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In a 1993 article in the International Political Science Review, Ted
Robert Gurr took a first step toward a systematic, comparative analysis
of ethnic conflict. In addition, Gurr sketched a theoretical synthesis of
relative deprivation and resource mobilization models of political
conflict. In this article we replicate Gurr’s study. We use the same data
set, but contend that Gurr’s statistical analysis did not adequately test the
theoretical model he proposed. The findings produced in our study
diverge from those Gurr reported. In particular, we find that the ma jor
measure of deprivation does not have a direct impact on ethnic conflict
behavior in the 1980s. Instead, deprivation has a positive impact on
mobilization which, in turn, influences ethnic conflict behavior. In the
conclusion we explore the implications of this research for theoretical
attempts to synthesize relative deprivation and rational actor, including
resource mobilization, theories of political conflict, as well as

opportunities to bridge the gap between the ethnic conflict and conflict
studies literatures.

INTRODUCTION

When groups engage in violent collective action against the state, do
they first calculate the costs and benefits of such conflict behavior or
are they motivated by a sense of deprivation? Books by Charles Tilly
(1978) and Ted Robert Gurr (1970) served to make this question a
central focus of much of the scholarly work on the study of violent
political conflict within states. Recently, a number of scholars have
suggested that we focus on these two approaches to conflict behavior as
competing explanations and determine which is stronger (Eckstein,
1980; Lichbach, 1989, 1995; Muller and Weede, 1990, 1994). Others
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(e.g., Blalock, 1989; Coleman, 1990; Karklins and Petersen, 1993;
Goldstone, 1994; Oberschall, 1994; and Moore, 1995) have pressed
forward with rational choice explanations. There has also been work
seeking to synthesize the two approaches (Korpi, 1974; Zimmermann,
1983; Moore and Jaggers, 1990; Gurr, 1993a, 1993b). This paper takes
a critical look at a recent cross-national, statistical study by Gurr
(1993b) and seeks to determine whether there is support in the data for
the synthetic approach that Gurr and others have advocated, or whether
it makes more sense to abandon the aav_.?wmo%mgqomor in favor of
rational actor explanations. ;

Gurr’s recent work (1993a, 1993b) represents a first step toward
systematic comparative analysis of ethnic conflict. As Patchen
(1994:135) explains, “[wlhile this subject has received wide attention,
almost all previous empirical studies have been done on a limited
number of groups within one or a few states (Joseph, 1985; Manogaran,
1987; Leff, 1988 [Montville, 1990]).” In addition, broadly comparative
work such as Rothschild (1981) and Horowitz (1985) present theoretical
arguments that are illustrated with reference to specific cases, but fail
to systematically test the hypotheses developed. Indeed, Gurr’s work
provides an opportunity to bridge the unfortunate gap that exists
between civil conflict studies and ethnic studies. We do not wish to
challenge the status of either civil conflict or ethnic studies as sub-
fields in their own right. Rather, we wish to make the case that there
is substantial overlap across the two, yet there appears to be little cross-
fertilization. The utility of cross-fertilization should be transparent:
many of the concepts that ethnic conflict scholars see as central to their
arguments such as size, group identity, organization and organizational
capacity,’ are also utilized in conflict studies. Thus, a situation where
these two bodies of literature influence one another would be preferred
to the status quo.

Gurr, who has spent a substantial portion of his career contributing
to civil conflict studies (e.g., Gurr, 1970, 1986; Gurr and Duvall, 1973;
Gurr and Lichbach, 1979) has more recently developed an interest in
specifically ethnic conflict (Gurr, 1990, 1992, 1993a, 1993b, 1994; Gurr
and Scarritt, 1989; Harff and Gurr, 1990). Like his work on civil
conflict, his studies of ethnic conflict have been marked by the

?See Horowitz’s (1985) discussion of advanced and backward groups.
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development of a global data base--Minorities at Risk®>--which can be
used to probe for general patterns of ethnic conflict. What separates
Gurr’s work from previous efforts is that it uses a precise set of rules
for comparing information across groups, and thus enables us to
compare large sets of cases. However, unlike the data sets on civil
conflict, the Minorities at Risk data are sufficiently rich and specific
that useful distinctions can be made across different types of groups.
Hence, Gurr’s data strike a balance between the strength of the civil
conflict studies sub-field (generalization) and the ethnic studies sub-
field (rich description).

In this study, we make the case that Gurr’s ( 1993b) cross-national
study of general patterns of ethnic conflict is non-trivially flawed. Two
related problems exist. First, there is a significant discontinuity
between the theoretical argument mapped in Figure 1 (p. 167) and the
ﬁ»mﬁ.mo»_ analyses that are reported. Second, Gurr's use of single
equation regression techniques is inappropriate given that he has
theoretically identified interdependencies across the equations, We re-
analyze the Minorities at Risk data--testing the theoretical model using
appropriate statistical techniques--and report the results. In the
conclusion we briefly discuss the implications of this work for the
debate between rational choice and relative deprivation accounts of civil
conflict (Lichbach, 1989, 1995; Muller and Weede, 1990, 1994) as well
as the ramifications of this research for the study of ethnic conflict.*

RESOURCE MOBILIZATION, RELATIVE DEPRIVATION
AND ETHNIC CONFLICT

Gurr (1993b:161) begins his study with a claim that echoes the
raison d’etre of the ethnic studies sub-field (e.g., see Young, 1983;
Moynihan, 1993): “Communal groups--cultural and religious identity
groups that do not have recognized states or institutionalized political
status--have been major actors in national and international politics
throughout the twentieth century.” Nevertheless, Gurr continues,

3The data are described in Gurr {1993b) and receive even more attention in Gurr and
Scarritt (1989) and especially Gurr (1993a). The data may be ordered from Gurr through
the Center for International Development and Conflict Management at the University of
Maryland. Lee (1998) documents the data.

“In the conflict studies literature, this debate has focused primarily on the resource
mobilization variant of rational actor theories (see especially, Muller and Weede's studies),
but there is no necessary reason to limit our focus to the resource mobilization variant.
Because Gurr has done 0 in his study, we do so in the following section. However, in the
conclusion we expand our scope and consider rational actor theory more broadly.







