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Quantifying in international conflict:
the linkage approach

Abstract

The evolution of international relations has
introduced a development in the subject and in the method
itself. For instance, the use of quantitative method could improve
the international relations science, especially in the study of
international conflict. Dr KIBECHE Abdelkrim

However, many writers still use the qualitative method. In this | Département de Droit
debate, the author gives an alternative method in the study of the | Université Mentouri
relations between internal and external conflict behaviour. Constantine, Algérie

or centuries scholars in international relations
have discussed the relationships between
domestic conflict and foreign conflict behaviour,
without recourse to sophisticated mathematical
techniques for testing their hypotheses (1). In his
study of war Wright (1942: 254) has stated "that
wars or the preparations for them have often been
used by governments as instruments for dealing
with internal disorders" (2) in addition, research on
linkage between internal and external conflict while
AL it does not answer definitely why they occur, it
. . could present empirical evidence which bears
G IS g g sall 2a Jsliy directly important theoretical considerations such as
A sall L8Rl b dmgrial) JSLEA)  thege (3).
2 Al 3kl Jleatin) & Jiaiall However, in the early sixties the study of
ol e Aol ciled 301 Al 2 conflict has become one complex and sophisticated
aalus Ll 5 iSTalNa Ll W8 W) o study, because of the use of quantitative methods
Al by 8 Allad b ) geay and the introduction of computers in the
o oh LS Al e il agd A behawogral sciences. This art.1c1e discusses two
Al Gl s il el Ja main points: (a) the methodqloglcal debate between
o2 9 oR e
. Gandl 8 Ayl a3 e thf)?e.wh.o support .the quantitative method and who
o ? . ‘?A, N oo y criticise it, (b) it gives an alternative method to the
(’T@X il gkl OJS_.““":' study of domestic and international conflict.
s Aalal e il g SLER The proponents of the quantitative method argue
Adsdl that, only with the use of quantitative methods
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and hard data can definitive answers be found for questions that have perplexed
scholars using less "scientific" and more "impressionistic" methods (4) they believe
that their method is more scientific, and more accurate (5) however in examining these
studies, as Mack put it (1975), "We sometimes have the impression that they were
performed by intelligent Martians whose only knowledge of the world was based on
the data banks culled from such sources as the New-york time index, and whose
theoretical, techniques for data manipulation and correlation testing" (6).

For more than two decades now scholars of conflict linkages have been using the
same method and similar studies, to arrive nowhere in developing a linkage theory yet.
In fact , some of the critics of their method have focused on the judgement that macro —
quantitative analysis is essentially a theorist approach to the development of theory (7).
As Gurr noted, (1968) quantitative comparative research cannot flourish in a
theoretical vacuum, even if it makes use of an armamentarium of techniques of a
causal inference" (8). In fact critics of quantitative method range from different levels,
including, shortcomings in data collection, measurement, methodology and concept,
and the use of different analytical techniques.

The Data Banks

Among the critics facing these studies is the data gathering problems. Because they
draw heavily on the use of events data analysis, their sources of coverage rely
fundamentally on newspapers, and deadline data as well as facts on life and Kessings’
contemporary archives. However a number of conditions have caused reports of
conflict to have been either distorted or omitted entirely from the newspapers (9) .

Therefore, they are non reliable sources for new events. In addition, very often
newspapers have an editorial policy, and result in increases and decreases in the
amount printed about various kinds of events, or even the disappearance of reports of
some types of events Jerusen,(1969 :194). So if a researcher using a single news paper
as a data source and he is unaware of the changes, he will fail to recognise that changes
in his data overtime reflect different editorial policies rather than changes in actual
conflict (10). Furthermore, one should mention the difficulty encountered by some
reporters in reporting events concerning domestic conflict from some nations
(especially third world countries or totalitarian regimes), because of censorship, either
because they may not have access to information or they are not allowed by the host
government to cover events considered to be sensitive. The change of reporters could
also have an important impact on what is reported, and sometimes they are hindered by
the lack of knowledge of country, let alone if they are influenced by their ideologies or
beliefs which may reflect the subjectivity of the events reported in the newspapers.
Finally, some editors do not give space to events of small importance, occurring in
small countries .

In this context some argue that "no one should expect any source or combination of
sources to provide a complete, fully trust- worthy the picture of conflict acts" (11).

The second critic to this method is in the use of concept and method, one notable
feature of these studies is their strong basic similarity probably due to influence of
Rummel’s study (1963). Because of their strong similarity, it is easier to generalize
about their particular problems than it would be to generalise about the problems of all
types of event data studies (12). A fundamental problem of all cross- national research
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is the question of the comparability of nominally identical events in different nations.
For example is a "demonstration" in the united states really the same kind of events as
a demonstration in communist china ? is a "threat" from a nation which issues large
numbers of threats each year actually an event comparable to a " threat" from a nation
which issues one prior to taking action ? If events such as these are not truly
comparable across nations, then conflict scores for nations based on the number of
events in each will fail to describe the relative extent of their conflict" (13). Although
this is true in the case of those studies, what one should focus on however, is the effect
of the ” demonstrations” on a particular state; of course the size of the demonstration is
important but what is more important is for what purpose this demonstration was and
how far a government can deal with it. In this context it is more likely that it is going to
be different from one state to another (14), and so is the perception of the threat.

Therefore until future research has determined the extent of the problem, it might be
wise to concentrate on events in relatively similar countries. By concentrating on a
relatively few, carefully chosen states, a writer would be able to study their conflicts
more fully in context (15).

In addition, although it may be highly misleading to count all events as equal, no
study of the linkage between internal and external conflict has yet taken into account
situational or event properties in aggregating events (16), the reason is these studies
had failed to take the "social area" of domestic conflict into consideration. It is
therefore fundamental for the study of linkage, to give serious consideration to the
advantages of using events properties as indicators of the magnitude of conflict rather
than continuing to rely solely on events counts (17).

Furthermore, although a wide variety of techniques has been employed to reach
some sort of answer to the propositions or questions raised, such answers are never
definitive , and cannot be regarded as "scientific" (18). For instance, Mack, in his
criticism of Burrowes work on Syria, found that "the constraints imposed by the
methodology, the total failure to examine issues, the absence of discussion of
perceptions of events and so forth, are quite unnecessary, for the problems Burrowes
attempts to analyse can be better dealt with by an analysis based on more conventional
analytical techniques", these studies according to Mack, "unfortunately show a
mechanist methodology which obstructs explanation rather than contributes to it" (19).
Burrowes as well noted, that the underdeveloped state of concepts and theory in much
cross-national research is one cause of the apparent failure of this style of analysis to
live up to expectations. Although one cannot relate the absence of theoretical
refinement only to the effect of deficiencies in data collection (20).

The third problem faced by these studies is the time lag problem. The use of time
lag is different from one study to another, which raises some questions. Winkenfield,
for example (1971), one year; Collins (1969), one two and three years; Rummel (1963),
three years, and Feierabend (1972), six years.

"What is never explicitly discussed", as Scolnick argues, "in any of these writing is
a justification for analysing data in the particular time units chosen, why should we
think that one , two or three year time period is an appropriate one for testing
hypotheses about the relationship between internal and external conflict? what is there,
for example, about a calendar year which makes it an appropriate time unit in which to
aggregate data ? (21).
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The last, but not the least, problem is the problem of lack of theory; an outstanding
omission of studies dealing with the linkage between internal and external conflict is
their lack of a theoretical framework which generates testable hypotheses. Most of the
studies present only a group of comments which suggest how and why the two types of
conflict may be related (22). In his criticism of theses works on linkage between
internal and external conflict, Scolnick concluded that "they are theoretical works
which attempted to produce intelligible patterns of relationships by statistically
manipulating event data in a variety of ways" (23).

More than twenty years now of intensive research in the quantitative study of
external- internal conflict behaviour linkages have yielded so little that the constantly
reiterated demands for further research efforts should be treated with considerable
scepticism. It is about time that this should move towards a more analytical
longitudinal approach, otherwise it will be a real "waste of time" as Andrew Mack has
put it ( 24).

Value of Case Study Approach

As the critics show, the quantitative method has failed to produce "scientific"
answers to the questions raised about the relationship between domestic and external
conflict. They have proved that the use of mathematics and statistics cannot be always
accurate and sufficient for theory development.

However, the fact that this method is not suitable does not mean that the study of
linkage between domestic and external conflict behaviour should disappear. On the
contrary one should look for an alternative method to carry on the research on different
bases and different strategies.

This method is based on the use of case studies, which although itself subject to

criticism is nevertheless regarded as more fruitful than the quantitative method.
The main criticism faced by the traditional method of inquiry, was that case studies rely
on history, (i.e. cases that can only take place in a particular place within a particular
time), and if history does not repeat itself, it is therefore difficult to reach
generalisations from historical case studies since each case posses unique features (25).
This and many other arguments hindered the use of the case study method in the sixties
when the introduction of quantitative methods took over.

However a reappraisal of the relevance of the historical method for theory
construction has been encouraged by other developments in modern behaviourally
oriented political science research. The effort to develop explanatory generalizations
via statistical analysis of a large number of cases of a given type or phenomenon has
proved to be more difficult than expected (26). As a consequence, this has led the
investigators to rediscover and to respect the importance of unique features of each
case.

As Sidney Verba has put it, "To be comparative, we are told, we must look for
generalizations or covering laws that apply to all cases of a particular type. But where
are the general laws? Generalizations fade when we look at particular cases. We add
intervening variable after intervening variable since the cases are few in number, we
end up with an explanation tailored to each case. The result begins to sound quite
ideographs or configurative... in a sense we have come full circle... As we bring more
and more variables back into our analysis in order to arrive at any generalizations that
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hold up across a series of political systems, we bring back so much that we have a “
unique “ case in its configurative whole" (27).

This problem led the political scientist to formulate the idiosyncratic aspects of the
explanation for each case in terms of general variables, and shift from the reliance on
atheoritical, purely idiographic single case studies. “In this way the “uniqueness” of the
explanation, is recognised but it is described in more general terms, that is as a
particular value of a general variable that is part of a theoritical framework of
independent, intervening and dependent variables.

The unique historical event cannot be ignored, but it must be considered as one of a
class of such events if it happened only once (28). This contribution of the case study
method to theory development, increased the relationship between history and political
science; moreover, what is important, scholars have now identified ways of making
more effective use of case studies for this purpose. Even among behaviourally oriented
political scientists, the single case study and the method of "controlled comparison" of
a few cases has become a respectable, legitimate research strategy that can contribute to
theory development besides the other two basic methods, the experimental and the
statistical (29 ).

In fact what minimised the importance of single case studies before, was the
difficulty they encounter in contributing to theory development.

Although the case studies were often well done and instructive, they did not lend
themselves readily to strict comparison and to orderly cumulation. As a result, the
initial enthusiasm for case studies gradually faded, and the case study as a strategy for
theory development fell into disrepute (30).

However case study approach can have great advantage, because by focusing on a
single case, that case can be intensively examined even when the research resources at
the investigator’s disposal are relatively limited. The scientific status of the case study
method might be ambiguous, because science is a generalising activity. And a single
case can constitute neither the basis for a valid generalisation. However, it can
indirectly make an important contribution to the establishment of general propositions
and thus to theory building (31).

In many research methods nowadays, scholars have moved towards the case study
comparative method. In the controlled comparison method, contrary to the statistical
one, the investigator is not interested in many variables but has only a few cases to
work with. This, while it is regarded as a weakness by the proponents of quantitative
method, is seen as an advantage by their opponents ( the author included ).

As Lijphart notes " ... intensive analysis of few cases may be more rewarding than
a more superficial statistical analysis of many cases" (32 ). In addition, "in general, the
problems of reliability and validity may be smaller for the investigator working with
the comparable-cases approach. He can analyse his smaller number of cases
thoroughly, and he is less dependent on data that he cannot properly evaluate" (33)
.Furthermore, one can make sure that concepts are not stretched, that the cases are
really independent. These are enormous advantages, which may well offset the relative
weakness of the comparative method in handling the problem of control (34).

Finally the advantage of the controlled comparative method is regarded as a
weakness in the statistical method. Probably the most serious weakness that faces the
employment of the statistical method at the macro — level in the field of comparative
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politics is that it cannot or will not live up to its own aspiration of leading to valid and
carefully controlled empirical generalisations. The logic of the statistical method
requires that the entire universe of cases be taken into account in order to maximise
control (35).

From the argument mentioned above it seems that the controlled comparison
method is not only more suitable for theory building than the statistical quantitative
method, but also offers many advantages that facilitate the investigator’s task- whether
this concerns data control, data reliability, through analysis ,theory construction, or the
ability to move with the reality of dynamic factors . Given the "richness and flexibility
of analysis available in case studies, in terms of technical tools, the approach can
integrate existing historical studies, secondary sources, aggregate quantitative data,
participant interviews and sample surveys" (36).

For the above mentioned reasons we have opted for the use of case study method in
our investigation of the relationship between domestic and foreign conflict behaviour.

Conclusion

Choosing between two methods of research is not really a complex problem. The
researcher should be able to distinguish between what is advantageous for his research.
Although both quantitative and case study methods are important, and whatever the
criticism of one or another, it is not likely that one method will take over completely,
and the two could in fact complement each other, thus in the end it is the researcher’s
choice to see what is more suitable for his research.

The reason why we choose a method of inquiry is sometimes relevant to the number
of countries we are dealing with. If we are dealing with a limited number of nations
such as the North African states which are similar in many ways and using a long
period of time, then it is preferable to follow a qualitative method. Because the period
of research is too long to permit the use of quantitative methods, therefore it is wiser to
opt for a longitudinal research, in order to trace the various phases of the conflict and
co-operation spiral.
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