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What is a civil war?

Correlates of War: internal conflicts that count 
more than 1,000 battle deaths

Fearon and Laitin: >1,000 battle deaths overall and 
yearly average >100

PRIO: civil conflict is internal conflict that counts 
more than 25 battle deaths in a single year

Sambanis: tries to resolve all these issues with 
extensive coding rules



• Determines your universe of cases

• Symbolic and political meaning

• Affects which explanations have 
empirical leverage

Why do definitions 
matter?



Civil wars vs. Interstate wars 

1945-1999 Civil war
(F&L)

Interstate 
war

Number 127 25

Total dead 
(million)

16.2 3.33

Median 
duration

6 years <3 months

Number of 
states

73 25
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Frequency of civil war: 
SSA vs. Eastern Europe
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Frequency of civil war: 
SSA vs. MENA
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Ancient tribal hatreds
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Ancient tribal hatreds



Even Obama

Associated Press



Huntingtonian view of the world

“It is my hypothesis that the fundamental source of conflict  in this new world will not be primarily 
ideological or primarily economic. The great divisions among humankind and the dominating source of 

conflict will be cultural. Nation-states will remain the most powerful actors in world affairs, but the 
principal conflicts of global politics will occur between nations and groups of different civilizations. The 
clash of civilizations will dominate global politics. The fault lines between civilizations will be the battle 

lines of the future.” Sam Huntington (1993), Foreign Affairs



Popularized after fall of Soviet Union
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Q: The “clash of civilizations” view of the 
world sees cultural divisions as:

a. Natural
b. Constructed



Does “ethnic hatred” story hold up?

1. Ethnic conflict is the exception, not the norm

2. Ethnic/National groups are in constant flux

3. Ethnic/National groups are constructed



A thought exercise
(Fearon and Laitin 1996)

Independence 
to 1979

Number of 
actual 

incidents

Number of 
potential 
incidents

Ratio

Ethnic 
violence 20 38,383 0.0005

Civil war 52 18,757 0.0028
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Not even “French”



Theoretical foundation
• Primordialism: identity is fixed and natural, 

unchanging

• Ethnicity inheres in human beings: we all 
search for our ancestry and blood

• Emotional ties of blood supersede rational 
calculus

• Very popular in nonscholarly circles, but 
discredited in scholarly world

• Incompatibility of cultures as source of 
violence



Primordialism

Identity Conflict

?



In comes 
Constructivism

• Primordialists suggest that ethnic violence 
results from antagonisms that are enduring 
properties of ethnic groups

• But even if A and B are hostile to each 
other now, this need not be an eternal 
condition



Constructivism

• Identity is socially constructed not a fixed, 
natural, inevitable reality

• Ethnic identities are the products of human 
action and speech, and as a result they can 
and do change over time.

• Shared identity is important because a 
number of people share a set of symbolic 
forms, so it can be manipulated for collective 
action



Constructivism: examples

Yorubas and religious conflict in Nigeria



Primordialism vs. 
Constructivism

Identity Political and Social Life

Identity Political and Social Life



Theoretical foundation
Primordialism Constructivism

Identity is fixed, natural, unchanging Identity is fluid and constructed

Primordial identities compete with 
the State and each other

Constructed identities need not 
compete with the State or each 

other

Nigeria under GB rule: Groups 
resisted assimilation into the three 
large categories the British defined

Nigeria under GB rule: The British 
consolidated multiple groups into 

three large ethnicities
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Cultural differences Conflict



A rational explanation for conflict

“[C]ostly war between ethnic 
groups can be explained, at least 
theoretically, as the result of a 

commitment problem.”
James Fearon (1995)

Anarchy Conflict
Commitment Problem



Serbs v. Croats

Ancient hatred Rationalist

Explanation

Nationalist 
passions render 

cohabitation 
impossible

Tudjman could not 
commit to the 

Serbs

Cause Clash of cultures Anarchy

Policy implications Survival of fittest
Segregation

Role for external 
third-party



Why are these explanations so 
appealing?

• In most cases, the correlations are there: ethnic 
groups are fighting one another

• Takes blame off of us

Why are these explanations so 
dangerous?

• The description is not wrong, the explanation is 
wrong

• They overlook the legitimate causes



Q: A policy implication of the ethnic 
hatred argument is the separation of 
ethno-religious groups. A policy 
implication of the rational explanation for 
conflict argument is third-party 
intervention. Which, in your opinion, is 
more problematic?

a. Ethnic hatred
b. Rational explanation
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