularly relevant for conflict mediation, as it captures exposure to local
political and religious dynamics, including relationships with non-Catholic leaders and potential
sources of tension among armed groups. Its effect is theoretically ambiguous, however: long tenure
may also reduce effectiveness if the bishop is perceived as aligned with one side of the conflict.*’

Estimated contributions of local religious institutions in the nexus between papal speeches and
conflict dynamics. To estimate the role of bishops’ characteristics, we extend Equation 2 by inter-
acting the variable Post with the three measures defined above. We also saturate the model with
an event-window x bishop fixed effect. Table 8 presents the estimates. The measures of experi-
ence are centered, so the Post variable represents the effect of a Pope’s speech when the bishop was

45We restrict the sample to cells with bishops who do not change in the 5 weeks before and 8 weeks after the speech.
This reduces the sample by 13.8%, but the restriction does not significantly bias the selection toward specific countries
or regions.

46This methodology is also adopted in Martinez-Bravo et al. (2025).

#7Tdeally, we would observe bishops’ relationships with local actors and their positions in local conflicts, but such
information is not systematically available.
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not appointed by the Pope delivering the speech, and for average levels of both local and overall
experience.*

Several key results emerge. First, the evidence on ideological alignment points in the expected
direction, the point estimate suggests the Pope’s message may be up to 17% more effective when
relayed by a bishop appointed by the same Pope, but remains imprecisely estimated and should
be interpreted with caution. Second, regarding experience, an intriguing finding is that local expe-
rience does not appear to be a crucial factor, while overall experience has a quantitatively significant
effect (col. 1). For every additional year of overall experience, conflict incidence decreases by 1%
after a papal speech. The reduction in violence associated with overall experience is significant for
low-intensity (1.16%) as well as religious conflict events (2.1%) despite the latter being imprecisely
estimated. % We find also that ideological alignment and local experience produce imprecise esti-

mates for battles (col. 2).

5.3 “World is watching”: The role of political leader

Another important dimension concerns the role of political leaders following a papal speech. As
discussed in Sections 2 and 3.3, the Pope’s message is universal and widely disseminated, partic-
ularly through national media. Consequently, when a country is mentioned in a papal speech, it
comes under global scrutiny and attracts significant international attention. In this context, the
country’s political leader may feel prompted to take action to reduce tensions and violence. How-
ever, in the African context, political leaders tend to exert the most influence in their regions of
birth (Franck and Rainer, 2012; Hodler and Raschky, 2014; Burgess et al., 2015). Thus, we estimate
whether, following the Pope’s speech, violence dynamics differ in the leader’s birthplace regions
compared to other regions. Table 9 presents the results.

When considering all events, we find no significant differences in conflict dynamics between
cells in the leader’s birthplace region and those in other regions in the weeks following the Pope’s
speech (col. 1). This result is similar for battles as well (col. 2). However, significant differences
emerge for low-intensity events and events with a religious dimension. For low-intensity events,
violence decreases by 71% in cells within the leader’s birthplace region compared to a 45% reduc-
tion in cells in other regions (col. 3). This significant difference is also observed for religiously
motivated events, where the probability of violence decreases by 87% in cells of the leader’s birth-
place region compared to a 67% reduction in other regions (col. 4). These findings highlight the
importance of the Pope’s speech in shaping national political dynamics and suggest that it can

serve as a mechanism for reducing violence.”

“In this estimation sample, we have data for 400 bishops in 296 dioceses. The average overall experience is 34 years,
with a standard deviation of 9 years, while the average local experience is 11 years, with a standard deviation of 8.6 years.

“The role of overall experience in decreasing conflict is confirmed in areas with bishops nominated by John Paul II
(despite not precisely estimated) and for Francis (1%), while local experience has a significant effect in decreasing conflict
incidence in areas with bishops nominated by Pope Benedict (3.3%). See Table I14 in Online Appendix I.1 for details.

50Table J15 in Online Appendix J.1 presents the results differentiated by the Pope delivering the speech. Significant
differences are observed for John Paul II for low intensity conflict, while no significant differences are identified for Pope
Benedict nor Pope Francis.
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Table 8: How local church leadership shapes the effect of papal speeches on conflict

Dependent variable: Conlflict incidence, by type of events:

All Battles Low intensity Religious

@) () ®) (4)
Post -0.742  -0.555* -0.636 -0.414
(0.799)  (0.307) (0.669) (0.326)
x Aligned appointment -0.632  0.007 -0.107 0.031
(0.458)  (0.229) (0.274) (0.158)
x Local experience -0.016 -0.011 -0.000 0.008
(0.024) (0.012) (0.013) (0.008)
x Overall experience -0.038* -0.007 -0.019% -0.015
(0.022)  (0.012) (0.010) (0.009)
Observations 137201 137201 137201 137201
Mean dep. var. 3.79 1.08 1.63 0.71
Event-window X country FE v v v v
Event-window x bishop FEs v v v v
Week x year FE v v v v
Cell FE v v v v

Note: The table presents the estimation of the effect of the Pope’s local institutions on the incidence of different conflict
types. The unit of observation is a cell X week-year dyad. The sample includes 100 events, defined as papal peace-
seeking speeches targeting a given African country outside of papal trips to Africa and observations are restricted to
cells where Christian places of worship are recorded. Each event window spans from 5 weeks before to 8 weeks after the
Pope’s speech. The dependent variable equals 100 if at least one conflict event occurs in the cell during the week: any
conflict (col. 1), battle (col. 2), protest/riot (col. 3), or religion-related conflict (col. 4), and 0 otherwise. Post is a binary
indicator equal to 1 for weeks after a Pope’s speech. Aligned appointment is a binary indicator equal to 1 if the bishop
was appointed by the Pope delivering the speech. Overall experience is the number of years since a bishop was ordained
as a priest. Local experience is the number of years between the arrival of the bishop in the diocese and the date of the
Pope’s speech. The three measures are interacted with the variable Post. Baseline FEs encompasses cell, event-window-
by-country ([—5; +8] weeks around a speech targeting a given country), and week-by-year fixed effects. We saturate
the model with an event-window-by-country x bishop fixed effect. Standard errors are reported in parentheses and are
clustered at the country-by-event-window level. *** p < 0.01, ** p < 0.05,* p < 0.1.
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Table 9: Local political influence and the impact of papal speeches on conflict dynamics

Dependent variable: Conflict incidence, by type of events:

All Battles Low intensity Religious

) ) ) 4)
Post x Leader born in region  -1.371*  -0.202 -1.243** —0.850***
(0.780)  (0.378) (0.618) (0.321)
x Other regions -1.370***  -0.406 -0.784* —0.652**
(0.520)  (0.301) (0.429) (0.303)
Observations 159246 159246 159246 159246
Mean dep. var. 4.09 1.21 1.75 0.97
Event-window x country FE v v v v
Week x year FE v v v v
Cell FE v v v v

Note: The table presents the estimation of the effect of political leaders” influence on the incidence of conflict following
a Pope’s speech. The unit of observation is a cell x week-year dyad. The sample includes 100 events, defined as papal
peace-seeking speeches targeting a given African country outside of papal trips to Africa, and observations are restricted
to cells where Christian places of worship are recorded. Each event window spans from 5 weeks before to 8 weeks after
the Pope’s speech. The dependent variable equals 100 if at least one conflict event occurs in the cell during the week:
any conflict (col. 1), battle (col. 2), protest/riot (col. 3), or religion-related conflict (col. 4), and 0 otherwise. Post x Leader
born in region is the effect of the speech in cells located in the region where the political leader was born. Post x Other
regions is the effect of the speech in cells located in the other regions. Baseline FEs encompasses cell, event-window-by-
country ([—5; +8] weeks around a speech targeting a given country), and week-by-year fixed effects. Standard errors are
reported in parentheses and are clustered at the country-by-event-window level. *** p < 0.01, ** p < 0.05, * p < 0.1.

37



5.4 The role of armed groups

So far, our analysis has examined conflict without distinguishing between the armed groups in-
volved. However, the different actors engaged may respond differently to the Pope’s call for peace.
We explore two key dimensions that may influence these responses.

First, as noted in Section 2, an armed group’s reaction may depend on whether they have a
religious affiliation. Religious and non-religious armed groups might interpret the Pope’s message
differently, influencing their willingness to de-escalate violence. Second, the level of pre-existing vi-
olence between two armed groups can shape the impact of the peace-seeking speech. When conflict
between groups is already high, the effects are ambiguous. On one hand, violence may decrease
for several reasons. Prolonged conflict imposes significant human, material, and reputational costs
that armed groups may seek to avoid. The Pope’s speech could act as a focal point for reconsider-
ing alternatives to violence, consistent with research on how peace-promoting interventions reduce
uncertainty and facilitate coordination among conflicting parties (Fearon, 1995; Sawyer, 2004). Ad-
ditionally, groups engaged in intense violence may face growing pressure from local communities,
national authorities, or external supporters to de-escalate following the Pope’s intervention. On the
other hand, conflict escalation in response to the Pope’s speech is also possible. If a group perceives
bias, they may intensify violence to counteract it or signal their strength. The speech could deepen
divisions, provoke backlash, or be strategically exploited, such as one group using a ceasefire to
gain an advantage. This aligns with findings on how external interventions can sometimes shift
conflict incentives, leading to unexpected escalation (Kalyvas, 2006; Wood, 2003). Finally, groups
seeking to assert their legitimacy or dominance might interpret the Pope’s message as a challenge
to their authority, prompting them to intensify violence as a display of power.

By examining religious affiliation and pre-existing violence levels, we aim to better understand
the variation in armed groups’ responses to papal speeches. We exploit a unique feature of the
conflict events dataset: ACLED provides information on the armed groups involved in each violent
event.”! For each actor involved in a conflict event within an event window surrounding a Pope’s
speech, we establish bilateral links with all other actors present in the same event window and
country. Using this framework, we estimate a bilateral violence incidence regression to assess the
likelihood that two armed groups are influenced by the Pope’s speech. Specifically, we estimate
the following specification:

ConfliCtg,h,k,i,s,t = “1P05ti,s,t + WZ(POSti,S,t X Cg,h,i) + Ug,h,i + wr + His + eg,h,i,s,t (3)

where Conflictg j 1 i s+ represents the incidence of conflict between the armed groups ¢ and h in
cell k, in country i, during week t, within an event window spanning from 5 weeks before to 8 weeks
after the speech s. Post;,; is a dummy equal to 1 for weeks following a Pope’s speech mentioning
country i, and 0 otherwise. C, ,; is a characteristic of the pair of armed groups (g, ) in country i that
may either reflect a religious attribute or historical violence between groups g and h. For religious
characteristics, the variable C, ;,; takes three distinct definitions: (i) if at least one of the two groups

51Notab1y, ACLED does not specify the perpetrator or victim, nor does it include information on the directionality of
the violence (e.g., who initiated the conflict).
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is identified as a religious group; (ii) if at least one of the two groups is identified as a Christian
group; and (iii) if at least one of the two groups is identified as an Islamic group.”? To approximate
the history of violence between the two groups, we compute the number of events between groups
g and h from 1997 up to the year preceding the Pope’s speech.>® We define three dummy variables:
the first equals 1 if there is no history of violence between the two groups, the second equals 1 for
pairs of groups with a history of low-intensity violence (fewer than 10 events), and the third equals
1 for groups engaged in high-intensity conflict (10 or more past events). Crucially, we include
actor-pair fixed effects that account for unobserved heterogeneity in actor-pairs (1,,:), resulting in
our inference being based purely on time-varying monadic or bilateral characteristics, an approach
grounded in the gravity trade literature. As in Equation 2, we include week-by-year fixed effects
(wt) to account for time-specific shocks that may affect all actor-pairs simultaneously, including
seasonal trends or regional instability and event-window-by-country fixed effects (y;s) to capture

country-specific dynamics within the event window.

Papal speeches, religious affiliation and conflict dynamics. We analyze how a group’s religious
affiliation influences the bilateral dynamics of violence following a Pope’s speech (Table 10). On
average, bilateral violence decreases by nearly 40% after the speech (col. 1). However, this ef-
fect becomes insignificant when at least one of the two groups is identified as religious (col. 2).
Among pairs where neither group is identified as religious, violence decreases by approximately
41%, showing that the effect of the peace-seeking message extends beyond religiously affiliated
groups.>*

Next, we distinguish between Christian and Islamic affiliated groups. When at least one group
is identified as Christian, violence declines further (p-value = 0.124), leading to an overall reduction
of approximately 56%. In contrast, for pairs involving at least one Islamic group, the marginal
effect is positive, resulting in a total effect that is not significantly different from zero (col. 3). These
results suggest that while religious identity matters, the perception of the Pope’s message varies
across religious groups. Similar patterns emerge for battles (cols. 4 to 6), though the effects are more
pronounced. Among pairs without religious affiliation, violence decreases by about 77%. When at
least one group is identified as Christian, the reduction reaches 100%. However, for pairs involving
at least one Islamic group, no significant effect is observed. For low-intensity violence, estimates
remain imprecise, preventing clear conclusions about bilateral violence dynamics (cols. 7 to 9).
The findings are particularly striking when focusing on religious violence. On average, the Pope’s

speech has no effect on bilateral religious violence (col. 10). However, when at least one actor is

52Note that we have information on religiosity for 79% overall pairs of armed groups. However, only in 0.07% of pairs
both actors are identified as Islamic, and only 0.01% of pairs where both actors are identified as Christians. Therefore,
we cannot estimate the effects when both groups are religious and when they share the same religion.

53 Alternatively, we make use of the number of events divided by the number of years of presence of the actor-pair (see
Table J16 in Online Appendix J.2.)

54The total effect for each group is computed by combining the baseline effect and the interaction term, accounting for
the variances and covariances of these coefficients. To assess its magnitude, this effect is expressed as a percentage of
the mean dependent variable. For example, for pairs where at least one actor is identified as religious, the total effect is
obtained by summing the interaction term and the baseline post-treatment effect (Post + Post x Actor identified as Religious
=-0.024), then dividing by the mean violence level (Conflict mean = 0.043).
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identified as religious, violence increases significantly by 120% (col. 11). This surge is primarily
driven by pairs where at least one group is identified as Islamic, with violence more than doubling
(230%). Conversely, for pairs where at least one group is identified as Christian, violence decreases
by 70%. This variation aligns with findings on how religious identities shape conflict dynamics,
documenting that perceived bias or external interventions can exacerbate tensions (Cederman et al.,
2011; Tilly, 2003). Additionally, from an analytical perspective, it is reassuring that no effect is
observed on religious violence among pairs where neither group is identified as religious.

History of violence and dynamic of violence. In Table 11, we analyze how the history of violence
between two groups shapes their responses to the Pope’s speech. Among groups with no prior his-
tory of violence, we observe a significant reduction in the probability of violence following the

speech (approximately 210%, col. 1).%°

This aligns with research showing that external interven-
tions are more effective in shaping conflict outcomes when pre-existing hostilities are minimal or
absent (Blattman, 2022). In contrast, for groups with a history of low-intensity violence, there is no
significant effect. For groups with a history of high-intensity violence, the probability of violence
increases by approximately 30%.°® These results remain consistent in both sign and magnitude
when focusing on battles (col. 2), though no significant differences are observed for low-intensity
events (col. 3). When examining religious violence, the findings diverge slightly: any history of vi-
olence, regardless of intensity, is associated with an approximate 30% increase in the probability of
violence. This suggests that the Pope’s speech impacts conflicts differently based on their history,
potentially intensifying hostilities or prompting strategic actions. These findings support the idea
that entrenched rivalries and grievances can hinder de-escalation efforts and external messaging

(Walter, 1997).

6 Conclusion

We provide the first systematic evaluation of the impact of papal peace-promoting speeches on
conflict dynamics in Africa. While religious leaders” public messages have historically influenced
social norms, economic outcomes, and political landscapes, their effects on conflict remain under-
explored.

Using a comprehensive dataset covering all papal speeches addressing conflicts in Africa from
1997 to 2022 and granular conflict data, we first show that when the Pope targets a country, the
speech is covered in local media, disseminated by dioceses online, and leads individuals to place
greater importance on religion. Employing high-frequency event studies, we document a signifi-
cant reduction in conflict incidence (23%) in the weeks following these speeches. The effects vary
depending on the Pope’s identity: Pope John Paul II and Pope Francis’ speeches significantly re-
duce overall conflict likelihood, whereas Pope Benedict XVI's speeches have no general effect but

55We express the estimated effects as percentages of the baseline mean for each subgroup defined by past violence.
For each group, we compute the mean of the dependent variable and divide the estimated coefficient by this mean. For
the group with no history of violence (Conflict mean = 0.011), the effect size is -0.023 / 0.011 = -209%.

56For the High intensity history of violence group (Conflict mean = 16.34), the magnitude is computed as 4.88 / 16.34
=29.8%.
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Table 10: Religious affiliation and armed groups’ responses to papal speeches

Panel A: All and Battles

Dependent variable:

Conflict incidence, by type of events:

All All All Battles Battles Battles
M @) @) (4) (@) (6)
Post —0.017*** —0.018*** —0.018*** —0.012***  —0.012**  —0.012***
(0.006) (0.006) (0.006) (0.004) (0.004) (0.004)
Post x Actor identified as Religious 0.018** 0.012**
(0.007) (0.006)
Post x Actor identified as Islamic 0.032** 0.022**
(0.013) (0.010)
Post x Actor identified as Christian -0.006 -0.003
(0.004) (0.003)
Observations 13221052 13221052 13221052 13221052 13221052 13221052
Mean dep. var. 0.04 0.04 0.04 0.02 0.02 0.02
Panel B: Low intensity and Religious
Dependent variable: Conflict incidence, by type of events:
Low intensity Low intensity Low intensity Religious Religious Religious
@) ®) &) (10) (11) (12)
Post -0.003 -0.003 -0.003 -0.001 -0.002 -0.002
(0.002) (0.002) (0.002) (0.003) (0.003) (0.003)
Post x Actor identified as Religious 0.000 0.014**
(0.001) (0.006)
Post x Actor identified as Islamic 0.001 0.025**
(0.001) (0.011)
Post x Actor identified as Christian -0.001 -0.006
(0.001) (0.003)
Observations 13221052 13221052 13221052 13221052 13221052 13221052
Mean dep. var. 0.01 0.01 0.01 0.01 0.01 0.01
Event-window x Country FE v v v v v v
Week-by-year FE v v v v v v
Actor Pair FE v v v v v v

Note: The table presents the estimation of the effect of the religious affiliation of armed groups on the incidence of
different types of conflict following a Pope’s speech. The unit of observation is an actor-pair X week-year dyad. The
sample includes 100 events, defined as papal peace-seeking speeches targeting a given African country outside of papal
trips to Africa. Each event window spans from 5 weeks before to 8 weeks after the Pope’s speech. The dependent
variable equals 100 if at least one conflict event occurs in the cell during the week: any conflict (Panel A, col. 1 to 3),
battle (Panel A, col. 4 to 6), protest/riot (Panel B, col. 7 to 9), or religion-related conflict (Panel B, col. 10 to 12), and
0 otherwise. Post is a binary indicator equal to 1 for weeks after a Pope’s speech. Group identified as Religious, Islamic,
Christian are binary indicators equal to 1 if one of the armed group in the pair is identified as religious, or more precisely
Islamic or christian respectively. The three characteristics are interacted with Post. All specifications include actor-pair,
event-window-by-country ([—5; +8] weeks around a speech targeting a given country), and week-by-year fixed effects.
Standard errors, clustered at the actor-pair level, are in parentheses. *** p < 0.01, ** p < 0.05,* p < 0.1.
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Table 11: History of violence and armed groups’ responses to papal speeches

Dependent variable: Conflict incidence, by type of events:
All Battles  Low intensity Religious
@ (2) ) )
Post x No history of violence -0.023**  -0.013*** -0.002 -0.004
(0.005) (0.003) (0.002) (0.003)
Post x History of violence (low intensity) -0.017 0.056 -0.049 0.101*
(0.134) (0.078) (0.039) (0.059)
Post x History of violence (high intensity) — 4.876***  1.100** 0.045 1.187**
(0.878) (0.480) (0.243) (0.452)
Observations 15782049 15782049 15782049 15782049
Event-window x Country FE v v v v
Week-by-year FE v v v v
Actor Pair FE v v v v

Note: The table presents the estimation of the effect of the history of violence between armed groups on the incidence
of different types of conflict following a Pope’s speech. The unit of observation is an actor-pair x week-year dyad.
The sample includes 100 events, defined as papal peace-seeking speeches targeting a given African country outside of
papal trips to Africa. Each event window spans from 5 weeks before to 8 weeks after the Pope’s speech. The dependent
variable equals 100 if at least one conflict event occurs in the cell during the week: any conflict (col. 1), battle (col. 2),
protest/riot (col. 3), or religion-related conflict (col. 4), and 0 otherwise. Post is a binary indicator equal to 1 for weeks
after a Pope’s speech. Three levels of history of violence are defined for each pair of actors: no history of violence, low
intensity of past violence and high intensity of past violence, with past violence defined as the number of conflict events
between both actors. The three levels are interacted with Post. All specifications include actor-pair, event-window-by-
country ([—5; 48] weeks around a speech targeting a given country), and week-by-year fixed effects. Standard errors,
clustered at the actor-pair level, are in parentheses. *** p < 0.01, ** p < 0.05, * p < 0.1.
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correlate with increased battles and religious violence. A turning point emerges in 2006, following
the Regensburg speech, a particularly controversial address regarding Islam, after which Benedict
XVI'’s speeches are associated with an escalation of violence.

To contextualize these findings, we compare the effects of papal speeches with UN Security
Council resolutions, a formal peacekeeping mechanism. While mentions of UN resolutions in local
media increase following their adoption, mirroring the media impact of papal speeches, we find no
significant effect on conflict dynamics. This contrast suggests that religious institutions influence
conflict through moral authority rather than enforcement mechanisms.

We further explore four key mechanisms underlying these heterogeneous effects. First, the
impact of papal speeches is driven by regions with a Christian presence. Second, local religious
institutions play a pivotal role, with bishops with greater experience amplifying the speech’s ef-
fectiveness. Third, political leaders act as intermediaries in conflict de-escalation, as violence de-
clines more sharply in their birthplace regions. Finally, armed groups respond differently based
on religious affiliation and prior conflict history. Speeches reduce overall violence among groups
without prior conflict linkages but increase it among those with entrenched hostilities. Conflicts,
particularly religiously motivated ones, decline when at least one armed group is Christian but rise
significantly when at least one group is Islamic.

Our study deepens the understanding of how religious messaging shapes conflict outcomes,
highlighting the Catholic Church’s distinct role in influencing conflict dynamics. The framework
we develop can extend to other contexts, including the study of religious interventions in political
stability, economic development, and social cohesion. Future research could examine the long-
term implications of papal rhetoric and its interplay with international and domestic peacekeeping
efforts.
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