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Abstract

The paper addresses the empirical regularity that approximately

one in two civil wars was preceded by a previous civil war in the same

country. While dominant explanations of civil war focus on contempo-

raneous conditions or future expectations, I argue that scholars have

been all too quick to dismiss historical e�ects as irrelevant. Building

on a combination of rationalist and constructivist insights, I adopt a

more dynamic perspective. I show empirically that past violence is

a determinant of at least one type of civil con�ict, namely when the

dispute is territorial in nature. For the ethnic group, prior con�ict

over territory reinforces the constructed legitimacy of the territorial

claim, strengthens the salience of ethnicity, and renders the territory

under dispute as e�ectively indivisible. For the government, past in-

volvement in violence against a separatist group demonstrates clear

determination to avoid precedent setting to other groups, thus also

creating issue indivisibility. Taken in conjunction, this removes any

bargaining space between the ethnic group and the government, which

then leads to a recurrence of violence over territory.
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1 Introduction

It is a key observation in the literature on political violence that post 1945,

the majority of all wars fought were intrastate wars (as opposed to interstate

wars) (Gleditsch et al., 2002). Yet, as Quinn, Mason and Gurses (2007, 168)

rightfully point out, a less well-known fact is that �the number of civil wars is

substantially greater than the number of nations that experienced civil war.�

Indeed, as Table 11 shows, recurrence is an empirical regularity in civil war

data. Why then do some countries experience multiple civil wars, while other

countries enjoy the merits of peace. Does con�ict beget con�ict? And if so,

how? Or is it the case that some countries are simply more �prone� to con�ict

than others, which then shows in the frequency of con�icts they �generate�.

Thus, this paper is an attempt to systematically uncover and disentangle

the causal mechanisms that explain why some civil con�icts recur, but not

others.

Table 1: Recurrence of Civil War

dataset Fearon&Laitin Collier&Hoe�er Doyle&Sambanis UCDP25
initial onset 68 36 70 94
recurrence 43 42 52 126
rate in % 63 117 74 74

Yet, even a cursory look a the literature shows that dominant explana-

tions of civil war see the causes of such violence in either contemporaneous

conditions or future expectations, but rarely in path dependence. Although

1The table is based on the following datasets: Fearon and Laitin (2003); Collier and
Hoe�er (2004); Doyle and Sambanis (2000); Gleditsch et al. (2002). See Sambanis (2004a)
for coding di�erences. Recurrence is de�ned here as any onset which was preceded by an
earlier onset.
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important insights have been derived from these studies, I argue that schol-

ars have been all too quick to dismiss historical e�ects as irrelevant, brushing

them aside under the uniform label of �ancient hatreds� and thus rendering

them as little scienti�c. Far from advancing the ancient hatreds argument,

I argue in this paper that the past is by no means irrelevant to the study

of civil war. History matters. Building on a combination of rationalist and

constructivist insights, I show that past violence is a determinant of at least

one type of civil con�ict, namely when the dispute is territorial in nature.

Speci�cally, I argue that ethnicization (i.e., nationalism) is both cause

and consequence of separatist violence (but perhaps less so a consequence

of other forms of civil violence). The causal mechanism then operates at a

disaggregated level and includes both the separatist group and the central

government. For the former, the excruciating and costly experience of prior

con�ict over territory reinforces or strengthens the constructed legitimacy of

the territorial claim, rendering the territory under dispute as e�ectively in-

divisible (Goddard, 2006). On the side of the government, past involvement

in violence against a separatist group demonstrates clear determination to

avoid precedent setting to other groups, thus also creating issue indivisibility

(Walter, 2003, 2006a,b; Toft, 2002, 2003). Ultimately, the combination of

these two consequences of prior violence removes any bargaining space be-

tween the ethnic and the government, which then leads to a recurrence of

violence over territory.

The paper is organized as follows: I begin by arguing that the literature

has overemphasized static and contemporaneous conditions, as well as future

expectations, but has inadvertently neglected the role of the past. In section
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3 I then outline a dynamic theory of recurrence that builds on repeated in-

teraction between separatist groups and the government. Here, the crux is

that prior war locks both parties in a situation where any bargaining space is

eliminated, which then raises the probability of war due to a lack of alterna-

tives. Section 4 o�ers some (meta-)theoretical considerations regarding the

logic of recurrent events. In section 5 I discuss method and data. Section 6 is

an empirical analysis that draws both on country-level, as well as group-level

results, while section 7 discusses the �ndings and concludes.

2 Statics and Dynamics in Civil War Theory

2.1 The Role of the Present: The Snapshot Fallacy

Predominant explanations of the causes of civil war are inherently static, in

particular those drawing on quantitative methods. For example, in what has

become the dominant explanation of civil war, political economists emphasize

structural conditions and state-characteristics as the general causes of civil

war (for reviews, see Kalyvas, 2007; Hegre and Sambanis, 2006; Sambanis,

2002). What matters to the onset of civil war are �[t]he conditions that

favor insurgency � in particular, state weakness marked by poverty, a large

population, and instability� (Fearon and Laitin, 2003, 88) or the existence of

an opportunity-structure favorable to `greedy' bandit rebellion (Collier and

Hoe�er, 2004). Similarly, many scholars have emphasized the role of natural

resources as a source of con�ict or means of �nancing civil wars (e.g. Ross,

2006). According to this literature, the presence of natural resources, such
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as oil, gas, diamonds, timber, or narcotics, is said to associate with civil

con�icts.

This strand of research stands in stark opposition to cultural approaches,

which regard cultural composition and cultural con�ict-lines as the prime

sources of con�ict (e.g. Huntington, 1997; Horowitz, 1985; Gurr, 1994), and

which were oftentimes more qualitatively oriented. In this view not factors of

greed, but grievances, such as long-standing cultural practices which de�ne

and distinguish ethnic groups are seen as the driving forces of con�ict. In

this context, some have argued that ethnic identities are �primordial� (or even

genetically based) and thus more persistent than loyalties to other social units

(e.g. Kaufmann, 1996), while others have contested that ethnic identities

only become signi�cant in certain political constellations (Wimmer, 2002;

Cederman and Girardin, 2007), or when activated instrumentally by political

entrepreneurs (e.g. Petersen, 2002).

While seemingly irreconcilable, one feature, however, which all these ap-

proaches have in common is their static nature. By focussing on structural

variables and explanations, these scholars suggest that a `snapshot' of a coun-

try's current conditions contains adequate information to estimate or deter-

mine its likelihood to experience a civil war. For example, the key variables to

Fearon and Laitin (2003) are poverty, political instability, rough terrain and

population size. If one were to know a country's values for these (and some

other) variables during a given year, one could simply plug them into the

equation and arrive at the probability of civil war. Strikingly, however, with

the exception of political instability, each of these factors exhibits very little

to no change over time within countries. A country's terrain, for instance,
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is clearly invariant and can hardly serve as an explanation for why a civil

occurred at time t and not at, say, t − 5. In short, the bulk of the variance

in the empirical data is found cross-sectionally, as opposed to longitudinally.

As a consequence, this stream of research has provided valuable answers to

the question where con�ict occurs, but not when.

2.2 The Role of the Future: Why War instead of a Bar-

gain?

As regards the role of the future, it is mainly theories driven by (neo-)classical

rationalist considerations coming from the literature on interstate war (most

prominently Fearon, 1995b) which have tended to focus on future expecta-

tions as determinants of con�ict. Here, the fundamental puzzle is that war

and con�ict are ex-post ine�cient: If war outcomes were known ex-ante, war

would never occur because war always induces costs, so that a known out-

come should be mutually accepted ex-ante. As Goemans (2000, 24) puts it:

�If both sides knew how the pie would be divided after the war, both would

be better o� if they divided accordingly before the war.� This implies that

in order to understand why wars start, one has to understand why they end

(Blainey, 1988), or phrased di�erently, why �ghting has to precede reach-

ing an agreement (Wagner, 2000). In this sense, then, �ghting constitutes

the von Clausewitzian notion of war as the continuation of politics by other

means, and can thus be understood as part of a bargaining process (for a

review, see Reiter, 2003).

In response to the above-mentioned ine�ciency-puzzle, in his seminal
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piece Fearon (1995b) identi�es strategic dilemmas in which con�ict is still

possible under the rational choice paradigm. These are (1) information asym-

metry, (2) problems of credible commitment, and (3) issue indivisibility. The

former two conditions are clearly built on a forward-looking perspective in

which expectations about the future are central to understanding contempo-

rary action.2 Prominent examples are concepts such as the (ethnic) security

dilemma (Snyder and Jervis, 1999; Posen, 1993), or problems of credible com-

mitment (Fearon, 1995a, 1998). Lake and Rothchild (1996, 41) synthesize

this view by arguing that

intense ethnic con�ict is most often caused by collective fears of

the future. As groups begin to fear for their safety, dangerous and

di�cult-to-resolve strategic dilemmas arise that contain within

them the potential for tremendous violence. As information fail-

ures, problems of credible commitment, and the security dilemma

take hold, groups become apprehensive, the state weakens, and

con�ict becomes more likely.

In sum, this view emphasizes contemporaneous conditions (which are

observable) that lead to uncertainty and potentially fear about the other

side's future actions (which is unobservable). As a consequence, the politics

of bargaining breaks down and is continued by the politics of �ghting. It

is thus suggested that knowing about contemporaneous conditions , such as

�emerging anarchy� that fosters the security dilemma, is again su�cient to

learn about the causes of violence.

2I discuss issue indivisibility in section 3.
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2.3 The Role of the Past: Ancient Hatreds and The

Straw Man Fallacy

To be fair, rationalists have made references to the role of historical memory.

For example, Posen argues that when ethnic groups seek information about

other group's capacity, willingness or resolve for con�ict,

[t]he main mechanism that they will use is history: how did other

groups behave the last time they were unconstrained? Is there a

record of o�ensive military activity by the other? Unfortunately,

the conditions under which this assessment occurs suggest that

these groups are more likely to assume that their neighbours are

dangerous than not (Posen, 1993, 31).

Similarly, Byman (2002, 17-18) writes: �One wellspring of fear is historical

quarrels. [...] When groups fought in recent memory, even the most well-

intentioned and peaceful individuals must worry that they will do so again in

the future. [...] On the other hand, if groups see their neighbors as peaceful,

they will be less likely to shoot and ask questions later�. Lake and Rothchild

(1996, 42) also make a reference to the past (albeit curtly) by arguing that

�when ethnicity is linked with acute uncertainty, a history of con�ict, and

fear of what the future might bring, it emerges as one of the major fault

lines� (emphasis added). This suggests that the forward-looking perspective

championed by these authors is actually complemented by backwards-looking

as a means of acquiring information (i.e., learning) about other groups in

order to reduce uncertainty. Nonetheless, this important aspect has received

at most cursory mention in the literature.
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In similar vain, the literature that does emphasize historical e�ects falls

prey to the implicit assumption that history is essentially �xed and static by

treating it as given, while simultaneously equating hatreds with cultural het-

erogeneity (see, e.g. Huntington, 1997; Kaufmann, 1996). More frequently,

however, the literature on civil wars has tended to simplistically equate the

role of the past with primordial ancient hatreds and century-old feuds be-

tween rivaling groups. In fact, it seems almost a standard structure of many

articles to begin by claiming explicitly that these are not the causes of civil

violence, and then proceed by putting forward their respective arguments

which, as was argued above, see the causes of civil violence in the present or

as strategic, future-oriented action (for examples, see Lake and Rothchild,

1996, 1998; Fearon, 1995a; Toft, 2002; Gurr, 1994). While I do not want to

make the case for primordialist hatreds, this quick dismissal of the role of

history in civil con�ict occurred seemingly prematurely, and I concur with

Byman (2002, 18) who makes a simple, but important point when stating

that �[a]lthough scholars are quick to dismiss "ancient hatreds" as a source of

con�ict, it seems di�cult to argue that the past is irrelevant.� History is by

no means as simplistic as ancient hatreds. In other words, the literature has

(perhaps disingenuously) set up a straw man argument that is easy to refute.

This is all the more surprising given the close relation of political science to

history (the discipline), needless to mention the widespread attention civil

wars have received by historians, as well as case-study researchers in political

science.

As a recent development against this tendency DeRouen and Bercovitch

(2008) transferred the concept of enduring rivalries (e.g. Diehl and Goertz,
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2000) from international relations theory to the �eld of civil war studies.

According to enduring rivalry theory, interaction between actors (states or

ethnic groups) occurs in a historical context of con�ict and cooperation. In a

repeated games fashion, the interacting actors update on their beliefs about

each other based on observations of past behavior. If interaction goes well,

for example through peace and cooperation, this will build trust, while past

con�ict induces distrust or fear. Yet, the �ndings by DeRouen and Bercovitch

(2008) essentially reduce to the claim that con�ict begets con�ict, but remain

vague as regards the actual causal mechanisms.3 Thus, more precise research

on the underlying dynamics of civil war is needed.

3 A Theory of Recurrence

3.1 Selection Bias and Theoretical Underspeci�cation

in Previous Research

To be sure, there exists a sparse empirical literature on civil war recurrence.

Applying a broad brush, four categories of explanations have been suggested

(Walter, 2004, 372): While some authors stress (1) the role of intervention

and peacekeeping, others focus on (2) the characteristics of the previous war

including its termination, (3) post-war institutional design, or (4) the general

country characteristics. As a common denominator, all of these studies have

been concerned with the duration of post-war peace (e.g. Doyle and Samba-

nis, 2000; Hartzell, Hoddie and Rothchild, 2001; Quinn, Mason and Gurses,

3Unfortunately, DeRouen and Bercovitch's piece is �awed because the research design
selects cases on the dependent variable (see next section).
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2007; Fortna, 2003, 2004a,b; Walter, 2004; Mukherjee, 2006; Collier, Hoe�er

and Söderbom, 2008). In doing so, this literature is �awed because of its ana-

lytical restriction on merely a sub-sample of the cases, namely those countries

with prior war experience. Put di�erently, the objective of such studies has

then been to study the factors which make peace endure given that it has

failed previously. But in order to observe recurrence, we must observe an

initial con�ict �rst. Yet we already know (through direct observation!) that

these observations are prone to con�ict. Thus, by exclusively focussing on

this subset of cases, this literature su�ers from the methodological problem

of selection on the dependent variable (a.k.a. selection bias).

As is well known, selection on the dependent variable occurs when the

rule for case-selection is correlated with the dependent variable. It has the

undesirable e�ect that it induces bias and leads to underestimation of the

true causal e�ects because the error term is positively correlated with the

dependent variable (Hug, 2003; King, Keohane and Verba, 1994; Geddes,

2003). Thus, previous research on recurrence systematically underestimates

the causal e�ects of the initial con�ict � when these are in fact the prime

candidates for the causes of recurrence as well. To see this, consider an

example: It is well-known that civil war is a problem of the poor; in quan-

titative studies GDP per capita is perhaps the single strongest predictor of

con�ict (Hegre and Sambanis, 2006). When selecting countries with prior

war experience, one has ultimately truncated the (true) variance of the GDP

per capita indicator because one has systematically excluded wealthy coun-

tries. Accordingly, the (true) causal e�ect of wealth on the likelihood of

civil war onset is underestimated when analyzing partitioned data, such as a
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sub-sample of post-war societies. Studying recurrence in the absence of rel-

evant control cases thus underestimates the causal e�ects of the very causes

of the initial war onset. However, the very causal factors are likely to equally

operate in post-war settings and thus a�ect recurrent onsets. The point is

then that due to selection on the dependent variable, their relative impact

is underestimated vis-à-vis peacekeeping, characteristics of the previous war,

etc.

Despite these shortcomings, in what to my knowledge is the only compre-

hensive study on the causes of civil war recurrence, Walter (2004) �nds that

neither the characteristics of the previous war, such as its duration, sever-

ity or costs in terms of displaced persons, nor its resolution, be it through

decisive victory, settled grievances, or partition, can account fully for civil

war recurrence. Instead, she argues, higher economic well-being and polit-

ical freedoms make renewed con�ict less likely. Here, interestingly, her key

indicators are infant mortality and life expectancy, both of which are well-

known to correlate highly with per capita income. Thus it can be argued

that what Walter (2004) calls `living conditions', is in fact very similar to

the economic conditions championed by political economy approaches (e.g.

Fearon and Laitin, 2003; Collier and Hoe�er, 2004). It is then remarkable

that even though their causal e�ects are likely to be underestimated4, they

still outperform the indicators related to the previous war. In sum, while the

focus of studies on the duration of post-con�ict peace is primarily on inter-

vening variables, most prominently peacekeeping, these studies are unable to

estimate more general patterns of recurrence while controlling for the general

4In technical terms, the estimated e�ects are a lower bound of the `true e�ects'
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causes of civil war onset, such as those which caused the initial con�ict.

On a more theoretical level, the concept of a con�ict trap is perhaps

most explicit concerning recurrent con�ict. Collier and Sambanis (2002, 5)

describe the con�ict trap as follows:

Once violence is initiated, it may follow a path-dependent pro-

cess. It is an empirical regularity that the risk of war recurrence

in postwar societies is higher than the risk of the onset of a new

war in countries with no prior war history. The causal links are

not clear in this case: it may be that the same underlying condi-

tions that caused the �rst war also cause subsequent wars, or the

heightened risk may be due to the e�ects of previous wars on a

country's society and its political economy. We do observe, how-

ever, that civil wars generate a con�ict trap. Hatred and other

rebellion-speci�c capital accumulate during war, making further

con�ict more likely. The economy deteriorates, making resource-

driven rebellion more viable.

Unfortunately, the literature does not get much more explicit; indeed, as

stated in the quote, the causal mechanisms remain unclear. It is here where

this article attempts to make a contribution by pursing the full logic of a

concrete causal mechanism that postulates the recurrence of civil war.

3.2 Territorial Wars are Ethnic Wars

My theory of recurrence focusses on one speci�c type of civil war: territorial

civil war. These are wars in which a rebel group and the central government
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�ght over �control and righteous authority of a limited territory within a

state� (Buhaug, 2006, 691). In its extreme form, secession is the ultimate

goal. Because I postulate a theory that involves ethnicity as a driving factor,

in a �rst step I (brie�y) demonstrate that such violence requires the salience

of ethnicity. To show this, I rely on the dataset by Fearon and Laitin (2003)

because it provides an independent coding along two key dimensions: First,

it distinguishes between ethnic and non-ethnic wars. Second, it allows for a

distinction between civil wars in which the rebels aim at �exit or autonomy�

and those for which the aim lies at the �center�, that is control over the central

government (as well as middle categories for mixed or ambiguous cases).5 A

cross tabulation is given in table 2.

Table 2: Ethnic vs. Non-Ethnic Civil Wars by War Aim

center ambiguous autonomy
non-ethnic war 33 3 0
ambiguous 12 4 3
ethnic war 16 7 32

The results are striking: amongst those wars in which the rebels aimed

for autonomy or secession, not a single one was not ethnic. In other words,

all wars of autonomy were ethnic wars (with three ambiguous cases).6 This

suggests that the salience of ethnicity can be considered a necessary condition

in the strife for autonomy; at a minimum, separatism and ethnicity tend to

5This variable �nds no mention in their article, but can be found in the replication
dataset. The time-span of the dataset is 1946-1999.

6Pearson's χ2
4 = 42.2 (p = 0.000). Assuming ordinality, Spearman's rank correlation

coe�cient yields ρ = .6 (p > |t| = .000), while Kendall's tau-b for correspondence in
square tables is τ = .6 (p > |z| = .000). This rejects the null-hypothesis that war aim and
the relevance of ethnicity are statistically independent.
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go together.

Separatist movements are virtually always framed through an ethnic

group's demand for autonomy and self-determination over the limited ter-

ritory it resides in. This is the core claim of ethnic nationalism. Moreover,

separatist claims are subject to two necessary conditions: First, they require

legitimacy. In order to establish this for the territorial claim, widespread

support by the �nation� is necessary, which in turn presupposes nationalism.

Second, they must appear reasonable. While Fearon and Laitin (1999, 11)

�hypothesize that when there is a perceived majority ethnic group, minority

rebels will more likely aim for autonomy or secession�, the strength of the

minority group is crucial: if it wants to stand a chance against the more

powerful state (i.e. the majority), it requires a degree of cohesion that only

ethno-nationalism can provide. By contrast, civil wars which aim at control-

ling the state are (usually) driven by the intent to install a new ruling elite,

for example in revolutionary wars (Sambanis, 2001, 261). Such wars do not

necessarily require widespread (ethnic) support, but are already feasible for

a relatively small group of rebels.

3.3 Indivisible Territory

Because separatism and (local) autonomy center around territorial claims, it

is necessary to examine the role of territory in detail. Indeed, much recent

work has explicitly focussed on the bargaining situation between the central

government and an ethnic group demanding a higher degree of autonomy

or independence. While a certain degree of geographic concentration allows
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for the political, social, and economic self-su�ciency that is necessary for

statehood in the �rst place (Jenne, Saideman and Lowe, 2007, 541), Toft

(2002, 2003) has argued that territorial claims are most credible for ethnic

groups which are territorially compact in their settlement pattern: �for ethnic

groups, territory is often a de�ning attribute of a group's identity, inseparable

from its past and vital to its continued existence as a distinct group.� Based

on this cultural legacy, ethnic groups will have an interest in controlling the

territory, especially if it is their homeland, and because they believe their

survival is intricately linked to the territory.

For states, on the other hand, it is not the value of the land, but the fear of

precedent setting which draws them into disputes with separatist groups. If

a government fears that granting independence to one group will encourage

other groups to posit similar demands, this would endanger the integrity

of the entire territory, which could ultimately lead to the break-up of the

entire state. Thus, states must equally ensure their survival. This threat of

discontinued existence is most pronounced when the risk of precedent setting

is acute due to the presence of other peripheral groups (Toft, 2002, 2003).

Because governments know that these groups will closely observe whether

territory is treated as divisible by granting autonomy to a separatist group,

precedent setting is equivalent to reputation building by demonstrating that

secession or autonomy is indeed feasible (Walter, 2003, 2006a,b). Thus, fear of

precedent setting renders territory as indivisible to governments. This in turn

leads governments to invest in building a reputation that deters other groups

from separatist demands. Accordingly, ethnic war over territory occurs when

territory is regarded as indivisible by both the government and the ethnic
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groups because neither is in a position to accept a compromise. In rationalist

terms, war then occurs because issue indivisibility eliminates the bargaining

space.

3.4 Ethnic War over Territory is Self-Reinforcing

What if ethnic war over territory does occur? In this case, territorial division,

shared sovereignty, compensation and other bargaining comprises have failed.

While the explanation for ethnic war over territory given above is not new,

the literature has only partly assessed the consequences of territorial wars.

At the extreme, successful secessions result in new states. These have been

studied, in particular the relation to their old rump state and the prospect for

peaceful co-existence (e.g. Tir, 2005). What has been overlooked, however,

are the consequences of violent, but unsuccessful territorial war as a cause for

recurrence. This is not surprising, given the strong tendency of the literature

to focus on contemporaneous rather than dynamic causes of civil war.

The causal mechanism emphasized in this paper then operates at a dis-

aggregated level. As before, I distinguish between the government and the

separatist ethnic group. As regards the former, past con�ict demonstrates

that the government is unwilling to allow any group to secede, and that it

considers its territory as indivisible. In game theoretic lingo, the govern-

ment reveals its type and builds a reputation upon which future separatist

movements can update their expectations as to what is likely to occur if they

declare secession or undermine the territorial integrity of the state in other

ways. Additionally, domestic audience costs trap the government into a situ-

17



ation in which consistency in its behavior across time and space (i.e. towards

other ethnic groups) becomes central to its credibility and survival.

For the ethnic group, the painful and costly experience of prior territorial

con�ict reinforces the ethno-nationalist cause. As Kalyvas (2008, 4) puts

it: �insofar as civil wars shape ethnic identities, they do so by hardening

them�. More speci�cally, if the ethnic identity is closely linked to territory,

as it clearly is the case for separatist ethnic groups, prior war �hard-wires� the

territorial claim. This is the very principle of nationalism and presupposes the

constructivist notion that territoriality is a social fact and the product of the

ethnic group's representation of territory (Goddard, 2006, 36). According to

Gellner (1983) classic de�nition of nationalism as a political principle, which

holds that the political and the national unit should be congruent, an ethnic

group quali�es as a nation only if it aspires to self-rule. Thus, territorial

indivisibility manifests itself in the subjective belief that the ethno-nationalist

claim is legitimate�in a post-war situation more so than ever before.

This has two consequences. First, it provides further leverage on the well-

known result that civil war over territory is hard to resolve. For example,

Toft (2002, 115-116) shows that the overwhelming majority of all territorial

con�icts ends in a cease�re or stalemate � in fact, vis-à-vis governmental

con�icts the likelihood is three times as high. Second, if war does come to an

end (observationally by cease�re or stalemate), the probability of recurrence

is latent. Consider the paradigmatic case of Chechnya. Here, the Russian

invasion of the �rst war (1994-96) resulted in a uni�cation of the Chechen

population and various factions (Zürcher, Baev and Koehler, 2005), and eth-

nicization (nationalism) was at least as much a consequence as it was a cause
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of the separatist movement in the �rst place. This then showed in the sec-

ond war (1999-2004) when against the odds of Russian military superiority,

the local Chechen population engaged in hitherto and traditionally unthink-

able acts of resistance - such as female suicide bombings - to support the

ethno-nationalist territorial claim.

Moreover, against the subjective legitimacy of the territorial claim, lo-

cal populations will perceive any physical losses, wounded or casualties as

even more severe, resulting in hatred and a demand for vengeance. Indeed,

a history of violence then enters the repertoire of potential sources for mo-

bilization (Petersen, 2002; Kaufman, 2001), and this historical e�ect will be

stronger the fresher the memories.

In short, the experience of prior war locks the actors into their claims.

Once separatist violence has been triggered, it unleashes a path-dependent

process that makes violence recur because bargaining solutions are unachiev-

able. Consequently, I hypothesize that much of the recurrence of civil wars

we observe is caused by the mere fact that the issue under dispute (territory)

is likely to become indivisible, which in turn makes bargaining much more

di�cult or even close to impossible if the memories related to the perceived

injustice are still fresh.
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4 The Logic of Recurrence: Disposition, Con-

ditions, and Habituation

Before subjecting these theoretical considerations to empirical testing, I present

some considerations regarding the logic of recurrent events, both more gen-

erally, as well as more speci�cally regarding civil war. In doing so, I describe

three meta-theoretical mechanisms, which I link to aspects of measurement

and analysis.

It was argued above that prevailing explanations of civil war focus on

structural and contemporaneous conditions. This approach implicitly sug-

gests that recurrences of civil war are independent of previous onsets, and

merely caused by contemporaneous factors. Needless to say that this is a

very strong assumption. As IR scholars have made clear for the case of in-

terstate con�ict, �multiple con�icts may indeed be unrelated, but this must

be demonstrated, not assumed as is frequently the case� (Goertz and Diehl,

1993, 148). Yet, it equally holds true that one needs to demonstrate that

con�ict frequency exceeds �what probability theory would lead us to expect

from a system in which [con�icts] are unrelated � (Gartzke and Simon, 1999,

778, emphasis in original). Following these considerations, in principle, three

meta-theoretical causal mechanisms are plausible to account for the recur-

rence of civil war, i.e. the empirical regularity that relatively few countries

draw the bulk of all civil wars. I label these as disposition, condition and

habituation. Table 3 provides a summary.

First, it is plausible that due to certain static characteristics, some coun-

tries are simply more prone to con�ict than others. It is then a country's
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Table 3: Meta-Theoretical Mechanisms of Civil War Recurrence

meta-mechanism e�ect

disposition static
condition contemporaneous
habituation dynamic

time-invariant disposition (i.e. between country heterogeneity) which ex-

plains why some countries or ethnic groups engage in warfare repeatedly.

Because the disposition to war is time-invariant, a cross-sectional design is

su�cient in this case, and the hazard-rate of civil war outbreak is time-

constant. Moreover, given that many of the variables deemed key, such as

ethnic fractionalization or rough terrain, are time invariant, the time-series

dimension merely in�ates the number of observations. If the disposition is

(in part) unobserved, the analyst can resort to making assumptions about

its distribution by employing random e�ects models.

Second, it is well possible that recurrence of con�ict is indeed the re-

sult of contemporaneous conditions. A natural extension of the disposition-

mechanism, the causes of civil wars can then be found during the year prior

to its onset.7 I call this the conditions meta-mechanism, and it requires time-

varying covariates. While this meta-mechanism corresponds to the snapshot

fallacy outlined above, it implies that the assumption ceteris paribus is appli-

cable. However, due to an assumed constant baseline-hazard, their relative

sizes of any causal e�ects (the coe�cients) do not vary over time. Clearly,

this is the dominant view in the literature.

7All independent variables are commonly lagged by one year, but this is merely to avoid
endogeneity concerns, not because of a theoretically motivated AR(1) process.
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Third, it is equally plausible that con�ict is in itself a cause of future con-

�ict. In this view, which I label habituation, con�ict is the e�ect of a causal

pathway which is triggered by past con�ict. In this case, knowing about a

given country's disposition or its contemporaneous conditions is insu�cient.

In order to arrive at a complete understanding of the `true causal mecha-

nism', one should then resort to study civil war onset as dynamic process.

This is the type of mechanism that is suggested by my theory of recurrence

driven by hard-wired territorial indivisibility.

5 Method and Data

5.1 Two Ways to Think About the Same Problem, and

A Simple Solution

Testing for the habituation mechanism imposes certain challenges. When

con�ict begets con�ict, earlier events a�ect the likelihood of subsequent

events to occur. Accordingly, the hazard-rate changes changes across (but

not necessarily within) spells. In methodological terms this is known as

event or duration dependence. As Beck, Katz and Tucker (1998, 1272) note,

�[d]uration dependence may manifest itself in the �nding that con�icts are

more likely to follow other con�icts�. In this context, unless the phenomenon

of study has a life of its own, any change in the hazard is then driven by one or

more causal factors relevant to the process (Bennett, 1999, 262). This points

to the importance of time-varying coviariates, because only time-varying co-

variates can explain time-varying phenomena. However, as was discussed
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above, time-varying covariates are sparse in studies of civil war, which in

turn implies that the problem of duration dependence can be phrased as

omitted variable bias.

My theory of recurrence suggests that civil wars over territory are more

likely to recur. Naturally, this is equivalent to the statement that territorial

civil wars are likely to be followed by short periods of peace. However, as was

argued above, an analysis restricted to post-con�ict societies induces selection

bias. Thus, I rely on a simple method: in order to capture event dependence,

I introduce a count variable which sums up the number of previous onsets.8

This allows the hazard-rate to vary across peace spells. In addition, in order

to allow for non-constant hazard-rate within spells I follow the Carter and

Signorino (2007) extension of the well-known approach by Beck, Katz and

Tucker (1998), that is I introduce a more user-friendly cubed polynomial

of the spell count (peaceyears) into the equation. Since my focusses on a

particular type of war, I employ (Bayesian) multinomial logit/probit models

to distinguish di�erent types of civil war.

5.2 Data

I rely on two di�erent datasets. First, I reanalyze the well-known dataset

by Fearon and Laitin (2003) in order to make my estimations comparable to

well-known results in the �eld. Given its popularity, I refer the reader to the

original article for detailed descriptions of the codings and related hypotheses.

Here it su�ces to say that their dependent variable conceptualizes civil war

8To my knowledge the only study on civil wars which employs such a count is Sambanis
(2001) who does not interpret the results substantively.
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as �ghting between a state and a non-state actor, and it relies on a 1000

battledeaths threshold, with a yearly average of at least 100 and at least

100 on both sides. The measure is coded 1 for the �rst year of a given

con�ict, and coded 0 otherwise. As an additional dependent variable I rely

on the Uppsala/PRIO Armed Con�icts Dataset (ACD) (Gleditsch et al.,

2002), which is based on a threshold of at least 25 battledeaths per con�ict-

year. Compared to other measures of civil war with higher thresholds, this

de�nition allows for a more �ne-grained capturing of civil con�ict across time.

Thus, the expectation is that dynamic e�ects are most pronounced under the

lower threshold coding.

Because my theory focusses on territorial civil war, a disaggregation of

the dependent variable by con�ict objective is necessary. Fortunately both

dependent variables have been coded accordingly, thus I distinguish between

civil con�icts which are territorial or separatist rebellions on the one hand,

and con�icts which aim at overthrowing the government or at modifying the

political system on the other hand.

Analyzing the recurrence of con�ict begs the question when an initial

con�ict stops so that a recurrence can occur. For the case of the Fearon

and Laitin (2003) this means two years of inactivity below the threshold, for

the ACD this means one year of inactivity. Since my interest is recurrence, I

drop all ongoing war years of a given country from the analysis. This excludes

onsets which occurred during the course of another con�ict elsewhere in the

country.

The Fearon and Laitin (2003) dataset is not without problems, however.

Being measured at the country level, the dataset potentially con�ates dis-
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tinct wars with distinct participants across the country. Thus, an analysis at

the group level is more likely to uncover the real causal mechanisms. Thus,

I also analyze a new dataset called Ethnic Power Relations (EPR) compiled

by Min, Cederman and Wimmer (2008, see also: Cederman, Wimmer and

Min, 2008). EPR identi�es all politically relevant ethnic groups around the

world in all years from 1946 to 2005 and measures in how far they di�er

in terms of access to state power. Thus, unlike alternative sources, such as

MAR (minorities at risk), the EPR does not su�er from selection bias by

merely identifying marginalized groups. Additionally, EPR provides demo-

graphic data on the size of groups, etc. In order to control for country-level

e�ects, EPR primarily draws on the set of covariates provided by Fearon and

Laitin (2003). Unfortunately, however, the EPR dataset is also not with-

out problems. When linking ethnic groups to ethnic con�ict, EPR draws

�primarily on version 3-2005b of the ACD dataset which provides two lev-

els of con�ict identi�cation, a more general war ID number and a disaggre-

gated sub-ID that identi�es whenever the constellation of rebel organizations

changes completely or when more than ten years elapse between episodes of

violence� (Cederman, Wimmer and Min, 2008, 49). Thus, for a recurrence

to be coded, a peaceful period of at least ten years must have passed. This

is likely to suppress many con�icts which follow an on-o� pattern, such as

the paradigmatic case of Chechnya, which in EPR is coded as a single onset.

As a consequence, much of the dynamics this paper focusses are likely to be

arti�cially suppressed in the group-level analyses.9

9We intend to rework the con�ict coding in the near future.
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6 (Preliminary) Results

To recall the theory, it was hypothesized that recurrence of civil war is largely

a�ected by the ethnicization induced by the experience of prior war. This

hard-wires the legitimacy of the territorial claim and thus renders it as in-

divisible. Simultaneously, prior war against separatist groups locks the gov-

ernment in a situation in which it has revealed itself as unwilling to accept

separatist tendencies because it needs to maintain the territorial integrity of

the state. Accordingly, I expect recurrence to a�ect more heavily to territo-

rial civil war than to war over control of the state.

6.1 Country-Level Results

I begin with some descriptive results. Table 4 presents the cross-tabulations

for civil war distinguished by war type for both the Fearon and Laitin, as

well as the ACP coding. Both times the numbers convey the clear message

that territorial con�icts are much more likely to be preceded by an earlier

civil war in the same country than their governmental equivalent.

Table 4: Recurrence of Civil War by War Type

dataset FL ACP
war aim territory state territory state
initial onset 23 45 24 70
recurrent onset 26 16 66 60
rate in % 113 36 275 86

Of course, these are only bivariate results and thus perhaps not much

more than a �rst cut. With the caveats induced by over-aggregation in
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mind, I resort to (multinomial-)logit analysis for a full test of the disposition,

condition and habituation mechanism. Table 5 contains the estimates for

both the Fearon and Laitin coding (models 1 and 2), as well the ACP coding

(models 3 and 4). While models 1 and 3 were estimated as multinomial logit

models, models 2 and 4 are random intercept models in order to account for

unobserved heterogeneity (disposition).10

These estimates yield strong support for the theory. Above all, across

all models the coe�cient for the count variable of previous con�icts over

territory is a strong and statistically signi�cant predictor or (then recurrent)

territorial civil war. By contrast, prior war over control of state does not seem

to increase the probability on a recurrent onset that aims at control over the

state. These results are robust to controlling for unobserved heterogeneity

(models 2 and 4).

In addition, the results con�rm the suspicion that �[t]he [Collier and Hoef-

�er (2004)] and [Fearon and Laitin (2003)] tests are based on a pooled sample

of all civil wars, re�ecting a strong assumption of unit homogeneity. If this

assumption is violated, it can bias causal inferences from the model� (Sam-

banis, 2004b, 262-263). While governmental wars appear to be driven by

poverty, rough terrain, and perhaps new states and instability, I �nd rather

strong evidence in favor of the cultural argument that ethnicity is indeed a

10For convenience I merge the ambiguous con�ict cases with territorial wars. Merging
them with governmental wars or keeping them as a separate category did not change
the substantive results. Note that the multinomial logit model requires independence
of irrelevant alternatives (iia). I verify this assumption by means of a Hausman-test.
Moreover, in case of iia, multinomial logit can be estimated by separate logit models
(Alvarez and Nagler, 1998), which is what models 2 and 4 rely on, since to my knowledge
there is no `canned' version of a random-intercept multinomial logit model. Hence I present
separate log-likelihood values. Note that a random e�ect is assumed to be (1) independent
of explanatory variables and (2) time constant.
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driving force of civil war, namely when territory is at stake. First, ethnic

fractionalization is positively and statistically signi�cantly associated with

territorial war (see also Buhaug, 2006). Second, it was argued that ethnic

identities are very much shaped by the experience of prior war over territory.

I also conducted further robustness checks.11 Speci�cally, it has been

argued that much of the separatist violence is an artifact of the breakup of

the Soviet Union at end of the cold war. Thus, I introduce a series of decade

dummies, but fail to �nd any such evidence. In fact, the dummy for 1990s is

not even signi�cant. In addition I also control for a linear time trend (year),

as well any `age'-e�ects by holding constant the number of years a given

polity has existed since its independence.12 Here the argument is that even

though most countries included in the study enter the dataset after the end

of WWII in 1946, new states are subject to a particularly high risk of civil

con�ict. Likewise, it goes without saying that �old� countries have had more

time to accumulate a history of con�ict. However, neither of these controls

a�ects the substantive results. In sum, the �nding that prior territorial civil

war makes subsequent war over territory more likely is remarkably robust at

the country level, and is not matched by a similar e�ect for governmental

wars.

11All models referred to in this section can be found in the appendix.
12This data comes from Gleditsch (2004).
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6.2 Group-Level Results

Are these �ndings supported by a more disaggregated analysis that focusses

on ethnic groups and thus relies on the real actors as its unit of analysis?

While a small number of studies have been conducted on the level of ethnic

groups , these have relied on the minorities at risk data, and have thus been

con�ned to a sample of marginalized groups and therefore omitted relevant

control groups.

A �rst (bivariate) glance at the data (table 6) shows that recurrence is

perhaps not as frequent at the group-level, and less it appears that recurrence

is more frequent as war over control of the state. In any case, one should

keep in mind the conservative coding and thus group-level results are to be

taken with a considerable grain of salt.

Table 6: Group-Level Recurrence of Civil War

territory state
initial onset 62 62

recurrent onset 8 15
rate in % 13 24

With these caveats in mind, I conduct some multivariate analyses. Because

I cannot verify the iia-assumption for the group level data, and because the

dependent variable is an extremely rare event13, I rely on a Bayesian multi-

nomial probit model (Imai and van Dyk, 2005) for the analysis at the group

13This also holds for the independent variables of interest, i.e. prior territorial and
governmental war.
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level.14 The estimations are given in table 7. Model 1 is a baseline model

that includes both group-level, as well as country-level e�ects.15 At the group

level I control for whether the group is in power, that is part of the govern-

ment or not16, the relative size of the group, a count for prior governmental

and territorial wars, as well as cubic polynomial of peaceyears. Country level

controls are the number of groups, GDP per capita, population size, and

dummies for democracy and anocracy based on Polity IV data. While the

control variables �behave� similar to the country level analysis, I �nd strong

evidence for the hypothesized e�ect of prior civil war over territory. While

the coe�cient for this variable is statistically signi�cant, its counterpart for

the case of prior governmental war is generally smaller and not statistically

signi�cant.

Introducing country-level count variables of the number of territorial and

governmental wars fought by other groups is equivalent to controlling for the

number of prior wars the government fought (model 2). While the e�ect for

prior territorial war remains robust, the e�ect of such demonstration e�ects

is small and only marginally statistically signi�cant for territorial war, but

more seizable for governmental wars. While not central to this paper, in

this model I also �nd a strong direct e�ect of a history of such wars. These

14A further advantage of Bayesian multinomial probit over the frequentist (maximum-
likelihood) solution is that the former is computational much less demanding.

15Given the multilevel structure of the data, a hierarchical model would perhaps be more
appropriate. However, to my knowledge there exists no `canned' hierarchical multinomial
probit model.

16I exclude groups which are a monopoly because these by de�nition cannot challenge
the government. Moreover, I do not employ the more nuanced coding of political status
by Cederman, Wimmer and Min (2008) because this includes a category of �separatist
group�, which is highly collinear (endogenous) to my main independent variable territorial
war history.
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patterns appears to be rather robust: controlling for a linear time-trend, post

cold-war period or age of polity does not change the results (not shown).

6.3 Limitations

The group-level analysis is far from perfect, especially due to the problems

related to the conservative coding of the dependent variable. If anything,

however, this exclusion of con�ict onsets leads to a downward bias, such that

the e�ects of prior wars are systematically underestimated. Moreover, while

not subject to the selection-bias that is so common in the literature, the

analysis does not take into consideration characteristics and consequences

of prior con�icts, such as con�ict intensity or the e�ects of peace-keeping

missions. Thus, the results are preliminary at best. In future research I

intend to overcome these de�ciencies by coding and assembling the relevant

data.

7 Interpretation and Conclusion

This paper has argued that the quantitative literature on the causes of civil

war has prematurely dismissed and erroneously neglected historical factors.

Free from selection bias I investigated patterns of recurrence of war and found

that prior wars are a strong determinant of subsequent civil wars, especially

when the object of con�ict is/was related to territory. Thanks to control-

ling for static and contemporaneous causes, my �ndings demonstrate that

con�icts do not occur in a historical vacuum, but shape the trajectories of

countries and ethnic groups in distinct and path dependent ways. Here, one
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important aspect is nationalism. Supported by empirical evidence, con�ict

reinforces identities and strengthens collective desires to obtain correspon-

dence between the political and the cultural map.

Do these �ndings yield support to the notion that con�ict is inevitable?

In my view, the answer is a clear no. Throughout the estimations conducted

in this paper, the cubic polynomial of peaceyears is jointly statistically sig-

ni�cant. This suggests that the risk of recurrence�while increased by prior

war experience�fades as peace time progresses. Taken together, this suggests

that many con�icts observationally follow an on/o�-pattern that is guided

by a latent and dynamic con�ict process.

Further research will have to assess the intervening e�ect of peacekeeping,

post-war institutional design, and other, deliberate e�orts to reduce recur-

rence. When studying these, however, their impacts should not be studied

in historical isolation. As this paper demonstrates, civil wars occur as the

result of deliberate e�ect of both present conditions and historical trajecto-

ries. Understanding in more detail how these two aspects interact will greatly

improve our understanding of the causes of civil war, and therefore also the

causes of civil peace.

8 Appendix
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