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ute to the risk of civil war by helping to keep countries poor. Indeed, an analysis using Fearon 
and Laitin’s own data shows that (a) ethnic diversity is positively associated with the onset 
of civil war when wealth (measured by GDP per capita) is dropped from their statistical 
model, and (b) there is a negative association between ethnic heterogeneity and wealth. 
Taken together, these results suggest that ethnic heterogeneity may not have a direct effect on 
civil war onset but that it does have an indirect effect by reducing wealth, which, in turn, 
increases the likelihood of civil war. This causal story is graphically illustrated in Figure 16.9.

Considerable disagreement remains among economists and political scientists as to the 
exact causal connection between ethnic heterogeneity and economic growth, which some-
what complicates the above discussion. Some economists maintain that ethnic heterogeneity 
and economic growth are not causally related. And even those that accept that there is a 
causal relationship often disagree about the exact process by which ethnic heterogeneity 
inhibits economic growth. Easterly and Levine (1997) show that ethnically heterogeneous 
African countries experience lower economic growth rates than more ethnically homoge-
neous African countries. They argue that this is the case because governments in ethnically 
diverse countries are often politically unstable and tend to choose policies that lead to low 
levels of schooling, underdeveloped financial systems, distorted financial exchange markets, 
and insufficient infrastructure. Easterly and Levine suggest that when various ethnic groups 
in a country have different preferences, they may derive less satisfaction from providing 
public goods than would be the case in a more homogeneous society. For instance, a public 
good like a school might lead to lower satisfaction in an ethnically diverse setting if the 
groups cannot agree on the main language of instruction, location, or general curriculum. 

Possible Causal Paths by which Ethnic Heterogeneity 
Encourages Civil WarFigure  16.9

Note: The positive signs indicate the direction of the causal effect. Thus, high levels of ethnic heterogeneity increase 
poverty, and high levels of poverty increase the likelihood of civil wars. It is unclear whether ethnic heterogeneity 
had a direct effect on civil war.
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