
Section 5: Civil war

Sesame Street is opening up to Syrian refugees, NYT (1/31/2020)

https://www.nytimes.com/2020/01/31/sunday-review/sesame-street-refugees-syria.html


Civil War
• Conflict among domestic armed 

groups fighting over political power


- Goal: Center seeking or 
separatist 


- Method: Guerrilla or 
conventional warfare


- Measurement: Threshold of 
1,000 battle deaths 

Adapted from Fearon 2017



Verbalize: Civil War

• Civil war as a credible commitment problem to power-sharing


- State cannot commit to reform without sharing power


- Under power-sharing, rebels can’t commit to not taking more/all power


• Rebels need to surpass threshold of violent capabilities to fight authority


• Shock to capabilities of state or rebel group create first-strike 
advantage to seize power
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1. What aspects of the civil war in Ethiopia 
resemble a commitment problem? 


2. Are there any structural factors that favor 
insurgency and impede settlement?

Source: Walsh and Latif Dahir (1/12/22), NYT



Mathematize: Civil War
Data = Systematic + Stochastic

Non IR example to show shape of curve

If outcome variable is dichotomous 
(e.g., civil war started/did not start), 

typically use “logit” model

Interpretation: An increase in X by 1 unit

multiplies the odds of civil war by e^B1.



Data from Fearon and Laitin 2003



Mathematize: Civil War Duration
Data = Systematic + Stochastic

If outcome variable is continuous  
(e.g., civil war duration in years),


typically use “OLS”

B1 is calculated by minimizing sum of squared residuals

Interpretation: An increase in X by 1 unit

is associated with a B1 change in Y.



Correlates of Civil War Duration

OLS model, data from Fearon 2004 

(other controls in model, e.g., log pop, 
log gdp, terrain, polity2, contiguity)

Consider the following country profile: 

• Coup: NO 
• Sons of soil: YES  
• Anti-Colonial: NO 
• Ethnic fractionalization: 0.5 

What is the estimated civil war duration 
given this observation? (Assume values 
of controls not included in chart are 0.)

Estimate

Coup/revolution -6.43**

(2.35)

Sons of soil 7.13**

(2.37)

Anti-colonial -1.90

(4.86)

Ethnic 
fractionalization

1.17

(3.33)

Intercept 9.33

(5.73)

17.045 years =  
-6.43 * 0 + 7.13 * 1 - 1.90 * 0 + 1.17 * 0.5 + 9.33 



Midterm Overview
1. Variation


2. Theory


- PD/Stag hunt


- Bargaining model/rationalist explanations for war


- Democratic peace theory/audience costs/diversionary incentives


3. Hypothesis testing 


- Regression analysis


