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   Number of Country Ratio of
 Number of  Country  potential mean of all actual
Type of incidents for mean of incidents for potential incidents to
communal all countries incidents all countries incidents all potential
violence and yearsa per yearb  and yearsc per yeard incidentse

Ethnic violence 20 0.03 38,383 59 0.0005

Irredentism 29 0.04 18,757 26 0.0015

Rebellion 27 0.04 18,757 26 0.0014

Civil war 52 0.10 18,757 26 0.0028

Source: Fearon and Laitin (1996, 717), based on data from Morrison, Mitchell, and Paden (1989). 

Note: See Fearon and Laitin (1996) for how the number of ethnic groups is determined.

a. Cases of communal violence that persist for three years are counted three times, once for each year. Two inde-
pendent conflicts in the same year are coded as two incidents for that year.

b. The mean for all countries is all incidents in a country divided by the number of full years since independence 
through 1979; countries that became independent before 1960 are treated as if they became independent in 1960.

c. For irredentism, rebellion, and civil war, potential cases per year in each country are estimated as the number of 
ethnic groups in the country less one (N – 1), under the assumption that typically one group holds power and 
potential challengers come from all other groups. These numbers are then summed across countries and years to 
get the figures in this column. For potential cases of ethnic violence, a conservative estimate of the number of 
ethnic groups engaged in interactions, namely, the smaller of 2N and N(N – 1) / 2, is summed across countries and 
years. If there are N groups, then the total number of dyads is N(N – 1) / 2.

d. The mean for all countries of potential incidents per year.

e. Computed by dividing the number of incidents for all years and all countries by the number of potential incidents 
per year for all years and all countries.
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figure is 0.03. This means that there have been three incidents of ethnic conflict for every one 
hundred country-years in this group of countries. This is, however, still an overestimate of 
the frequency of ethnic conflict because it assumes that each country-year represents just 
one potential incident of ethnic group conflict. In reality, because the typical country in this 
sub-Saharan sample has more than two dozen ethnic groups, the potential is there for far 
more than one ethnic conflict per country-year. Consequently, Fearon and Laitin (1996) 
estimate the number of potential incidents of ethnic conflict based on the number of ethnic 
groups in a country and find that the ratio of actual incidents of ethnic violence to potential 
incidents of ethnic violence is lower still (last column): there were just five incidents of eth-
nic conflict for every 10,000 potential incidents (roughly, ethnic-group-years).

Similar calculations can be conducted to gauge the frequency of the other three forms of 
violence. We see from the last column, for example, that although communal violence aimed 
at the state occurs with a greater frequency than group-on-group violence, it is still quite 
rare. Actual communal-based irredentism and rebellion occur about 1–5 times for every 




