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Ethnicity, class, and civil war: the role of hierarchy, 
segmentation, and cross-cutting cleavages

David Sirokya   and Michael Hechtera,b

aschool of Politics and Global studies, arizona state University, Tempe, aZ, Usa; bDepartment 
of sociology, University of Copenhagen, Copenhagen, Denmark

Why are some countries prone to ethno-nationalist wars, whereas others are 
plagued by class conflicts? Surprisingly, this is a question that has seldom 
been raised at a theoretical level, and has not been examined empirically in 
a systematic manner. In this paper, we present a theory to account for the 
incidence of these two forms of civil war. The argument is that ethnic and 
class-based civil wars result from two distinct principles of group solidarity – 
ethnicity and class.1 Since each individual is simultaneously a member of an 

ABSTRACT
Why are some countries prone to ethno-nationalist conflict, whereas others are 
plagued by class conflict? This is a question that has seldom been raised and 
rarely been examined empirically. This paper presents a social-structural theory to 
account for the variable incidence of these two forms of political instability. These 
two types of conflict result from distinct principles of group solidarity – ethnicity 
and class – and since each individual is simultaneously a member of an ethnic 
group (or many such groups) and a particular class, these two principles vary in 
the degree to which they are mutually exclusive or cross-cutting. The degree of 
economic stratification between groups and economic segmentation within them 
shapes the relative salience of each principle of group solidarity in any society and 
is associated with a characteristic form of political mobilization. In places where 
between-group inequalities are high, and within-group inequalities low, ethnicity 
should be the dominant principle of group solidarity and serve as the primary 
basis of group conflict. By contrast, in countries where between-group inequalities 
are low, and within-group inequalities high, class is more likely to serve as the 
dominant principle of group solidarity, and conflicts along class lines are more 
likely. We test these conjectures with data in over 100 countries on cross-cutting 
cleavages, ethnic war, and class conflict. The results are supportive of the theory, 
and provide evidence that how groups are stratified and segmented in societies 
shapes the type of civil war.
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ethnic group (or many such groups) and a particular social class, these two 
principles vary in the degree to which they are substitutes or complements. 
In the limit, the two principles overlap perfectly, forming an ethno-class (or 
caste).

The degree of between-group inequality – referred to as hierarchy – and 
within-group equality – or segmentation – determines the relative salience of 
each principle of group identity in any society at any given time. Most impor-
tant for our understanding of group conflict, each principle is associated with 
a characteristic form of political mobilization: a society divided into hostile 
classes is ripe for revolution, but one divided into hostile ethnic groups is 
more likely to experience ethnic civil war.2 When between-group inequali-
ties are low, but within-group inequalities are high, the theory predicts that 
class will serve as the dominant principle of group identity, and class conflict 
will be more likely than ethnic conflict. conversely, when between-group 
inequalities are high, but within-group inequalities low, ethnicity will be the 
dominant principle of group solidarity, and there will be no cross-cuttingness 
with class. Here, ethnicity will be the primary basis of conflict. When there are 
neither significant between-group nor within-group inequalities, the theory 
expects neither class nor ethnic conflict; and when there are both considerable 
between and within-group inequalities, the logic leads us to expect both class 
and ethnic conflict.

a growing body of literature regards inequality between groups as a crucial 
source of internal conflict.3 We build on this research by relaxing the assumption 
that all ethnic groups are internally similar in terms of segmentation, which 
makes them about equally cohesive, and thus that they are equally primed for 
collective action. although the simplifying unitary actor assumption is appropri-
ate for the analysis of many problems, groups vary not only in their hierarchical 
status relative to other groups, but also in their degree of internal heterogeneity 
and economic segmentation in the labor market. a key advantage of opening 
up the black box of ethnic groups – specifically, examining within-group ine-
quality – is that it permits us not only to explain the onset of group conflict, but 
also the form that conflict will assume – namely, whether it is primarily based 
on ethnicity or class.4

When economic segmentation is high, we conjecture that group mem-
bers’ material interests are more closely aligned and that the group there-
fore exhibits greater solidarity than when segmentation is low, all else equal. 
Segmentation makes group conflict more likely to assume an ethnic hue, 
particularly when between-group inequalities are pronounced. By the same 
token, when inequality within ethnic groups is greater than the inequality 
between these groups, we predict that ethnic solidarity will be diminished 
and class conflicts are more likely to prevail. We develop this theory and 
test its empirical implications using macro-level data covering almost 100 
countries.
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What the literature provides

at least since the time of aristotle, inequality between individuals and groups 
has been implicated in the onset of social conflict.5 The mechanism that is most 
often thought to be responsible for this relationship is relative deprivation – the 
notion that individuals who feel deprived relative to a particular reference group 
become aggrieved.6 These grievances, in turn, motivate people to engage in 
collective action to redress the causes of their deprivation.7

This account of social conflict came under attack in the 1960s. Mancur olson 
asserted that individual grievances generally could not by themselves account 
for collective action.8 His point was later reinforced by sociologists Mccarthy 
and Zald.9 nearly three decades later, students of civil war in the developing 
world reiterated this criticism of grievance-based conflict.10 They argued that 
grievances were universal, and hence essentially a constant, so variation in social 
conflict had to derive from other kinds of causes. Due to the influence of these 
articles, explanations of inter-group conflict in political science and sociology 
shifted away from social structural inequalities and toward other causes, such 
as opportunity costs and the control capacity of states. collier and Hoeffler, 
for example, give short shrift to group grievances and focus instead on the 
opportunity and feasibility of extracting rents.11 Fearon and laitin have also 
downgraded the explanatory power of group level grievances, and cultural 
differences more generally.12

These claims have not gone unchallenged. a number of authors have brought 
new attention to the role of economic and political inequalities between groups 
as causes of armed conflict between groups.13 We concur with this renewed 
emphasis on the social-structural determinants of grievances, and the focus on 
inter-ethnic inequalities. We add to this focus on between-group characteristics 
an emphasis on intra-ethnic inequalities, which influence both the occurrence 
and the type of collective action, but have often been overlooked.14

The literature on ‘horizontal inequalities’ is focused on means rather than var-
iances, and thus implicitly assumes that ethnic groups possess roughly an equiv-
alent degree of internal solidarity. yet, we know that groups vary considerably 
in their solidarity, and a key source of this variation is the extent of within-group 
inequality – a low amount of it implies a segmented and cohesive group with 
many common interests. Groups with a high degree of segmentation (low with-
in-group inequality) and a high level of hierarchy (between-group inequality) 
should have an even higher collective action capacity.15 High segmentation 
(when combined with high hierarchy) implies few cross-cutting ties to other 
ethnic groups, whereas low segmentation permits for more cross-cutting ties 
between ethnic groups. There is thus a need to further theorize this important 
distinction and its consequences for the outbreak of conflict.

The present article makes two principal claims. In the first place, it offers 
a new theory about the relationship between within-group inequality and 
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social conflict – a topic that has been unduly ignored in much recent research, 
especially that branch of the literature focusing on civil war. Second, it argues 
that this literature can mislead, even when it focuses on structural inequalities, 
because it treats all types of civil war as similar. Since the causes of class and 
ethnic conflict are likely to be quite different, models of inter-group conflict that 
blur this distinction miss an important part of the dynamics of different forms 
of collective violence.

The cultural division of labor

The cultural division of labor16 represents an effort to conceptualize class and 
ethnicity as two principles along which social cleavages develop and groups 
coalesce. a cultural division of labor (hereafter, cDl) occurs whenever culturally 
marked groups are distributed in a hierarchical or segmental structure. Since 
the cDl varies according to its degree of segmentation and hierarchy, these 
two parameters determine the relative salience of class vs. ethnic identification.

Group identification has two separate roots. The first root is based on hier-
archy. Individuals have a large number of attributes, physical as well as social, 
which potentially have implications for their likelihood of identifying with others 
who share the same attributes.17 consider two such attributes: hair color and 
skin color. There is no logical reason why one of these attributes is more likely to 
foster group identification than the other. yet, when apprised of a group called 
the red-headed league, Sherlock Holmes was quite confident that a hoax was 
afoot. neither Holmes nor any of us would question the plausibility of a group 
confined to black-skinned individuals in our society (or his, for that matter), 
however. although both attributes can unambiguously serve to distinguish 
individuals from one another, only one of them – skin color – has a potential 
for developing group identification. This is because in this day and age skin 
color – but not hair color – has implications for an individual’s prospects in labor, 
residential and marriage markets in these two societies. To the degree that indi-
viduals perceive that their skin color limits their life chances quite independent 
of their abilities, this identity marker will loom large in their consciousness, and 
unless they can alter the color of their skin, they will tend to interact and identify 
with others in the same boat. This favors group identification on the basis of the 
specific discriminating attribute.

yet, not all culturally marked groups that are hierarchically arranged display 
the same degree of internal cohesion, which is critical for producing and recog-
nizing common interests, and ultimately collective action.18 This is why incorpo-
rating the second root of group solidarity – segmentation – is crucial. Groups are 
more segmented when they are comprised of individuals sharing income levels, 
occupational niches, residential neighborhood, and socioeconomic status. The 
members of segmented groups interact more frequently (at work, home, and 
leisure sites) and share more common interests with one another than they do 
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with outsiders. as a consequence of greater interaction and common interests, 
segmented groups create stronger social networks and have a higher collective 
action capacity than groups that are internally more economically divided.19

There is a wealth of evidence that the greater the contact between individ-
uals, the less likely they are to discriminate against one another.20 This finding, 
based on inter-group contact theory, only holds among individuals who share 
an equal status, however.21 This implies that people who share occupational 
niches, residential neighborhoods, and age cohorts, as well as similar levels 
of income, are on this basis likely to form a common social identity. once a 
social identity evolves, this implies the existence of group boundaries that dis-
tinguish in-group members from all others.22 all else equal, the members of 
such segmented (relatively homogeneous) groups are more likely to engage 
in collective action than individuals in socially heterogeneous contexts whose 
social identities, if they exist at all, are necessarily much weaker. although this 
theory indicates that group solidarity has two separate roots – hierarchy and 
segmentation – the literature has focused almost exclusively on how hierarchy 
generates grievances and the perception of relative deprivation.23

Much less attention has focused on within-group stratification and inter-
group conflict, but recently some writers24 have contended that low segmenta-
tion (high within-group inequality) promotes inter-group conflict. They maintain 
that ethnic groups exhibiting high levels of intra-group inequality are more likely 
to engage in collective action (e.g. inter-group conflict) than their more egali-
tarian counterparts. The key to this fundamentally economic argument hinges 
on the free-rider problem. Since the demand for a collective good is insufficient 
to assure its production among self-regarding actors, the potential recruits to 
any collective action must be compensated for their participation. Highly une-
qual groups are composed of a resource-rich elite, and a much poorer mass of 
members. Such groups have an advantage over those with low within-group 
inequality because the elite has greater means to compensate its co-ethnics for 
engaging in collective action, and the much poorer masses in such groups have 
lower opportunity costs for so doing. Hence, given the demand for collective 
action (which arises from hierarchy, or between-group inequality), this mix of 
wealthy funders and poor potential fighters is most likely to foster mobiliza-
tion. although these writers have no direct evidence of the existence of side 
payments that compensate fighters, such payments have been documented 
in several african civil wars.

For reasons discussed above, the cDl theory reaches the opposite conclusion 
about the relationship between segmentation and inter-group conflict. on our 
more sociological view, greater intra-group inequality reduces the prospects of 
group identification and solidarity, both of which are important precursors of 
collective action.25 needless to say, it is true that some amount of within-group 
inequality is necessary to spur collective action, even in relatively homogeneous 
groups, for the reasons that esteban and roy and other scholars have suggested. 



96  D. SIroky anD M. HecHTer

We disagree, however, on the proportion of wealthy individuals that is required 
to invest in mobilization activities. The structural conditions that we expect to 
generate inter-group conflict – high segmentation (low within-group inequality) 
and hierarchy (high inter-group inequality) – serve to provide both a sufficient 
number of cheap fighters and high group solidarity. contrary to esteban and 
roy’s theory, such groups will also contain a small proportion of funders. Since 
only a few funders are needed to invest in mobilization activities, this would 
imply an overall low level of within-group inequality, particularly in larger social 
groups.26 More within-group inequality than that is therefore not required to 
create a synergy between funders and fighters. Indeed, groups having many 
funders are likely to have a large cadre of individuals who share common inter-
ests with elites in other ethnic groups, as will the poor with the poor of other 
groups, which is precisely the condition most likely to generate class conflict, 
but not ethnic conflict.

not only does the cDl theory reach different conclusions about within-group 
inequality and conflict than its economic alternative, but it also provides an 
explanation of the kind of collective action that is most likely to occur. Most 
scholars have examined the political and social world through the prism of either 
class or ethnicity – mostly ethnicity in recent years.27 By contrast, the cDl offers 
a more parsimonious concept that incorporates both concepts as foundations 
of social stratification and resultant identity formation.28 class and ethnicity 
may vary from fully disjoint (when each ethnic group is comprised of a variety 
of classes, and each class is comprised of sundry ethnic groups) to completely 
overlapping (when the two concepts are coterminous, e.g. an ethno-class). 
complex societies often display some of both patterns: certain groups more 
plausibly constitute a class unto themselves (Klasse an sich), while other ethnic 
groups in the same society are more widely distributed across different classes.

Since the cDl varies according to the degrees of hierarchy and segmentation 
in a given society, it shapes the relative salience of class vs. ethnic identification. 
The core predictions in terms of types of conflict (ethnic vs. class) are depicted 
in Table 1.

Figure 1 depicts a society with a pronounced cDl in the left panel: it is divided 
into two ethnic groups exhibiting both hierarchy and segmentation. That is, 
all members of group a are economically very similar to one another, but very 
different from all members of group B, and vice versa. The right panel charac-
terizes a society, also with two ethnic groups, but these ethnic groups are inter-
nally divided between rich and poor, and there are a lot of cross-cutting social 
and economic ties between ethnic groups. This society does not exhibit much 
hierarchy or segmentation. on the right, class and ethnicity are fully disjointed 
(when each ethnic group is comprised of a variety of classes, and each class is 
comprised of many distinct ethnic groups). on the left, the ethnic groups are 
completely overlapping: each group is internally quite similar – economically 
segmented – and economically distinct from other ethnic groups – hierarchically 
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stratified).29 The society on the left panel is primed for ethnic conflict; whereas 
the society on the right panel is at risk of class conflict.

We argue that the study of civil war could benefit by accounting for both 
of these dimensions. Whereas hierarchically organized ethnic groups possess 
grievances, not all such groups are equally capable of redressing those griev-
ances through collective action. For an ethnic group to engage in collective 
action, its members must perceive themselves as having common interests and 
be able to mobilize. The more segmented a group is, the more likely it is to 
satisfy these requirements, yet segmentation in the absence of hierarchy does 
not provide the grievances that are de rigeur for ethnic conflict. Hierarchy and 
segmentation also have implications for the analysis of class conflict, since they 
determine whether ethnic conflict is more likely than class conflict, or vice versa.

This causal logic links the cDl to differential group solidarity and collective 
action capacity. Societies having a minimal hierarchy and segmentation are 
predicted to have more class than ethnic conflict due to extensive cross-cut-
ting cleavages:30 that is, due to bridge ties between different ethnic groups.31 

Table 1. Theoretical expectations regarding the role of hierarchy and segmentation on 
group conflict.

lack of hierarchy 
(between groups)

Hierarchy (between 
groups)

segmentation (within groups) No conflict Ethnic conflict
lack of segmentation (within groups) Class conflict Both forms of conflict

Figure 1. an ethnically divided society (on the left) and a class-based society (on the right). 
The y-axis represents the group’s income relative to the country mean (0). Groups with a 
mean below zero are poorer on average and above zero are richer groups; the x-axis is a 
factor for each group.
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Societies with hierarchically arranged groups that are internally segmented 
(homogeneous) have fewer cross-cutting cleavages between ethnic groups, 
and should therefore experience civil wars mainly along ethnic lines. To test this 
theory, we need to operationalize hierarchy and segmentation, and to explain 
how class and ethnic conflict are coded.

Data and methods

an optimal measure of the cDl would be based on individual-level data on 
income/wealth, occupation, and political access (indicators of hierarchy), as well 
as occupational segregation, residential segregation, and endogamy (indicators 
of segmentation) aggregated for each ethnic group in the society. Since these 
data are not available for most of the countries in the world, this has been an 
enormous obstacle to empirical research on inter-group conflict. Hence, various 
proxies for these concepts – some of them extremely complex and indirect – 
have been used instead in the literature.

The original paper on the cDl32 measured hierarchy using the variance of 
mean group occupational prestige (a proxy for group income) that was calcu-
lated from individual-level data from the US census in 1970. It did not, however, 
include measures of political exclusion, which were incorporated in the subse-
quent literature on ‘horizontal inequalities’. Segmentation was measured by the 
mean occupational concentration (a proxy for work and workplace segregation) 
of each ethnic group that was calculated from data for 441 different occupa-
tions. That study also measured ethnic group endogamy, which could also be 
considered as a proxy for the degree of cross-cuttingness among groups–an 
outcome of hierarchy and segmentation.

Murshed and Gates (2005) measured hierarchy by mean regional scores on 
a human development index (an equal weighted sum of income per capita, 
educational attainment, and longevity), where the region is held to roughly 
correspond to particular ethnic groups.33 There are no measures of segmenta-
tion. Østby (2008) measured hierarchy on the basis of Demographic and Health 
Survey (DHS) data to calculate a household asset index and years of education, 
proxies for mean group levels of economic status. Her study also has no meas-
ures of segmentation. kuhn and Weidmann (2015) used geo-coded economic 
data on politically excluded ethnic settlements to measure hierarchy. nightlight 
emissions data on different localities within the same ethnic group were used to 
measure segmentation. However, this indicator was only weakly correlated with 
Demographic and Health Survey (DHS) survey data on within-group inequality.

rather than providing independent measures of hierarchy and segmenta-
tion, Selway (2011) introduced a new measure of cross-cuttingness between 
different social dimensions (e.g. region, religion, ethnicity, class, etc.). This sem-
inal work was followed by Gubler and Selway (2012), which used a measure 
of cross-cuttingness that is the outcome of both hierarchy and segmentation.  
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a group with high cross-cuttingness has low segmentation (e.g. it is relatively 
heterogeneous) and low hierarchy (it is roughly equal in status to its paired group; 
if it were predominantly super- or subordinate, there would be fewer social ties 
between members of the groups). They find that ethnic-class cross-cuttingness 
reduces the likelihood of ethnic civil war by a factor of 12, but did not assess 
how it increased class conflict, which this article does. To assess the validity of 
our results, we utilize data on cross-cutting cleavages between class and eth-
nicity in about 100 countries. We expect countries exhibiting few cross-cutting 
cleavages34 are more likely to be characterized by ethnic conflict, and countries 
with many cross-cutting cleavages to be beset by civil wars along class lines.

To measure our dependent variable – the occurrence of ethnic or class war – 
we rely on two primary sources: the Political Instability Task Force (PITF) data on 
revolutionary (that is, class) and ethnic conflict, and the Uppsala/Peace research 
Institute oslo (PrIo) armed conflict Data-set on ‘government vs. territorial 
incompatibility’.35 We began with the PITF data for ethnic wars and for revolu-
tionary wars,36 and compared these with information in the UcDP/PrIo data on 
the ‘source of incompatibility’ (territory vs. government). We then explored any 
cases that were not clearly ethnic or class conflicts using secondary sources. In 
this way, we were able to safely identify and to cross-validate the occurrence 
of class-based conflicts and ethnic conflicts for each country in our data-set. In 
terms of frequency, approximately 28% of the countries in the data experience 
ethnic conflict, and 27% experience class conflict.

To capture the degree to which different dimensions of solidarity overlap (and 
therefore mutually reinforce one another) or rather cross-cut one another, we 
use Selway’s cross-cuttingness data,37 and specifically his measure of ‘language-
Income crosscuttingness (lIc).’38 The concept and measurement of cross-cut-
tingness is akin to the concept of statistical independence.39 There is perfect 
independence and complete cross-cuttingness when knowing the group to 
which an individual belongs on one dimension tells us nothing about what 
group they belong to on another dimension.40 Following Selway (2011) and 
Gubler and Selway (2012), we use the term cross-cuttingness to reflect a scaled 
variable that varies from 0–1 and measures ‘the degree group I on cleavage x 
is identically distributed across groups on cleavage y with all other groups on 
cleavage x’. This tells us the degree to which knowing the group to which an 
individual belongs on x tells us anything about the group to which that person 
belongs on y. If it is not informative, there is perfect cross-cuttingness. But if 
ethnic groups in a given society each belong to their own unique religion or 
region, then there is no cross-cuttingness of social cleavages along ethno-reli-
gious or ethno-regional lines.

The higher the lIc marker, the less congruent ethnicity/language and income 
are in a given country. In other words, when there is no cross-cuttingness 
between language and income, all the people who speak language a fall into the 
bottom of the income scale, and all the people who speak language B fall into 
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the top of the income scale. This society is primed for ethnic conflict. conversely, 
when there is a high degree of cross-cuttingness between language and income, 
civil wars are more likely to emerge along class rather than ethnic lines.

Building on past research on this subject, we include three variables tradi-
tionally used to capture state strength: the log of per capita income lagged 
one year (GDP pc); a dummy variable (oil) indicating whether state revenues 
are derived primarily from oil exports; and the log of a country’s population 
size (Population). We also include the log of the proportion of the country that 
is mountainous (Mountains) to capture the degree to which geographic con-
ditions are favorable to insurgency, and control for ethnic and religious frac-
tionalization, using data provided in Selway (2012), originally from Fearon and 
laitin (2003).41 To account for horizontal inequalities, we include two measures 
from Buhaug, cederman, and Gleditsch (2014), which have been designed for 
country-level regression modeling. The first is negative horizontal inequality (HI 
low), which equals the country-level GDP per capita/mean per capita income for 
poorest group; and the second is positive horizontal inequality, which equals the 
mean per capita income for the richest group/country-level GDP per capita. To 
capture vertical inequality, we include the Gini index of income dispersion from 
the same source. Following the model specifications in Buhaug, cederman, and 
Gleditsch (2014), we also include a measure, called Discriminated Group, which 
measures the demographic size of the largest discriminated ethnic group (lDG) 
relative to the joint size of the discriminated group and the group(s) in power.

To examine the differential causes of class-based and ethnic conflicts, we 
estimated two sets of Poisson regression models, one for each form of vio-
lent conflict, based on cameron and Trivedi’s (2013) proposed Poisson model 
with robust standard errors to account for mild violations of the distributional 
assumption that the mean and variance are equal.42

Results and discussion

Figure 2 shows the key results. on average, countries with a high degree of 
cross-cuttingness between ethnicity and class are less likely to experience eth-
nic conflict, consistent with Gubler and Selway (2012). In the bottom panel, the 
results indicate that where there are many cross-cutting cleavages between 
ethnic groups, class conflict is more likely.

The empirical results indicate that the degree of cross-cuttingness between 
ethnicity and class determines their relative salience as alternative principles 
of group solidarity in any society, and that each principle is associated with a 
characteristic form of political conflict. countries with segmented groups that 
are hierarchically arranged (few cross-cutting ties) are more likely to experience 
ethnic conflict and less likely to experience class conflict. countries characterized 
by more cross-cutting cleavages between ethnicity and class are less prone to 
ethnic conflict, and more likely to have class conflicts.
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Figure 2. Coefficient Plot of Poisson regression results from the analysis of cross-cutting 
data.
Note: liC is the indicator of cross-cuttingness ties between ethnicity and economic income. robust standard 
errors and 90% confidence intervals are displayed for n = 85.
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Whereas the literature has shown that horizontal inequalities make groups 
more likely to engage in ethnic conflict,43 this analysis shows that the degree 
to which these groups have cross-cutting ties (are internally heterogeneous) is 
crucial to understand the differential solidarity of groups, which has clear behav-
ioral implications for the type of collective action that is more likely to occur. 
This is important for both types of conflict. More cross-cuttingness increases 
the likelihood of class conflict and negatively influences the likelihood of ethnic 
conflict.44

Conclusion

Why are some countries prone to ethno-nationalist conflict, while others are 
plagued by class conflict? recent research has shown that horizontal inequalities 
encourage civil conflicts. our analysis expands this line of research. In addi-
tion to the horizontal differences between groups, we show that differences 
within groups are crucial because they determine the extent to which there 
are cross-cutting ties. Where groups are hierarchically arranged and internally 
segmented (homogenous), there are few ties across groups; whereas when 
they are hierarchically ordered but internally heterogeneous, individuals from 
different ethnic groups possess cross-cutting ties that make ethnic conflict less 
likely. Further, we show that when groups are not hierarchically arranged, but 
are internally heterogeneous in terms of class, then ties cut across ethnic groups 
and class serves as a stronger basis for mobilization. The paper thus theorizes the 
conditions under which ethnicity or class will serve as the dominant principle of 
group solidarity and the basis for mobilization. variation within groups shapes 
the form of political mobilization and collective action, just as variation between 
groups. a society divided into two hostile classes is ripe for class conflict, but a 
society divided into two hostile ethnic groups is more likely to be threatened 
by ethnic wars. The analysis provides strong support for the key predictions of 
the model. These findings speak to a growing body of literature concerned with 
the causes of political instability and civil wars.

We concur with studies that have focused on how between-group inequal-
ity (i.e. horizontal inequalities) influences the likelihood of conflict between 
ethnic groups. our analysis findings also highlight the need for further theo-
retical refinement. Between-group inequality generates grievances, but group 
solidarity requires similar interests that are implied when there is also ethnic 
segmentation (low within-group inequality). In focusing on both hierarchy and 
segmentation, this article presents a framework for the analysis of both ethnic 
and class-based conflict as interrelated political phenomena. empirically, the 
analysis shows that some of the causes of these two forms of group conflict 
are inversely related, and thus it makes sense to study them jointly. Whether 
these structural conditions generate behaviors and actions with potentially 
dire consequences at any given time will depend of course on the constraints 
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and opportunities that groups and their members face at a particular time and 
location.

When inter-group hierarchies are less well developed or are still in formation, 
contentious collective action is more difficult and inter-group cooperation more 
likely to ensue than is conflict. Structural parallels exist in dozens of developing 
countries, and the aim here has been to show that they are systematically asso-
ciated with different types of political violence, but not to predict the timing 
of the conflict’s onset.

ethnicity is one group identity to which individuals can adhere, and not nec-
essarily the most prominent one in any given society or in any specific context. 
Solidarity within groups is variable – treating it as a constant eliminates it by 
design as an explanation for the salience of cultural markers and its effect on 
collective action. These problems have left us with some gaps in our under-
standing of identity, mobilization, and civil war. This analysis aimed to redress 
some of these omissions and to highlight some ways forward.
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