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ABSTRACT

From the Second World War to the present, ethnic civil wars have continued to be a
frequent and widespread phenomenon. Most of the existing literature on civil wars in
general and ethnic conflict in particular is concerned with explaining onset of conflict,
leaving the question of different intensity of violence under-researched. This thesis
attempts to fill this gap by examining the link between structural conditions of ethnic
conflicts and their violent outcomes. Specifically, it is argued that settlement patterns of
conflicting ethnic groups may have explanatory power regarding different intensity of
violence in conflict. Once distinct ethnic groups engage in conflict, their patterns of
settlement present a strategic challenge for the warring parties. First, the more intermixed
are the opponents’ population bases, the harder it becomes to protect own population and
the easier target opponent’s population becomes. Second, interspersed ethnic groups are
likely to produce abundance of small, disconnected and loosely organized militant units,
which are virtually impossible to effectively manage and command, and subsequently
control damage. The proposed hypotheses are tested using geospatial data on ethnic
settlement patterns and through case studies. The evidence found during empirical
analysis confirms that ethnic settlements have explanatory power regarding different

intensity of inter-ethnic violence.
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l. INTRODUCTION

From the Second World War to the present, ethnic civil wars have continued to be
a frequent and widespread phenomenon. In his research, Fearon finds that among 128
civil wars that have occurred since 1945, 70 (55%) were carried out “by groups organized
along ethnic lines” and 21 (17%) more cases were mixed or ambiguous.' According to
Toft, “ethnic conflicts are the most prevalent form of armed conflict and are unlikely to
abate in the short or long term. The number and intensity of ethnic conflicts across the
globe directly and indirectly threaten the lives of millions.”? In many cases, ethnic civil
wars have been important forces of state-building, as societies united by powerful ethnic
and national identities exercised their right to self-determination; but more often than not

these conflicts have been major sources of local, regional and international instability.

Although war and conflict are among the most important research subjects for the
political scientist, few try to explain the degrees of violence observed in civil conflicts. It
is established that, due to certain factors, some countries may be more likely to
experience civil wars. But conflict may be relatively minor in terms of inflicted damage,
or, conversely, highly lethal. For example, Sambanis calculates that in 146 civil wars that
occurred between 1945 and 1999, the mean number of estimated deaths was 143,883 and
the median was 19,000, while in 11 conflicts the number of killed was estimated at fewer
than 1,500.° However, most of the existing literature on civil wars and ethnic conflicts is

only concerned with explaining the onset of conflict, leaving the question of the varying

1 James D. Fearon, "Why do some Civil Wars Last so Much Longer than Others?" Journal of Peace
Research 41, no. 3 (2004): 288.

2 Monica Duffy Toft, The Geography of Ethnic Violence: Identity, Interests, and the Indivisibility of
Territory (Princeton, N.J: Princeton University Press, 2003), 3.

3 Nicholas Sambanis, "What is Civil War? Conceptual and Empirical Complexities of an Operational
Definition," The Journal of Conflict Resolution 48, no. 6 (2004): 814-858. As cited in Stathis N. Kalyvas,
The Logic of Violence in Civil War (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2006), 54, note 4.
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intensities of violence under-researched. As Lacina rightly argues, “the burgeoning
literature on civil conflicts seldom considers why some civil wars are so much deadlier

than others.”

This deficiency in the understanding of ethnic conflict may have serious
implications for state policies and joint international efforts. The failure to adequately
address the issues of potentially intense inter-ethnic violence may be extremely grave, as
the conflicts in Rwanda, Sudan or former Yugoslavia demonstrate. Moreover, the issue of
limited resources that the international community is able to allocate towards resolving
security problems demands prioritization of efforts. Obviously, lethal conflicts that are
potentially more dangerous deserve greater and earlier attention of peacekeeping efforts
and peace-reestablishing missions. Therefore, there is a need to search for theoretically
sound and empirically grounded explanations that would give policymakers some insight
as to which wars are potentially more deadly, and how decision-makers can influence the

situation to prevent lethal escalation.

This thesis will attempt to fill an existing gap by examining the link between
structural conditions of ethnic conflicts and their violent outcomes. Why so some inter-
ethnic conflicts result in significantly more violence than others? What are the factors
that increase or decrease likely intensity of ethnic conflict? These highly important
questions may have many answers, since ethnic conflict is by no means a simple
phenomenon. In each case, different factors exist, including those endogenous to the
conflict, which may explain the high or low levels of observed violence. Therefore, this
thesis will not try to develop a comprehensive theory of ethnic war. Rather, it will
contribute to the understanding of ethnic civil conflicts by analyzing the relationship
between important structural factors—settlement patterns—and the varying intensities of
violence in ethnic conflicts in an attempt to determine how the different settlement
patterns of ethnic groups in conflicts may be a direct cause in the intensity of committed
violence. Specifically, it is argued that once distinct ethnic groups engage in conflict,

their patterns of settlement present a strategic challenge for the warring parties. The more

4 Bethany Lacina, "Explaining the Severity of Civil Wars," The Journal of Conflict Resolution 50, no.
2 (2006), 276.



ethnically intermixed the opponents are, the easier their population bases become targets.
The abundance of small, poorly protected enclaves, easily attacked by independent or
loosely controlled armed groups, makes it impossible to effectively control damage.

This hypothesis will be evaluated using several available datasets on civil wars
from 1946 to 2008, and geo-coded data on ethnic settlement patterns. The primary source
of information on the severity of the conflicts is the International Peace Research Institute
Oslo’s (PRIO) “Battle Deaths Dataset,” which includes information on all of the armed
conflicts that have reached the threshold of 25 battle-related deaths (both civilian and
military) in any given year. Therefore, this dataset allows large variance of the dependent

variable (intensity of conflict) by including minor hostilities as well as major wars.

The analysis will focus on civil wars where one or more conflicting parties
mobilized support along ethnic lines. It is concerned only with instances of inter-ethnic
relations that turned violent. The sample of ethnic groups for analysis will include only
ethnicities that already participate in conflict due to the fact that this research is not
interested in comparing instances of conflict with cases of peaceful coexistence. The
analysis will be based on disaggregation of ethnic conflicts to the level of ethnic groups
as primary actors. The ultimate goal of this analysis is to increase the understanding of
ethnic war dynamics, in order to develop effective strategies for reducing intensity and

avoiding the potential extensive human costs of ethnic wars.

Chapter I1 highlights conceptual problems regarding civil wars and other types of
political violence, as well as discussing ethnicity and ethnic groups in conflict. Chapter
Il offers analysis of the available limited research that has been done thus far on the
question of intensity of civil wars and ethnic conflicts and it reviews other existing
approaches to the study of civil conflict in terms of their applicability for future use in
dealing with the problem of severity and intensity of ethnic wars. Chapter IV of the thesis
is devoted to outlining a tentative theoretic framework that incorporates the impact of
settlement patterns on the intensity of ethnic conflicts. Chapter V uses available datasets

to apply a proposed theoretic framework, and provides discussion of major findings.

5 Bethany Lacina and Nils Petter Gleditsch, "Monitoring Trends in Global Combat: A New Dataset of
Battle Deaths," European Journal of Population 21, no. 2-3 (2005): 145.
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Chapter VI includes four case studies that compare conflicts with lower intensity
(Bangladesh Chittagong Hill Tracts and Slovenia) to civil wars with a higher intensity of
fighting (Sri Lankan Tamils and Bosnia). The conclusion offers a summary of major

findings and their implications for state policies that can resolve ethnic conflicts.



II. THE CONCEPT OF ETHNIC CONFLICT

The abundance of definitions for civil war, ethnic conflict, ethnicity, and other
concepts relevant to this study requires that a special attempt be made to clarify their
meanings. Such effort has practical utility, even if it is virtually impossible to find one
agreed upon definition for any of these terms. The following discussion of definitions and
conceptual problems will put the subject of this study—intensity of ethnic conflicts—into
a broader theoretic context. Therefore, this chapter will not focus on resolving existing
disputes and finding correct conceptual answers. Rather, it will bring to attention existing
ambiguities and problems, and outline the conceptual basis of further analysis.

A. POLITICAL VIOLENCE AND CIVIL WAR

What is civil war? How is civil war different from other types of organized
political violence? One of the most widely accepted definitions of civil war is given by
Small and Singer, who explain it as “armed conflict that involves (a) military action
internal to the metropole, (b) the active participation of the national government, and (c)

effective resistance by both sides.”®

The three identified dimensions—internality, government participation, and
effective resistance—also guide Sambanis’s operational definition of civil war, which is
based on 11 precise criteria.” This criteria includes requirements such as 1) the war must
occur in the territory of a recognized member of the international system, 2) the conflict
is between politically and militarily organized parties with publicly stated political
objectives, where government or its representative is a principal combatant, 3) the main
insurgent organization generates at least some local support, and 4) a “weaker party is

able to mount effective resistance.”®

6Melvin Small and J. David Singer, Resort to Arms : International and Civil Wars, 1816-1980, 2nd
ed. (Beverly Hills, California: Sage Publications, 1982), 210.

7 Nicholas Sambanis, "What is Civil War? Conceptual and Empirical Complexities of an Operational
Definition," The Journal of Conflict Resolution 48, no. 6 (2004), 829.

8 1bid., 829.



Kalyvas argues for a broader definition, relaxing the requirement for
government’s direct participation in the conflict. He describes civil war as an “armed
combat within the boundaries of a recognized sovereign entity between parties subject to

"% While characteristics of the

a common authority at the outset of the hostilities.
participating actors, as well as reasons why they fight, may vary significantly, civil wars
are always “related to the effective breakdown of the monopoly of violence by way of
armed internal challenge.”* The place of civil war among other types of armed conflict is

aptly illustrated in Small and Singer:**

 CONFLICT

with violence without violence

fow or no deaths | with sufficient deaths |

is not war is WAR

I

INTERMNATIONAL INTERNAL
I_ | | |
INTERSTATE IMPLRIAL COLOMIAL " involvirg central
L ! L government provided
both sides are
militarily prepared
is |
CIVIL _ | . | :
| ”'VC"‘-"_W’-SUb' nol involving
national government at

Eovernment any level
Is is

nolinvolving
central
governmenrt

REGIONAL COMMUMNAL
INTERNAL VIOLENCE
WAR

Figure 1. Typology of War (After Small and Singer, 1982. Resort to Arms:
International and Civil Wars, 1816-1980)

This typology, however, does not clearly specify the difference between civil war
and other forms of intrastate-level political and social violence. On this level, the civil
war is a distinct phenomenon because of its degree of actors’ organization and
sophistication, effectiveness of violent resistance, and inherent challenge to sovereignty.

9 Stathis N. Kalyvas, The Logic of Violence in Civil War (New York: Cambridge University Press,
2006), 17.

10 Ipid., 18.
11 Small and Singer, Resort to Arms: International and Civil Wars, 1816-1980, 217.
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Spontaneous violent protests and riots may have political causes and lead to a significant
amount of damage, but they do not display a sufficient level of enduring organization.
Genocides and politicides are often perpetuated by well-organized entities but lack
effective resistance on behalf of the oppressed. Crime and inter-communal violence may
involve effective resistance to authority and/or sophisticated social networks, but they

lack political aims and a challenge to sovereignty.

In practice, however, it is often difficult to distinguish between different types of
political violence. Civil wars may include genocidal episodes, or larger cases of genocide
may contain minor instances of armed opposition. In many cases, complete, accurate and
unbiased information about conflicts may be missing. The information may come from
unreliable sources and be open to interpretation, since conflicting actors often describe
the same events in different lights. As Kalyvas points out, insurgents seeking legitimacy
portray themselves as revolutionaries, while incumbents tend to label insurgents as
criminals or bandits: “The spillover effect of this semantic contest has affected research
on the topic, as definitions of civil war have tended, until recently at least, to hinge on the

war’s outcome.”*?

Sambanis identifies several other problems in the same vein.** Civil wars are
sometimes difficult to distinguish from anti-colonial conflicts, like the ongoing conflict
between Russia and Chechens. In the situations of state collapse (e.g., Somalia since the
1990s), there is almost no such thing as a “sovereign government.” Also, it is difficult to
define the level of actors’ organization sufficient for classification of the conflict as civil
war. In addition, the intermittent and shifting character of hostilities makes it difficult to
define the end of a war and the beginning of a new war, or single out episodes that belong
to different types of political violence. Therefore, any reliable collection of information
on civil wars will inevitably face the necessity for ad hoc decisions regarding coding

ambiguous cases.

12 Kalyvas, The Logic of Violence in Civil War, 17.

13 sambanis, What is Civil War? Conceptual and Empirical Complexities of an Operational
Definition, 816.



The Uppsala Conflict Data Program (UCDP) / Peace Research Institute of Oslo
(PRIO) dataset, the major source of conflict intensity data used in this research, employs
the terms “intrastate armed conflict” and “intrastate conflict with foreign involvement”

synonymously to civil war. An armed conflict is:

A contested incompatibility that concerns government and/or territory
where the use of armed force between two parties, of which at least one is
the government of a state, results in at least 25 battle-related deaths in one
calendar year. [...] “Armed conflict” is also referred to as “state-based
conflict,” as opposed to “non-state conflict,” in which none of the warring
parties is a government.*

To ensure consistency, this research will rely on the operational definition of intrastate
armed conflict used by the UCDP. The terms “armed conflict” and “civil war” are used

interchangeably and have the same meaning, unless specified otherwise.

In this thesis, the major emphasis is put on the civil war as an environment. War is
an outcome produced by participating actors and continuously maintained by actors’
inputs. From this perspective, civil war is the result of decisions and actions of its
participants. But it also becomes an environment, or a set of conditions, under which
actors operate. From this second perspective, civil war affects the calculations, decisions,
and actions of the actors, as well as the outcomes of these actions. For example, during
the civil conflicts in the former country of Yugoslavia in the 1990s, ethnic-based militias
were engaged in killing and looting, something unthought-of in peaceful times preceding

the wars. As Kalyvas argues, “a civil war is likely to open a Pandora’s box of violence.”*®

The notion of violence in civil war is by no means straightforward. In the broadest
sense, violence may be any action or inaction that is considered unjust. In civil war,
violence is both its attribute and result. As Small and Singer argue, it is impossible to
conceive of war without violence. They consider the “violent taking of human life the

primary and dominant characteristic of war.”*® In its physical expression during a civil

14 UCDP/PRIO dataset, http://www.pcr.uu.se/research/ucdp/definitions/ (accessed October 22, 2010).
15 Kalyvas, The Logic of Violence in Civil War, 20.

16 Small and Singer, Resort to Arms : International and Civil Wars, 18161980, 206.
8




war, violence includes killing or maiming people, damaging property, destroying
infrastructures and the economy, and forcing populations to flee or take refuge to evade
being killed or hurt.

Therefore, the most commonly used measure of violent impacts resulting from
conflicts includes numbers of refugees and internally displaced persons, civilian
casualties, and battle deaths.'” The full-fledged test of the intensity of a civil war would
have to include these three indicators, as well as additional data on economic, political,
and social costs of the war.

This research, however, will be limited only to the numbers of battle related
deaths in measuring conflict severity, despite the availability of some data on refugee
flows and Killed civilians. Available figures on refugees and internally displaced persons
include data on a limited number of years (1980-1999),"® which would significantly
reduce the number of observations. Since numbers of civilians killed, apart from data on
battle related deaths, include victims of genocides, politicides and other types of violence
beyond the scope of this research, they cannot be directly included in the primary
analysis of the impact of civil war. Therefore, the overall amount of violence observed in
many conflicts may be actually greater than the figures reflected in the UCDP data.
Perhaps, more comprehensive analysis will be possible when more complete data on
other indicators becomes available.

It remains problematic to empirically separate the three forms of violence
produced by civil war—nbattle deaths, civilian casualties, and refugee flows. Obviously, if
all civilians were willing and able to flee the conflict zone, the amount of battle deaths
and civilian casualties would be significantly lower or absent. At the same time, it is the

greater amount of violence against peaceful populations that creates incentives to flee the

17°E. Melander, M. Oberg and J. Hall, "Are 'New Wars' More Atrocious? Battle Severity, Civilians
Killed and Forced Migration before and After the End of the Cold War," European Journal of International
Relations 15, no. 3 (Sep, 2009), 515-516.

18 |bid., 516.



conflict area, while lower casualty figures should be, in principle, associated with smaller
refugee flows. Arguably, the relationship between the different types of violence in civil

war deserves a separate and more substantial analysis.
The definition of battle-related deaths employed here is also adopted from UCDP:

Counted as battle-related deaths is armed conflict behaviour between
warring parties in a conflict dyad, be it state-based or non-state. In state-
based conflicts the violence must be directly related to the incompatibility,
i.e.,, carried out with the purpose of realizing the goal of the
incompatibility and result in deaths. [...] Typically, battle-related deaths
occur in what can be described as "normal™ warfare involving the armed
forces of the warring parties. This includes traditional battlefield fighting,
guerrilla activities (e.g. hit-and-run attacks / ambushes) and all kinds of
bombardments of military units, cities and villages etc. The targets are
usually the military itself and its installations, or state institutions and state
representatives, but there is often substantial collateral damage in the form
of civilians killed in crossfire, indiscriminate bombings etc. All deaths—
military as well as civilian—incurred in such situations, are counted as
battle-related deaths."

What is conflict intensity and how can it be measured? Sislin and Pearson define intensity
of conflict as the number of casualties divided over time.?° Usually, annual measures are
employed, but it is also plausible to use daily and monthly average figures derived from
the entire number of battle-related deaths caused by conflict from its onset to its end. It is
also feasible to divide overall losses of human lives by population figures or other
demographic indicators. The analysis in this thesis is based on the aggregated battle
deaths data per conflict divided by the overall duration of the war (in days). The measure

of the intensity of fighting thus reflects the average daily casualty count for each conflict.
B. ETHNICITY AND CONFLICT

Since the subject of this research concerns only “ethnic” civil wars, the
relationship between ethnicity, nationalism and conflict deserves separate attention.

There are different approaches and opinions as to the exact meaning of ethnicity, but

19 UCDP/PRIO dataset. http://www.pcr.uu.se/research/ucdp/definitions/ (accessed October 22, 2010).

20 John Sislin and Frederic S. Pearson, Arms and Ethnic Conflict. (Lanham, MD: Rowman &
Littlefield Publ., 2001): 93.
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most tend to agree that “ethnicity has something to do with the classification of people
and group relationships.”* Ethnicity is the “consciousness of difference and the
subjective salience of that difference.”® Esman defines ethnic identity as “the set of
meanings that individuals impute to their membership in an ethnic community, including
those attributes that bind them to that collectivity and that distinguish it from others in

their relevant environment.”?

According to Horowitz, “Ethnic groups are defined by ascriptive differences,
whether the indicum is color, appearance, language, religion, some other indicator of

124

common origin, or some combination thereof.”= Weber similarly emphasizes that ethnic

groups are
Those human groups that entertain a subjective belief in their common
descent because of similarities of physical type or of customs or both, or
because of memories of colonization and migration. This belief must be

important for the propagation of group formation; it does not matter
whether or not an objective blood relationship exists.”®

Three major approaches—primordialist, instrumentalist, and constructivist—subsume
existing explanations of the formation of ethnic identity.”® While primordialism views
ethnicity as a fixed category that emerges on top of objective differences between
communities and kinship ties within communities, instrumentalism emphasizes the role

of leaders in creating ethnicity. Ethnic identity then becomes an effective tool of

21 Thomas Hylland Eriksen, Ethnicity and Nationalism : Anthropological Perspectives (London ;
Boulder, Colo: Pluto Press, 1993), 4.

22 Jack David Eller, From Culture to Ethnicity to Conflict : An Anthropological Perspective on
International Ethnic Conflict (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1999), 9.

23 Milton J. Esman, Ethnic Politics (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1994), 27.
24 Donald L. Horowitz, Ethnic Groups in Conflict (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1985), 17.

25 Max Weber, Economy and Society; an Outline of Interpretive Sociology. Uniform Title: Wirtschaft
Und Gesellschaft. English. Edited by Guenther Roth and Claus Wittich (New York: Bedminster Press,
1968), 389.

26 For comparative discussion of these approaches, see Ray Taras and Rajat Ganguly, Understanding
Ethnic Conflict : The International Dimension, 2nd ed. (New York: Longman, 2002); similar classification
with alternative names for approaches can be found in Thomas S. Szayna, ldentifying Potential Ethnic
Conflict : Application of a Process Model (Santa Monica: Rand, 2000), 17. An earlier but more extensive
critique of existing theories can be found in Richard H. Thompson, Theories of Ethnicity: A Critical
Appraisal (New York: Greenwood Press, 1989), 196.
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mobilizing support and ensuring group cohesion, and subsequently solidifying the
leader’s position in the community. This thesis converges with the third approach that
views ethnicity as a socially constructed category: the creation of ethnicity is not entirely
guided by deliberate premeditated actions of elites in anticipation of personal benefits;
the meaning of ethnic identity is invented and negotiated as a result of broader
participation of community in interactive processes. Constructivism claims that “ethnicity
is the product of a social process rather than a cultural given, made and remade rather
than taken for granted, chosen depending on circumstances rather than ascribed through
birth.”*’

Ethnicity is a cognitive phenomenon, since it is what people think of themselves
and others. Ethnicity is collective, since it is meaningful only in connection with the
group of people that share it and see themselves as distinct from others. Ethnicity is
heterogeneous, because its “salience and depth [...] will vary across groups and
individuals.””® Ethnicity is relative, because it did not exist before the emergence of
modern nations.”® As Szayna notes, “ethnicity as a phenomenon becomes real only
because of the subjective constructions of individuals under certain circumstances and
not because it exists a priori as some intrinsically permanent solidarity binding a set of

individuals across time and space.”®

Benedict Anderson’s argument regarding
nationalism as the act of inventing nations and that those nations are just imagined
communities® almost equally applies to ethnic identity as one of the major sources of

national identity. Just like nations, ethnic groups imagine themselves to be free, to be a

27 Andreas Wimmer, "The Making and Unmaking of Ethnic Boundaries: A Multilevel Process
Theory," The American Journal of Sociology 113, no. 4 (2008), 971.

28 Bruce Gilley, "Review: Against the Concept of Ethnic Conflict," Third World Quarterly 25, no. 6
(2004), 1158.

29 William Petersen, Ethnicity Counts (New Brunswick, N.J., U.S.A: Transaction Publishers, 1997),
32.

30 szayna, Identifying Potential Ethnic Conflict : Application of a Process Model, 26.

31 Benedict Anderson, "Imagined Communities,” in Nations and Nationalism : A Reader, eds. Philip
Spencer and Howard Wollman (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2005), 49.
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community and to have boundaries. Yinger’s typology (Table 1) illustrates how a
different understanding of ethnic belonging by the group themselves and by outsiders
shapes ethnic identities. *2

Table 1.  Varieties of Ethnic Identity (From Yinger, 1994. Ethnicity: Source of Strength?
Source of Conflict?)

I. Are they perceived by others as ethnically distinct?
Yes No
I1. Do individuals perceive themselves | Do individuals perceive themselves
as ethnically distinct? as ethnically distinct?
I11. Do they
participate
in shared
activities? Yes No Yes No
Yes 1. Full 2. Unrecognized 3. Private 4. Hidden
No 5. Symbolic 6. Stereotyped 7. Imagined 8. Nonethnic

Roosens, among others, points also to the flexibility of ethnic identification:
“virtually anything that has not already been explicitly or publicly affirmed by members
of other ethnic groups as ethnic emblems can, in principle, become an emblem of
ethnicity for other groups.” This flexibility allows for the negotiation and re-negotiation
of the exact meaning of people’s identity,** in which outsiders may play as important of a
role as insiders. For example, the 1903 census organized by the Ottoman Empire in
today’s Macedonia led to competition between Bulgaria, Greece and Serbia for forceful

identification of the local population as belonging to corresponding ethnicities, often

32 3. Milton Yinger, Ethnicity : Source of Strength? Source of Conflict? (Albany: State University of
New York Press, 1994), 4.

33 Eugeen Roosens, Creating Ethnicity : The Process of Ethnogenesis (Newbury Park, Calif: Sage
Publications, 1989), 18.

34 Wimmer, The Making and Unmaking of Ethnic Boundaries: A Multilevel Process Theory, 970~
1022.
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contrary to the population’s own desires.*> Wimmer identifies four dimensions along
which ethnic identities display variance: political salience of boundaries, social closure
and “groupness,” cultural differentiation, and degree of stability over time.*

The entrance of ethnic identity into the political realm marks its transition to
ethno-nationalism.*” Although national idea may also be based on a platform other than
ethnicity (i.e.,, religious, civic, or