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This study seeks to persuade the reader that students of political violence should shift their focus away from

logical explanations of violent political conflict sui generis. Instead, scholars should ate on
th tically d ing specific types of violent political conflict. Alas, we do not offer a new typology in this
paper; rather, we seck to explain an anomaly in the political violence literature: the contradictory set of findings

in statistical studies of the relationship between economic inequality and violent political conflict. We contend

that contradictory findings exist b some scholars have included cases in their studies where different con-
flictp have produced viol in different countries. When these dlffcrent casesare treated asif they are
cqulvalcm in a cross-sectional study, it is not surprising that the di d findings. We sug-

gestthat the positive findings in these studies are most likely spurious, To systcmam:ally explore our contention,
we use both statistical and descriptive-historical methods to examine the impact that land reforms had on politi-
cal violence in Chile, Cuba and the Philippines. Our statistical analyses demonstrate that a positive relationship

b agrarian inequality and political violence does not exist while our qualitative analyses show that the
issue of land inequality is not ily relevant to understanding the conflict process in these cases, even
though these cases were included in past cross-national studies. We conclude the paper with a discussion of fu-

ture directions in which students of violent political conflict should focus their efforts.
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INTRODUCTION

Since the publication of a seminal paper by Russett in 1964, scholars have performed sta-
tistical analyses in an effort to determine the relationship between economic inequality and
political conflict. Interest in this topic, however, goes back well beyond Russett’s paper.
Indeed, he begins his study by quoting Euripides, Plato, Marx and Alexis de Toqueville,
each of whom believed that economic inequality had a positive causal relationship with

335



336 WILL H. MOORE, RONNY LINDSTROM, and VALERIE O’REGAN

political conflict. More recently, Lichbach (1989) has dubbed this research question the
‘economic inequality—political conflict nexus’.! As is so often the case in areas of re-
search that attract a great deal of interest among statistical modelers, the empirical studies
produce contradictory results, leaving us no closer to understanding whether there is
a—and, if so, what is the—relationship between economic inequality and political con-
flict. While the standard comments about different samples, measures, and statistical tech-
niques apply to these studies, we contend that there is a more fundamental problem that
produces these conflicting results.

We suggest that the enterprise is ill founded: a single economic inequality—political
conflict nexus does not exist. We develop this argument in the following section, but brief-
ly we take issue with the conceptualization of the dependent variable, political conflict,
and the temporal variance in the independent variable, economic inequality, and argue that
a temporally causal relationship cannot exist between the two. If this is the case, then it
goes along way toward explaining not only the plethora of theoretical arguments concern-
ing the relationship between economic inequality and political conflict, 2 but the variety of
measures employed to test the relationship, and the contradictory results obtained.

It turns out we are not the only ones with concern about broad conceptualization of the
dependent variable in conflict studies. Asking the rhetorical question ‘What should be
done to model dissent?’, Lichbach (1995, p. 446) quotes Elster (1989, p. 205) who conten-
ded that “we will never have a general theory of collective action.” Lichbach echoes this
contention arguing that we should not try to develop general theories of collective dissent.
Instead, *“the research task is to apply specific theories to specific causes by considering
initial conditions, structures, institutions, and groups” (Lichbach, 1995, p. 293). Similar-
ly, in her review of development studies in comparative politics, Geddes (1991, p. 68) ar-
gues that to make progress:

we need to seek to understand underlying processes rather than “‘explaining’ large
scale, complex outcomes.... We need to break up the traditional big questions into sets
of specific questions that are more theoretically accessible. I am not suggesting a me-
chanical disaggregation of big questions into smaller ones. Instead, l am advocating a
redefinition of the questions of interest in such a way that a focus on individuals and
the construction and testing of theories becomes possible.

To illustrate her point, Geddes chooses the study of revolutions as an example of an area of
inquiry that needs to be broken up into more specific questions. With respect to the study of
violent political conflict, these arguments suggest that we are more likely to make progress
if we stop searching for relationships between variables like economic inequality and
political conflict and begin focusing on specific types of political conflict, economic in-
equality, political violence, etc. Thus, some students of comparative politics are taking the
position that we need to disaggregate the concept ‘political violence’ into component parts
and develop theory that can account for the disaggregated types of violence or violent con-
flict processes.3

In this paper, we are interested in two questions. First, we ask ‘Is there an economic in-
equality—political conflict nexus in specific cases as they unfold over time?’. We have
already argued that there is not. This is a grand claim, and alas, this article does not endeav-
or to offer conclusive evidence for this. Rather, we content ourselves by focusing on a
single type of economic inequality—land inequality—and a particular type of political
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conflict—political violence. Furthermore, we choose not to measure land inequality di-
rectly (see below), but infer a change in land inequality as a consequence of land reform.
Hence, the second question we ask is ‘Do significant land reforms have animpact on politi-
cal violence?’. We address this question directly with both descriptive-historical and sta-
tistical studies of three cases: Chile, Cuba and the Philippines. The results of our analyses
indicate that there is no uniform land reform—political violence nexus. These results are
consistent with the more bold claim advanced above, and we contend that, coupled with
varied theoretical expectations and empirical findings, they strongly recommend the im-
portance of further research that seeks to determine what types of economic inequality—
political conflict relationships exist rather than research that searches for a single nexus.

The article is organized in four sections. First, we review the cross-sectional studies of
inequality and political violence, and specify the three hypotheses that we test. Next, we
discuss the research design, methods and data. We present the results of our three descrip-
tive and statistical case studies in the third section, then conclude the paper with a discus-
sion of the importance of the findings and avenues for future research.

THE STATE OF THE LITERATURE

The foundation for this paper is Lichbach’s (1989) discussion of the relationship between
inequality and political conflict. In his article Lichbach provides a detailed review of the
literature in the political conflict field. Since we see no reason to restate all of his review,
we are focusing on the aspects of his article that are directly related to this article.

According to Lichbach (1989), two problems plague the economic inequality—politi-
cal conflict literature: ad-hoc theory and inconclusive results. The primary contention of
Lichbach’s article is that theory capable of explaining why an economic inequality—polit-
ical conflict nexus exists is missing because extant studies begin by assuming that one ex-
ists—often citing one of the ‘classics’ A la Russett (1964)—and then proceeding with the
analysis. He then argues that until scholars ground theoretical explanations of a proposed
economic inequality—political conflict nexus in either the Relative Deprivation or Ratio-
nal Actor research programs, we are unlikely to make much progress. While we accept
Lichbach’s point about the impoverishment of the theories that produce the hypothesized
economic inequality—political conflict nexus, we do not present a theory in this paper be-
cause we do not believe that a single nexus exists. Rather, we maintain that there is greater
utility in developing theory to account for violent political conflict under specific condi-
tions as Lichbach (1995) has suggested. th in this study, we limit ourselves to convincing
others of this claim.

We suggest that the economic inequality-—political confhct nexus is theoretically inter-
esting if it manifests itself in specific cases over time. That is, while it is interesting to
find—as have Russett (1964) and others—that measures of economic inequality are
associated positively with measures of political violence across space at a given point in
time, doing so is inconclusive with respect to the existence of a temporal causal linkage
between the variables. What if political conflict did co-vary positively with economic in-
equality across countries, but did not do so within countries? Most scholars would contend
that the cross-sectional relationship was spurious and search for unmeasured variables that
were producing the relationship. As noted above, we contend that there is no single tempo-
ral economic inequality—political conflict nexus. This implies that cross-sectional re-






