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S ome interesting changes in the interchange among US government officials and social sci-
ence researchers, political scientists in particular, in the nation’s universities are afoot.  One 
might date the beginning of this new relationship to then Vice President Al Gore’s initiation 
of the State Failure Project in 1994.[1]  More recently, the Defense Department’s Combat-

ing Terrorism Technology Support Office has begun a Human, Social, and Cultural Behavior Model-
ing project, [2] and the Pentagon has recently announced the Minerva project, which seeks to 
“embrace eggheads and ideas” and  “recruit social scientists and direct the nation’s brainpower to 
combating security threats like the Chinese military, Iraq, terrorism and religious fundamental-
ism.”[3] 
 
The above mentioned projects explicitly seek the advice and input of political and other social scien-
tists that use mathematical theoretical models, statistical tools to test hypotheses, and advanced com-
puting resources to collect and analyze data.  Many scholars and policy makers are unaware that this 
represents a renaissance of a similar moment in the 1970s.[4]  Will this renaissance experience the 
same fate as its predecessor, or is there reason to believe that the scholarly community has more to 
offer policy makers today than we did in the 1970s?  We argue that there is considerable cause for 
optimism and make our case by describing an important shift in the conceptual and theoretical orien-
tation scholars are taking toward the study of dissent, repression, terror, and violent conflict within 
countries. 
 
This essay emphasizes two criticisms with regard to the literature on terrorism and violent political 
conflict – specifically the quantitative conflict literature.  First, this essay takes issue with the domi-
nant structural and systems-oriented theoretical approaches to studying terrorism and political con-
flict and instead advocates an actors-based process approach to studying such phenomena. Studies of 
the former category emphasize specific country-attributes such as under-developed economies, the 
lack of  democratic political outlets, and higher levels of ethnic fractionalization, that have been asso-
ciated with higher levels of political conflict. Yet, many of these variables change very little over 
time making it difficult to explain variations in levels of violence from one point in time to the next. 
The approach advocated here argues that actors’ decisions are based on the decisions of their oppo-
nents and this strategic inter-dependence can more effectively explain conflict processes. Second, this 
essay calls for more quantitative studies of terrorism to treat terror as a tactical choice within a frame-
work of other violent and cooperative actions. Future work should model the interaction between 
state and non-state actors’ tactical choices (and vice-versa). Most of the previous literature treats ter-
rorism separately from other violent political tactics and considers it as a distinct area of inquiry. 
More recently, other scholars have even gone further treating “suicide terror” separately from other 
terrorist and non-terrorist tactics (e.g., Bloom 2005, Pape 2005). Yet, terrorist tactics are often util-
ized within an array of other violent, non-violent, and cooperative means. This essay emphasizes that 
the study of terrorism should not be segregated from the larger study of political conflict and instead 
argues that studies focused on explanations of terror should be discussed within the broader field of 
contentious politics.  
  
Structure v. Process 
 
One way to study violent political conflict and terrorism within countries is to focus on the structural 
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conditions that impact the chance that a country will experience such phenomena. Another way is to 
analyze the behavioral relationships among parties to potential conflicts, how they make decisions, 
how such decisions impact other parties’ decisions, and how the sequences of behavioral interactions 
escalate and de-escalate across various thresholds of violent political conflict.  Or, as Harry Eckstein 
put it over 25 years ago, we can distinguish between “contingency” and “inherency” approaches to 
the study of violent conflict.[5]  The first perspective assumes that conflict is contingent on unusual 
or irregular conditions that cause disruptions in conventional politics.  The contingent approach leads 
one to study the political, economic, and social attributes of countries to explain variation in their 
conflict experiences. The inherent perspective assumes that violent political conflict emerges out of 
low-level contentious interactions among a set of political players.  This approach leads researchers 
to focus on the conditional behavior of parties to conflict and how that behavior changes over time. 
While Eckstein laid out these two approaches in 1980, the past 25 years have borne witness to few 
scholars taking the latter path.  
 
Prior to the turn of the century, the study of intrastate conflict was much more focused on the former 
approach than the latter.  While studying the political, economic, and social attributes of countries is 
a useful approach for understanding and highlighting general patterns of conflict, it is ill-suited to 
address conflict processes because such approaches “are essentially static ‘input-output’ or ‘stimulus-
response’ type models, not dynamic models of interaction.”[6]  Charles Tilly argues that because 
“collective action is dynamic… its outcomes depend very strongly on the course of interaction.”[7] 
 
A recent wave of scholarship turns its back on the structural attributes approach and instead focuses 
attention on the escalation and de-escalation processes of political conflict instantiated by actors’ 
strategic behavioral interactions.[8]  A common thread running through this new generation of con-
flict scholarship is a shift from countries as the unit of analysis to the parties to the conflict and their 
behavior.  This work focuses on competition between governments and various dissident groups over 
policy, control of the state, and—especially—the support of the population.   
 
This shift is critically important because it means that theory becomes much more useful to policy 
makers: the emphasis on parties to the conflict leads this research to develop hypotheses about the 
conflictual behavior of dissidents in response to government behavior and vice versa.  By moving 
away from thinking about the impact of democratic v. autocratic institutions, the size of GNP/capita, 
and the ethnic composition of society these scholars have begun to ask the following sorts of ques-
tions: 
 
When does repression work?  When does it backfire? 
Why are some dissident groups so much more violent than others? 
What explains varying levels of discrimination in targeting across time and space? 
What event sequences lead to conflict escalation?  
What are the effects of government countermeasures on the tactical choices of dissidents? 
What explains the ebb and flow of government-dissident behavioral exchanges? 
What event sequences lead to negotiated peaceful settlements?  
Why can factions spoil a peace process? 
 
Note that information about political institutions, economic output, and ethnic composition are of 
limited usefulness for answering these questions.  Why?  Because those characteristics of the country 
in which these conflicts unfold do not change much over time.  To the extent that they change, they 
change rather slowly.  As one recent paper put it “the factors analyzed in country level analyses are 
the same for a given country during war and peace, and are therefore incapable of predicting shifts 
from one period to the other.”[9] To better understand such conflict processes, we must study the 
behavior of the parties to the conflict.   And if we are going to study behavior, then it is surely rea-
sonable to study it as purposive, strategic behavior that varies systematically in response to the be-
havior of other parties to the conflict.    
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To be sure, we have learned from the structural approach that characteristics of the state such as re-
gime type, the economy, terrain, capabilities, and demographics like population and ethnicity are cor-
related with the level of political conflict we observe across countries. However, the structural attrib-
utes approach has not taught us much about conflict processes as they unfold over time within spe-
cific countries.  For example, we know that a country with mountainous regions is more likely to ex-
perience an insurgency.  Yet, knowing that El Salvador is mountainous tells us little about when we 
are likely to observe peace or conflict in El Salvador as those mountains change very little over time.   
 
That said, we are not arguing that we should throw the baby out with the bathwater. Rather, the best 
scholarship should situate behavioral studies of conflict processes within a structural framework.  
And this is precisely what we see in recent studies.[10] 
 
This essay argues that the renaissance of the policy community’s interest in the scientific study of 
conflict is more likely to bear fruit than its predecessor because the scholarly community is conceptu-
ally and theoretically better prepared to make a contribution to the questions policymakers want an-
swered.  The shift away from the study of the correlation of national aggregates toward the study of 
the behavior of dissidents and states within the context of national aggregates has led to a theoretical 
emphasis on the strategic behavior of governments, dissident groups, and members of the population.  
This approach lends itself well to studying the propensity and frequency of terror attacks committed 
by state and non-state actors. In addition to these new theoretical tools, exciting new data tools and 
statistical models have been created for the express purpose of facilitating the testing of the hypothe-
ses implied by the new theories.  We briefly describe these new developments, emphasizing what we 
have learned about violent dissent. 
  
Disaggregating Violent Political Conflict 
 
To begin, the new school points out that political conflict is not best characterized as something that 
countries catch (or experience): the implicit epidemiological analogy is passé.  Instead the new gen-
eration of scholarship recognizes that governments often face multiple challengers fighting for the 
same cause and/or very different causes, and that these challenges vary across both space and time.  
As such, these theorists have been disaggregating the study of civil conflict across actors, tactics, 
space and time.  
 
Civil conflicts often involve infighting among members or branches of the government (e.g., military 
coups in Nigeria) and often yield dissident group splits (e.g., the Moro Islamic Liberation Front 
emerged out of the Moro National Liberation Front). In other cases, multiple groups may interact 
with each other and even form alliances or coalitions (e.g., the Coalition Government of Democratic 
Kampuchea – comprised by the Khmer Rouge, FUNCINPEC and KPLNF).  Further, governments 
and dissident groups compete for the support of the public. Stathis Kalyvas’ recent book makes the 
importance of distinguishing among the government, the dissidents, and the public abundantly clear: 
he observes that death tolls in civil wars vary systematically depending on whether either the dissi-
dents or the government can exercise authority over the town or whether the territory is actively con-
tested by dissident and government troops.[11]  Other research has disaggregated actors and their 
behavior to demonstrate that both diplomatic and military intervention by third countries on behalf of 
dissidents or governments can have strong bearing on pushing parties to the table or escalating vio-
lent activity.[12]  In sum, intrastate conflict is comprised of many different parties with different mo-
tivations, who make a variety of decisions as to how to behave in both the short and long run.  To 
answer questions like the ones listed above we need to adopt a disaggregated unit of analysis and 
account for the behavior of these different parties. 
 
Second, much of the scholarship to date has focused on particular tactics or events such as terror at-
tacks, protests, war, militarized interstate disputes, negotiations, or treaties. By adopting a particular-
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istic conceptualization of conflict behavior, we ignore the full underlying dimension of state and non-
state actors’ behavior (Moore 2006) and fail to distinguish among the various actions available in an 
actor’s choice set. For example, if behavior such as hostile rhetoric, guerrilla attacks, cease fires, and 
peace talks have a non-trivial effect on the probability of a terrorist event occurring and co-vary posi-
tively with independent variables used to explain terrorist events, then relationships reported in the 
terrorism literature are biased.[13] Aside from the bias introduced into empirical models of terrorism, 
the narrow focus on terrorist events and the desire to explain them alone without examining how 
other forms of behavior effect and intertwine with such events causes scholars to narrowly theorize 
about the behavior of insurgents, rebels, separatists, etc. Thus, a focus exclusively on terrorism has 
both negative theoretical and empirical consequences. As Moore (2006) puts it elsewhere, 
“Conceptualization matters; it influences our research agendas; it influences the questions we ask, 
and, ultimately, the policy implications we produce.” At the present, political violence, nonviolence, 
diplomacy, accommodation, and terrorism are often treated as separate domains of inquiry, yet such 
phenomenon are clearly connected and intertwined. They are often tactical substitutes for state and 
non-state actors engaged in political struggles. Making such connections should spawn new theories 
yielding larger explanations than extant theories. To analyze conflict processes effectively, we need 
to conceptualize the choices and choice sets of state and non-state actors more holistically.  
 
Third, civil conflicts rarely span an entire country’s territory. Rather, they are often confined to sub-
national regions based on certain geographic features that generate conditions favorable for conflict.  
Teams of researchers are making considerable progress pursuing this seemingly obvious point.[14] 
For example, mountains or jungle provide cover for rebels to hide and wage guerilla campaigns. Re-
source rich zones abundant in minerals (e.g., diamonds) or other valuables (oil, etc.) may also con-
tribute to reoccurring conflict.[15] Motives may also determine conflict locations. For example, re-
cent research claims that separatist groups tend to fight away from the capital in order to make their 
territory autonomous, whereas insurgents aiming to overthrow the state tend to fight nearer to the 
source of the power – in the capital city or province where the capital is located.[16] Moreover, inter-
national borders can often provide refuge from governmental control, and this may cause conflict 
events to cluster near international boundaries which, in turn, can have important implications for 
neighboring countries.[17] The general point is this: if we wish to investigate theories that have a 
geographic element we need to abandon the country level of analysis in favor of a disaggregated spa-
tial approach.  Importantly, doing so will produce research with far more rich policy implications 
than we have seen prior to the emergence of this new generation of research. 
 
Fourth, the unit of time over which one aggregates is consequential.[18]  Until recently most research 
has focused on the year as the unit of temporal aggregation.  Marcellino explains that “temporal ag-
gregation arises when the frequency of data generation is lower than that of data collection so that not 
all the realizations of the stochastic process… are observable.”[19] Yearly aggregation obscures the 
actions and reactions of actors who respond to one another in much smaller units of time such as 
monthly, weekly, or even daily intervals.  At what temporal units do dissidents and governments re-
spond to one another?  Surely the answer is: it varies.  But just as surely the answer is not: annually!  
To focus on the kinds of questions that the new generation of civil conflict scholars is asking requires 
that we abandon annually aggregated data in favor of data collected over the unit of time in which 
they occur.  In the next section we briefly describe the exciting data collection revolution that is tak-
ing place and making possible the renaissance we are seeing as Washington engages the scientific 
study of violent political conflict. 
 
The Events Data Revolution 
 
In the mid 1990s Phil Schrodt revolutionized the collection of events data when he released the Kan-
sas Events Data System KEDS computer program.[20]  This program demonstrated that it is possible 
to use computers to code news reports to generate data about the behavior of dissidents toward gov-
ernments, governments toward dissidents, government toward other governments, etc.  Over the past 
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15 years the KEDS project has spawned a number of similar projects, and this technology has spilled 
over into a variety of other areas of political science as well.[21] Where hundreds of hours of human 
labor were required to code such reports computers are able to produce such data in mere minutes.  
This has radically changed the information that is available to scholars.  Further, the shift in concep-
tual and theoretical interests described above demand just such data.  To illustrate, we briefly de-
scribe Project Civil Strife (PCS), which is directed by the second author of this essay. 
 
Project Civil Strife uses computerized coding technology to generate disaggregated data useful for 
testing the hypotheses advanced by the new generation of intrastate conflict researchers.[22] The pro-
ject directly confronts actor, tactical, spatial, and temporal aggregation head on by collecting infor-
mation on multiple actors’ behavioral interactions each day in various geographic locations. With 
respect to actors, PCS codes the behavior of just about any dissident or government group discussed 
in open source media reports. It codes individual’s names and offices and even tracks individuals like 
Norodom Sihanouk in Cambodia who at different times of the conflict served as a government offi-
cial and then as a rebel leader. By disaggregating the state and the social and dissident actors, schol-
ars and policy makers can examine interactions among multiple parties as depicted in Figure 1. 

 
 
Figure 1: Possible Multi-Actor Models of Intrastate Conflict 
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Figure 1A and 1B shows how one might go about constructing a model of the conflict processes be-
tween two rebel groups and the state (e.g., Democratic Kampuchea and the KPLNF in Cambodia). 
The first can help uncover different processes at work between the government and group 1 and the 
government and group 2. The second shows how the relationship between Group 1 and Group 2 
might affect the relationships between the state and each group or how the relationship between the 
state and each group might affect the relationship between the two groups themselves. Figure 1C il-
lustrates the potential relationships one could uncover by breaking up the government into its princi-
ple component parts. Such a model might be particularly useful in Pakistan, Chile, and/or Nigeria 
where the government and the military have competed in the past with each other.  
 
Moreover, the project employs several different coding ontologies to disaggregate tactics and events. 
The project primarily uses the CAMEO and WEIS event codes to capture the various actions taking 
place by myriad actors in various places.[23]    
 
With respect to spatial disaggregation, PCS also tracks the behavior of actors across disaggregated 
space. Figure 2 depicts a map of Cambodia and highlights the frequency of violent events (use of 
force, bombings, ambushes, etc.) across different regions. The two most populated regions in terms 
of conflict events include Phnom Penh and Pailin. Of course Phnom Penh is the capital of Cambodia 
and the central location of the government, while Pailin was a major stronghold and resource center 
for the Khmer Rouge.  Pailin was an area rich in gem stones that was mined to fund the rebels. The 
preliminary spatial plot supports other findings in the literature. For example, conflict takes place in 
resource rich areas and in the mountains (Pailin and Kampot). Moreover, the abundance of conflict 
events seems to be greater near the Vietnam border (Prey Veaeng, Sbaay Rieng, Kampong Chaam, 
and Kracheh).   

 
Figure 2. Regional Disaggregation of All Conflict Events Identified, 1980-2004 
 
To summarize, the PCS data can be used to study multiple-party interactions over disaggregated time 
and space. By doing so it encourages researchers to address the types of questions identified above 
by studying the behavior of parties to intrastate conflicts. For example, PCS puts terrorism in the 
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context of other violent, non-violent, and cooperative tactics such that we can theorize and empiri-
cally model a more holistic conceptualization of political behavior.[24] Such a conceptualization re-
duces bias and yields theories that explain more than their predecessors. It also allows for the exami-
nation of how low intensity conflict escalates into “civil war”.[25] In sum the project and others like 
it bring together process oriented theories, holistic conceptualizations of tactical choices, and disag-
gregated data to better understand the causes and consequences of violent political conflict. 
 
Conclusion 
 
Paul Collier’s influential World Bank project on the co-variates of civil war is an archetypical exam-
ple of the structural attributes approach to the conceptualization and analysis of violent political con-
flict.[26] We find it instructive that the final product from that project abandoned the structural attrib-
utes approach in favor of case studies that focused attention on historical description of the behavior 
of the parties to the conflict.[27] Sidney Tarrow argues that this shift from the statistical analysis of 
structural aggregates organized in country-year data containers to descriptive-historical analyses of 
cases demonstrates the weakness of large-N data analysis: it can illuminate a little bit, but to really 
understand conflict processes we must engage in descriptive case studies.[28] While this essay shares 
Tarrow’s concerns about the weakness of the structural aggregates approach to the study of violent 
political conflict, it also demonstrates the poverty of Tarrow’s diagnosis: the weakness is not inherent 
in its methodological choices for hypothesis testing.  Rather, it is a conceptual weakness about the 
units of analysis one chooses.  One irony of Tarrow’s essay is that he also reviews some of the new 
generation scholarship we celebrate here.  Yet, rather than recognize its value for having abandoned 
the overly-aggregated country-year in favor of a focus on the behavior of parties to the conflicts 
within the context of institutions, economies, and societies, Tarrow flogs the dying horse of his gen-
eration’s intellectual battleground: the so-called qualitative—quantitative divide that grew out of the 
behavioral revolution in political science.     
 
Fortunately, a growing number of policy analysts in Washington are disinterested in these academic 
“tempests in a teapot” and recognize the potential value in leveraging the new school’s insights to 
inform policy makers.  This renaissance is welcome and it will be interesting to see how it unfolds.  
Political scientists are on the cusp of being able to say very interesting things about the violent be-
havior of dissidents and governments as the outcome of dynamic processes that vary over time and 
space across the countries in which such conflicts take place.  We invite the reader to stay tuned.  
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