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The perfect equality among the individuals composing the Fuegian tribes must for a long time 
retard their civilization. As we see those animals, whose instinct compels them to live in society 
and obey a chief, are most capable of improvement, so is it with…mankind.  
                                                                                                                                      Darwin, 1832 

 

Ethnic civil war had become the most common type of warfare since the end of the World War II 

(Wimmer and Min, 2006). The centrality of ethnicity is not limited to high-intensity violence like 

large-scale warfare. Ethnic terrorism, a form of low-intensity ethnic violence, is also characterized 

by more attacks and higher number of deaths than other types of terrorism (Asal and Rethemeyer, 

2008; Masters, 2008). It is thus not surprised that ethnic violence is a central issue in global politics 

today. For many divided societies, ethnic differences often serve as social bases for the 

establishment of militant organizations in addition to serving as cultural markers that distinguish 

certain individuals from others. As Hechter correctly recognizes, the power of nationalism in the 

modern era, which is closely related to ethnicity-based collective actions nowadays, primarily lies 

in its appealing in generating organized ethnic conflicts rather than as an abstract idea or attitude 

(Hechter, 2000). Thus, understanding the cause and dynamics of these ethnic militant 

organizations is paramount.  

  Interestingly, insurgent organizations that claim to represent ethnic groups are often susceptible 

to intra-organizational schism. Schism has been a pervasive feature of rebel organizations around 

the world. According to a recent paper, roughly 40% of rebel groups in a global sample had 

experienced at least a split between 1980 and 2014 (Joo, 2018). In particular, of ethnic rebel groups 

that demand either ethnic autonomy or independence, 36.5% of them split at least once during the 

above period. For example, within the Palestinian national movement, a splinter entity, the Islamic 

National Front, emerged after the split of Hamas in 1995. Another illustrative case is the SPLM/A 



3 
 

in southern Sudan. After the overthrow of its Ethiopian patron Mengistu in 1991, the SPLM/A 

experienced a split and a new splinter group called “SPLM/A-Nasir” formed.  

  The prevalence of schism among those ethnicity-based insurgent groups is especially puzzling 

because shared ethnic identity is widely regarded as an importance source of group cohesiveness. 

First, ethnically based identity can sustain group solidarity because it promotes the norms of 

cooperation (Cohen, 1969; Landa, 1994; Robinson, 2016). Experimental studies show that 

individuals who share the same ethnic identity are more inclined to trust each other and therefore 

it is easier for co-ethnics to develop the norms of cooperation (Fershtman and Gneezy 2001; Karlan, 

2005; Habyarimana et al., 2009). Second, co-ethnics are more likely to possess similar political 

preferences, which facilitates the formation of a more integrated organization (Hechter, 1988; 

Alesina, Baqir, and Easterly 1999).  Consequently, ethnic insurgent organizations might suffer less 

internal strife because there may be fewer disputes over the group’s goals, tactics, and resources 

among co-ethnics. Third, it is easier for a group member to monitor a co-ethnic’s behavior because 

of their shared language and social networks (Hardin, 1995; Miguel and Gugerty, 2005). As a 

result, ethnic rebel groups are more effective in terms of conducting in-group social sanctions that 

deter defection (Fearon and Laitin, 1996). A question naturally arises, why do schisms arise within 

ethnic rebel groups?  To answer this question, we move from meso-level organizational analyses 

to a micro-level approach that explains how elite members in the insurgent organization make their 

decisions in terms of whether to exit from the organization and form a splinter group. 

  Drawing on a new database of individual-level decision making about whether to join a splinter 

group among elite members of the Inner Mongolian People's Revolutionary Party (IMPRP),1 this 

                                                        
1 A Mongolian nationalist organization, the People’s Revolutionary Party of Inner Mongolia (PRPIM), was founded 
in 1924 and later became a broader political coalition - the IMPRP – after merging with other nationalist groups in 
1925.  
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paper develops a relational theory of the ethnic rebel group2’s organizational cohesiveness. We 

argue that the decision of whether to join a splinter group for the insurgent organization’s elite 

members is mainly shaped by the intra-organizational formal hierarchy. The formal organizational 

hierarchy institutionalizes the intra-organization distribution of power among affiliated members, 

which may induce status conflict between leaders and subordinates. Status conflicts are “disputes 

over people’s relative status positions in their group’s social hierarchy” (Bendersky and Hays, 

2012, p.323). There is ample evidence, derived from a number of psychological experiments, that 

people pursue status as a type of resource that is intrinsically valuable (Huberman, Loch, and 

Önçüler, 2004). As a consequence, status hierarchies are particularly subject to intra-

organizational contestations. Within an ethnic rebel group, those elite members who are at the 

bottom of the formal hierarchy are thus more likely to challenge the ruling leaders when certain 

opportunities are available. In particular, when discontented foreign state sponsors change their 

support of the incumbents, or when the ethnic rebel group experienced battlefield losses, or there 

has been a relative increase of the challenger’s power bases – these opportunities will lead to a 

leadership dispute. The overt internal conflict inevitably creates winners and losers. Those recently 

marginalized losers will form a new splinter group and exit from the organization. 

  More importantly, we contend that people are more likely to engage in status contests when the 

rebel group is in the early stages of insurgency. First, formal hierarchy tends to have lower 

legitimacy for nascent insurgent organizations because it usually takes a significant amount of time 

for group members to internalize power holders’ entitlement to lead (Hoover Green, 2016). By 

definition, nascent rebel groups are inexperienced and their leaders have not yet demonstrated their 

competence in regard to group performance – securing the group’s funding resources, managing 

                                                        
2 Following Larson and Lewis (2018, p.2), we define rebel groups as “armed groups with a discernible command 
structure that seek to violently challenge a state.” 
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crises, and winning the battles. Consequently, incipient rebel groups are more likely to suffer 

debilitating status conflicts because of a lower level of hierarchy legitimacy (Nir, Chou, and 

Galinsky, 2011). Second, in the initial stages of insurgencies, group members are less familiar 

with each other, which creates a higher level of uncertainty when actors estimate the relative size 

of power base among competing cliques. This low-information environment is further exacerbated 

by the covert nature of informal power – the ability to have allies who support one side over another 

in the power contestation. When challengers engage in power struggles, they are inclined to 

mobilize their informal power because they do not occupy a position of formal power at the top of 

the organizational hierarchy like the incumbents. Because informal power tends to be on the basis 

of covert interpersonal social ties, it is far less clear-cut than more overt formal authority relations. 

Therefore, both challengers and incumbents are more likely to disagree with each other in regard 

to the distribution of power between them. This higher level of ambiguity thus leads to a higher 

likelihood of intragroup conflicts that later breed schisms (Gould, 2003).   

     We choose the Inner Mongolian People's Revolutionary Party as the case in point for three 

reasons. In the first, this case offers a unique setting that we are able to gather detailed micro-level 

data such as the IMPRP elite members’ biographies and to map the complex interactions between 

these individuals during the early stages of the insurgency. Thanks to extensive historical studies 

based on numerous local archives, memoirs, and classified materials (Atwood, 2002), we can 

access the internal structure of the IMPRP. Second, the composition of the IMPRP’s elite members 

was highly heterogeneous. These individuals vary markedly in terms of age, social class, education, 

place of born, and ideology. We can thus leverage these individual-level characteristic differences 

to test against a host of competing hypotheses. Finally, the IMPRP’s political activities had a 

profound impact on the evolution of China’s domestic politics. Many former left-wing members 



6 
 

of the IMPRP later became the backbone for the Chinese Communist Party (CCP)’s rule of Inner 

Mongolia (Sneath, 2008). To accommodate the interests of the IMPRP elites who controlled the 

eastern part of Inner Mongolia after the surrender of Japan in 1945, the CCP also promised regional 

autonomy for Mongols before the dissolution of the IMPRP in 1946 (Liu, 2006). Later, the CCP 

propagated this accommodative institutional arrangements towards minorities from Inner 

Mongolia to China’s other ethnic minority concentrated areas.  

    Our study departs from the previous literature in three important aspects. First of all, we explore 

organizational splits at the individual level. The question that we attempt to answer is about an 

individual group member’s decision making over whether to remain in or leave and join a splinter 

organization. This micro-oriented approach is thus different from preexisting research that 

overwhelmingly examines organization-level variations – they tend to explain why some 

organizations are more vulnerable to internal schism than others (Asal, Brown, and Dalton, 2012). 

Therefore, this paper provides a rare micro-level perspective that complements the standard meso-

level approach (Balcells and Justino, 2014). Second, our paper advances the literature on political 

violence by unpacking how intra-organizational relations affect the internal dynamics of ethnic 

rebel groups (Lewis, 2017). We specify a theory of when vertical differentiation can result in 

schisms. Status conflicts are more likely to cause organizational splits in the initial stages of 

insurgency. Third, we investigate the social networks of group members within a particular ethnic 

militant organization. Because of the paucity of reliable data with regard to the internal structure 

of rebel groups (Zech and Gabbay, 2016), the existing quantitative studies concentrate on inter-

organizational linkages between multiple militant groups (Gade et al., 2019; Gade, Hafez, and 

Gabbay, 2019; Dorffa, Gallop, and Minhas, forthcoming).  
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    This paper proceeds as follows. In the first, we present our relational theory of organizational 

splits in more detail. We elaborate the mechanisms through which social linkages between elite 

members of an ethnic rebel group affect individual decision in regard to joining a new splinter 

entity. Then, we introduce the background of the Inner Mongolian People's Revolutionary Party 

as a case in point. After that, we describe the new data that we use to evaluate our theoretical 

arguments and other competing hypotheses. We conclude by discussing the implications of our 

findings and avenues for future research.  

Theory 

Ethnicity writ large fails to explain the split of ethnic rebel organizations. Instead, to better under 

organizational splits among these armed groups, we suggest an approach that pays specific 

attention to intra-organizational relations. State otherwise, we make a crucial analytical 

differentiation between an ethnic community and an ethnic insurgent organization that purports to 

represent the community’s interests (Brubaker, 2002; Kalyvas, 2008; Staniland, 2012). Following 

the conceptualization of Parkinson and Zaks (2018), this paper focuses on a particular dimension 

of organizations – relations. In the same vein of Parkinson and Zaks, we argue that a group 

member’s behavior can be partly explained by social linkages between different individuals within 

the organization.  More specifically, we contend that individual-level actions like whether to join 

a splinter group is deeply influenced by these intra-organizational relations. According to 

Parkinson and Zaks, “relations are the social linkages that define the nature, centralization, and 

hierarchy of the organization” (Parkinson and Zaks, 2018, p.274). For the purpose of this paper, 

we highlight two particular types of intra-organizational relations: formal institutionalized 

hierarchy and informal interpersonal network. Although both types of relations can be understood 

as relationships between individuals, they are different from each other in three ways. First, formal 
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hierarchy is strictly based on a chain of command while informal network is usually more 

horizontal. Put differently, formal hierarchy is a superior-subordinate relationship while informal 

network is mainly on the basis of reciprocity. Second, formal hierarchy is less flexible than 

informal social network. In other words, it is relatively easier for a particular group member to 

build or rescind a social tie with another individual whereas it is often more challenging to alter 

the formal rule that stipulates authority relations. That is, informal interpersonal network is 

“created, communicated, and enforced outside of officially sanctioned channels” (Helmke and 

Levitsky, 2004, p.727). Third, informal social networks tends to be more covert than formal 

institutionalized hierarchy. Compared with codified formal relations, it is more difficult for 

outsiders to know exactly the strength and direction of social ties between different actors.  

  Formal institutionalized hierarchy is essentially “rules of the game” that “assign decision-making 

authority to various internal actors” (Mclauchlin and Pearlman, 2012, p.44). Hierarchy appears to 

be a universal feature of social organization (Fiske, 2010). It seems that such “rules of the game” 

is imperative for all organizations to function effectively. Studies show that the functional benefits 

of hierarchy are most pronounced when group members are highly interdependent to accomplish 

a task (Ronay et al., 2012). The ethnic rebellion fits well with this type of tasks that require 

“participation and contributions from most if not all the members of a group” (Nir, Chou, and 

Galinsky, 2011, p.40). Without a clear authority structure according to which members can follow 

a top-down flow of orders, an ethnic rebel group is largely dysfunctional. When a chain of 

command does not work and subordinates disobey superiors, a rebel organization can easily be 

defeated and comes apart.  

   On the other hand, even though formal institutionalized hierarchy is functionally indispensable 

for an organization, it is often targeted as an object of contestation among incumbents and non-
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leadership members. These formal rules of games result in unequal benefits for those who occupy 

top positions of the organization and those in subordinate positions. In addition, under normal 

conditions, these formal arrangements tend to be self-reinforced because the institutionalized 

hierarchy “can dispense rewards and punishments to prevent challenges to that authority” 

(Mclauchlin and Pearlman, 2012, p.44). By definition, the preexisting organizational arrangements 

favor those with authority in the organization more than non-leadership members. This is 

especially true for social status, which is “not only a means to end but also an end in itself” 

(Huberman, Loch, and Önçüler, 2004, p.103). Formal organizational hierarchy inevitably gives 

rise to status conflicts in groups. Recent scholarship on organizational life shows that the striving 

for status is endemic to organizational members (Bendersky and Hays, 2012).  

  We suggest that status conflicts exert a more significant negative effect on the ethnic rebel 

group’s cohesiveness in the early stage of the insurgent. First, nascent rebel groups are more likely 

to witness organizational splits because power holders’ entitlement to rule and lead have not been 

fully accepted as legitimate among the group members. To be viewed as legitimate leaders, leaders 

must demonstrate their competence and skills that contribute to the group’s success: these skillful 

leaders must be able to assuring the supply of resources, winning the battles against the group’s 

enemy, and resolving internal disputes. In other words, the legitimacy of the preexisting hierarchy 

is largely a function of the group performance on the ground. However, technically, it takes a 

significant amount of time for leaders of incipient organizations to engage in a set of activities that 

can signal his/her competence. Hence, it is more challenging to convince other group members to 

take the rule of current leaders as granted during the initial stages of the insurgency. Instead, 

compliance at this moment is mainly because of top-down monitoring systems that provide awards 

and punishments. Low hierarchy legitimacy thus results in an unstable order where non-leadership 
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members who are less likely to be satisfied with the status quo are more inclined to support change 

that revises the distribution of formal power among organizational members. Given the capacity 

of those at the top of the organizational hierarchy to punish dissidents, non-leadership members 

would wait for an opportunity that they are able to rearrange the formal hierarchy toward their own 

benefit.  

   Second, organizational splits are more likely to occur in incipient rebel groups because of the 

information problem with regard to the bargaining failure. High-power leaders can make 

concessions (e.g., promotion) to low-ranked negotiators to accommodate the latter’s interests and 

thus avoid more costly internal status conflicts. The prevalence of such incentive structure within 

organizations shows that many hierarchical groups can success through this conflict dampening 

bargaining process (Magee et al., 2007). However, in the initial stages of insurgencies, when 

groups of individuals with diverse backgrounds come together to build a rebel organization, they 

are less familiar with each other. Consequently, at this moment, actors are more likely to be 

uncertain about the relative size of power base among different factions. Moreover, under this 

circumstance, actors have incentives to misrepresent their private information of waging a 

successful flight to get a better deal. Because of this information problem, it is harder to reach a 

settlement that both sides would prefer to the costs of internal conflicts (Fearon, 1995). The covert 

nature of informal power makes the problem of information asymmetries worse. Because of a lack 

of formal power, challengers are prone to use informal power to target their high-power 

counterparts. Although organizational hierarchy can clearly express the distribution of formal 

power, informal power is based on less clear-cut configurations of informal interpersonal network. 

As a result, it is quite difficult for both incumbents and dissidents to gauge the degree of power 
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disparities between each other, which decreases the odds of settlement. The bargaining failure 

therefore cannot mitigate the risk of status conflicts.  

   We further argue that whether to join a splinter group is contingent on the organization’s ranks 

given a leadership dispute. As we have discussed, intra-organizational hierarchy creates cleavages 

between leaders and subordinates by producing an unequal distribution of political benefits. 

Consequently, subordinates have strong incentives to challenge incumbent leaders when certain 

opportunities become available. The existing literature has suggested three circumstances under 

which subordinates can take advantage of the opportunities to challenge the established leaders. 

First, dissatisfied subordinates are prone to initiate a leadership struggle when an organization’s 

authority holders are removed by a foreign sponsor (Tamm, 2016). Because “nearly half of all 

rebel groups active after WWII are believed to have received support from foreign states” (Tamm, 

2016, p.599), the way in which foreign sponsors support the rebel group has a profound impact on 

the opportunity structure facing potential challengers. When external sponsors stop providing 

resources to incumbents, subordinates are motivated to seize the organization’s formal power.  

Second, when an ethnic rebel organization experienced battlefield losses, an internal struggle for 

power often takes place (Christia, 2012). A failure of military operations usually weakens the 

capacity of incumbents to exert control over subordinates. The leaders may ran out of resources to 

publish disobeyed subordinates, which creates an opportunity of engaging in an internal power 

struggle. Third, a leadership dispute occurs when certain subordinated factions manage to cultivate 

a support network that is strong enough to approach the strength of incumbent’s power base 

(Mosinger, 2018). That is, with the relative growth of a challenger’s power base (e.g., an increase 

of new recruitment and operational networks), we are more likely to witness an internal 

contestation over the leadership.  



12 
 

  The internal conflict thus creates winners and losers. The results of the power contestation is 

largely determined by the relative balance of power between incumbents and challengers (Tamm, 

2016; Mosinger, 2018). When challengers successfully overthrow the incumbents and seize the 

power, the previous leaders lose the control of the organization. The change of the status hierarchy 

thus generate resentment among the recently disenfranchised former leaders (Petersen, 2002). 

These individuals have a strong desire to reestablish the former hierarchy and restore their 

privileged positions. However, because they have been defeated in the struggle for power, they are 

unable to reorder status relations. The feeling of resentment thus creates powerful incentives to 

form a splinter entity. On the other hand, if challengers lose the battle of the internal struggle, they 

will be certainly severely punished by their superordinate comrades and are far less likely to 

achieve upward mobility within the organization. Given the gloomy prospect, these subordinates 

have a stronger motivation to exit from the rebel organization and create a splinter group.  

Background 

  The transformation of the Imperial China from empire to nation-state gave rise to modern 

Mongolian nationalist movements. Mongols were the key allies of the Qing Empire (1644 - 1911). 

The Manchu rulers of the Qing divided Mongolia into two parts: Inner Mongolia and Outer 

Mongolia. Inner Mongolia was further divided into “banners ruled by a hereditary nobility that 

had no power above them but the Beijing Court of Dependencies (lifan yuan)” (Atwood, 1992, 

p.3). In contrast, Outer Mongolia “was ruled indirectly, via the military governors of Urga, 

Uliasutai and Khobdo” (Sneath, 2008, p.88). The Qing Empire established a complex 

administrative system to control Inner Mongolia, which is called the “banner/league” institution.3 

                                                        
3 A banner combined civilian and military functions. According to Atwood, “Inner Mongolian banners averaged about 
3000-8000 members in the high steppe, and 15,000-25,000 near to China proper, and their territory covered hundreds 
of square miles” (Atwood, 2002, p.24). 
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There were 49 banners in Inner Mongolia and adjacent banners were organized into a league. With 

the exception of the Chakhar Banners, Tumed Banners, and four pasture banners,4 “the realm of 

Inner Mongolia was divided into four eastern (Jerim, Josotu, Juu Uda, and Shili-yin Gool leagues) 

and two western leagues (Ulaanchab and Yekhe Juu leagues)” (Wang, 2015, p.1650). Both banners 

and leagues were under the leadership of the Jasag nobles – “a descendent of the Borjigin family 

(the Golden lineage descended from Genghis Khan)” (Wang, 2015, p.1652).  

   After the overthrow of the Qing dynasty in 1911 and the establishment of a Han Chinese republic 

in China, nobles in Mongolia proper (i.e., the Outer Mongolia) immediately declared independence 

under the sponsorship by Russians. Throughout the early 1910s, in Inner Mongolia, there had been 

sporadic rebellions occurred in Hulun Buir5  or Bargu (a borderland region that was heavily 

influenced by Russia because of the Russian-operated Chinese Eastern Railway), Kheshigten, 

Chakhar, and Khorchin Left-Flank (Chang, 2012, pp.285-287). These banners maintained de facto 

autonomy and were closely allied to Outer Mongolia. In particular, all ethnic rebellions were 

highly localized and there was no unified ethnic mobilizations during this period. Moreover, these 

insurgencies were led by traditional nobles who did not justify their political claims by invoking a 

modern nationalist ideology – a national community that is composed of equal citizens. In short, 

Inner Mongolia’s nationalist movements during this period were essentially what Hobsbawm 

called “proto-nationalism” (Hobsbawm, 2012).  

   The situation changed dramatically when the republic regime in Beijing was torn apart because 

of an increasing level of political fragmentation after the early 1910s. The rise of warlordism 

throughout China greatly worsened the tension between Mongols and the Han Chinese in Inner 

                                                        
4 These Banners constituted the so-called “neishu menggu” in which “Mongols were not ruled by hereditary jasag 
nobles but by imperial appointees” (Wang, 2015, p.1650).  
5 Administratively, Hulun Buir was not a part of Inner Mongolia in the Qing Empire. Instead, it was treated as “a 
remote provincial garrison of the Manchurian provinces” (Atwood, 2002, p.63).  
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Mongolia. To extract more sources for the purpose of financing warfare, these Han Chinese 

warlords who controlled parts of Inner Mongolia (e.g., Feng Yuxiang, Yan Xishan, and Zhang 

Zuolin) promoted more radical land cultivation projects that attracted more Han Chinese migrants. 

The increasing inflow of Han Chinese migrants into lands hitherto exclusively reserved for the 

Mongols led to more intense competitions over local resources between Han Chinese settlers and 

Mongols (Wang, 2015, pp.1672-1676). The collective grievances widely felt among Mongols were 

exacerbated given a more tightened political centralization under the Han Chinese warlords that 

stripped the precedent regional autonomy of Mongols under the “banner/league” institution (Wang, 

2015, pp.1669-1672).  

   The year of 1925 was a watershed of Inner Mongolia’s nationalist movements. In that year, a 

group of Inner Mongolian nationalists formed the so-called “Inner Mongolian People's 

Revolutionary Party” (IMPRP), which was an unprecedented form of political organization - it 

united actors from different banners and leagues for the first time. More importantly, this was the 

first political organization that explicitly aimed at self-determination for all Mongols in Inner 

Mongolia. The IMPRP encompassed a number of individuals who were different in a variety of 

ways. First, this nascent party was composed of a set of subgroups that came from different regions 

– Eastern Mongolian intellectuals mostly from Kharachin of Josotu, the Eastern Border People’s 

Party (EBPP) from Hulun Buir,6 and the duguiliang activists from Yekhe Juu7 (Atwood, 2002, 

pp.77-242).  As we will show, these regions varied considerably in terms of their socioeconomic 

circumstances.  In contrast to former three subgroups that drawn members mainly from a specific 

                                                        
6 The EBPP was first founded by the members of the Hulun Buir Students Association in 1923/1924 or earlier (Atwood, 
2002, p.161) and later it merged with the IMPRP in the fall of 1925 (Atwood, 2002, p.271).  
7 According to Atwood, the term duguiliang literally means “circles.” These organizations were community-based 
grass-roots viailante groups that came from “their custom of sitting in a circle when they met … When signing their 
names they also signed them in a circle. By doing so no leader could be singled out for punishment by the authorities” 
(Atwood, 1992, pp.1-2).  
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region, there was a fourth subgroup8 that mainly included Mongols who had joined the Communist 

Party in 1924 or 1925 (Atwood, 2002, pp.278-322). Members of this subgroup came from 

“virtually every banner where the new school movement had taken root” (Atwood, 2000, p.83). 

Second, party members exhibited considerable differences in their age. Although the duguiliang 

leaders mostly born before 1880 while a majority of Mongolian members of the Communist Party 

born after 1900. Third, the IMPRP was compose of Mongolian nationalists from different social 

classes. On the one hand, there were party members like Erkhimbatu and Fumingtai who came 

from their banner’s wealthy ruling-class families. On the other hand, the party also included 

Mongols who were certainly poor. For example, the Kharachin Bai Haifeng “had to leave the 

Normal School and return to Kharachin because his family could not pay the fees” (Atwood, 2002, 

p.280). Finally, above differences in birth place, age, and class status resulted in a divergence of 

ideology within the IMPRP. Eastern Inner Mongolian intellectuals viewed the national revolution 

as a struggle to liberate all Mongols while Western Mongolian duguiliang leaders concentrated 

their attention on more parochial issues of their banners (Atwood, 1992). Moreover, the youngest 

Mongolian generation of the IMPRP were more sympathetic to left-wing ideologies and support 

class warfare than their older generation comrades (Atwood, 2002, pp.278-279).  

   Despite aforementioned differences, these Mongols with distinct backgrounds were able to form 

a unified political organization thanks to the crucial financial and organizational aid of the Soviet 

Union. To break the blockade on the eastside of its territory, during the early 1920s, the Soviets 

invested a large amount of resources to build an alliance with the Mongolian People’s 

Revolutionary Party in Outer Mongolia, the Kuomintang (KMT) and CCP in China, and the 

warlord Feng Yuxiang in the western part of Inner Mongolia (Isaacs, 2009). Under the sponsorship 

                                                        
8 This subgroup formed the Youth Party in 1925 and later merged with the IMPRP under the coordination of the 
Communist International representative Oshirov (Atwood, 2002, p.492).  
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of this alliance,9 a broad coalition of Inner Mongolian nationalists formed the IMPRP and later 

built up an independent military force (Atwood, 2002, pp.503-532). The short-term goal of this 

alliance was to drive the army of a warlord Zhang Zuolin out of Inner Mongolia. However, the 

anti-Zhang alliance experienced a series of battlefield losses between 1926 and 1927. The failure 

of the military struggle led to disputes in the IMPRP’s leadership about the usefulness of alliance 

with Feng. The dispute immediately escalated into an intra-organizational fight between the pro-

Soviet and the pro-KMT factions. The pro-Soviet faction was headed by the Hulun Buir Merse, 

who was the secretary of the IMPRP’s Central Committee. The pro-KMT faction was led by the 

Kharachin Bai Yunti, who was the chairman of the IMPRP’s Central Committee. In August 1927, 

at a Special Congress in Outer Mongolia’s capital, the Comintern representative Amugayev “got 

an almost entirely new left-wing Central Committee elected” (Atwood, 1992, p.17) and Bai Yunti 

escaped to Inner Mongolia and built up a splinter group. This organizational split significantly 

weakened the IMPRP and contributed to the dissolution of the party afterward. Note that there was 

merely a two-year span between the formation and the split of the IMPRP. In other words, by the 

year 1927, the IMPRP was still in the early stages of the insurgency.  

Empirical Analysis  

Data and Variables  

  The unit of analysis of our study is individual elite member of the IMPRP. A list of 52 individuals 

is taken from the canonical book titled Young Mongols and Vigilantes in Inner Mongolia's 

Interregnum Decades by a leading historian of the modern Inner Mongolia (Atwood, 2002). More 

specifically, the list includes “all presidium members and all known Central Committee members 

of the PRPIM (1924-1928) with their … guards regiments commanders, all known EBPP 

                                                        
9 The alliance was coordinated by the Communist International (Comintern).  
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presidium members and secretaries, all PRPIM and EBPP representatives to the MPRP, the major 

Youth Party leaders … and the major party and military leaders in those banners where the party 

held power for a significant period of time” (Atwood, 2002). We choose this list of elite members 

of the IMPRP as a sample for statistical analyses because these individuals constituted the core of 

the party. By definition, presidium members and Central Committee members formed the 

leadership group of the organization. In addition, because both EBPP and Youth Party had been 

merged with the IMPRP, their leaders served as crucial intra-organizational leaders of these two 

subgroups. Moreover, the IMPRP’s ability to survive and initiate military operations mostly relied 

on the financial aid of Soviet Union and the military support of local vigilantes. Therefore, those 

members as diplomats and local paramilitary leaders are extremely important for the party. In short, 

this sample includes all elite members of the IMPRP between 1925 and 1928.  

    The dependent variable is binary, indicating whether an IMPRP elite member left the party and 

joined a splinter group led by Bai Yunti, who was now the former chairman of the IMPRP’s Central 

Committee, after a new Central Committee came to power under the support of the Comintern 

representative Amugayev in August 1927. The detailed information is drawn from Young Mongols 

and Vigilantes in Inner Mongolia's Interregnum Decades.  

   To construct the independent variable, we code the formal organizational ranks as an ordinal 

variable: “1” represents the non-leadership roles, “2” denotes members of the Central Committee, 

and “3” indicates the status as a member of the presidium – the top decision-making body of the 

IMPRP. Put otherwise, all party members in the sample had been ranked as a three-level hierarchy. 

Note that we code the ranks of these individual prior to the occurrence of the organizational split 

in August 1927. With regard to other control variables, we collect the flowing information for each 

of 52 IMPRP elite members: age, banner of birth, league of birth, socioeconomic status of parents, 
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the type of first job, modern schools that member had attended, the level of education, and the 

affiliated political organization prior to joining the IMPRP. The information is taken from Young 

Mongols and Vigilantes in Inner Mongolia's Interregnum Decades. We supplement the data by 

consulting a number of published source materials including nei meng gu wenshi ziliao [Inner 

Mongolia’s Cultural and Historical Materials] series, nei menggu yinglie zhuan [Biographies of 

Inner Mongolia’s Glorious Martyrs], and min’guo renwu da cidian [The Big Biographical 

Dictionary of Republican China]. Unfortunately, in regard to age, we are only able to identify 33 

of 52 IMPRP elite members, which generates a substantial percentage of missing data (nearly 37% 

of the entire sample). As a consequence, we do not control for age in our regression models.  

  Based on the information about the league of birth, we construct three dummies - Hulun Buir, 

Eastern Inner Mongolia, and Western Inner Mongolia. Geographically, Eastern Mongolia includes 

Jirim League, Josotu League, Juu Uda League, and Chahar while Western Mongolia encompasses 

Tumed, Ulaanchab League, and Yekhe Juu League (it was also called Ordos). We differentiate 

Hulun Buir from other regions since Hulun Buir had been treated as a separate administrative 

region since the Qing Empire. We focus on inter-regional differences because historians have 

suggested localism within Mongols intensified tension between IMPRP elites from different 

regions. For instance, the Mongols of Eastern Inner Mongolia and the Kharachin banners in 

particular, were strongly influenced the state-led modernization since the early 20th century and 

produced more “enlightenment”- oriented intellectuals. Most of these new elites attended modern 

schools and viewed a popular religion among Mongols – Buddhism – as a backward cultural 

practice. In contrast, a majority of duguiliang leaders from the Western Inner Mongolia like Ordos 

were lamas who served as leaders of local religious communities. In fact, within the party, “much 

tension arose from the condescending attitude of the East Mongols towards Ordos herdsmen” 
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(Atwood, 1992, p.22). Therefore, it is possible that an individual’s decision-making in terms of 

whether to stay in the rebel organization was closely associated with the region in which the person 

born.  

  We also combine socioeconomic status of parents and the type of first job as a proxy of the 

individual’s social class when the person joined the IMPRP. More specially, we code the variable 

“class” as “0” when the party member was from a non-elite class and the variable is coded as “1” 

if the person came from an elite class. If an individual was from a local noble family, or a wealthy 

family, or a family of the banner’s bureaucrats (i.e., the person’s father worked as an official in 

the banner’s yamen), or the person worked as a local religious authority figure, we classify this 

individual as a member of the elite classes. Disparities between different social classes may give 

rise to the resentment of Mongols from the lower classes. For instance, members of the Youth 

Party faction were poorer than the Nationalist faction that later joined the splinter entity (Atwood, 

2002, pp.280-281). As a result, the Youth Party faction saw the Nationalist faction for “the rich 

and the nobles” (Atwood, 2002, p.418). Hence, we include this variable as a test of the competing 

hypothesis that differences in class account for the reason why some members left and joined a 

splinter group.  

  In addition to localism and class as a potential source of schism, we also examines the influence 

of ideology on a party member’s decision to join a splinter group. Ideological disagreement on 

how to advance the nationalist agenda often results in political fragmentation within nationalist 

movements (Pearlman, 2011; Bakke, Cunningham, and Seymour, 2012; Seymour, Bakke, and 

Cunningham, 2016; Krause, 2017). Likewise, different political preferences may also lead to 

internal dissension within a particular ethnic rebel group. We use two variables as proxies of these 

ideological differences. First, we employ the level of education to approximate the intensity of 
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nationalist sentiment. Studies show that there is a strong correlation between mass literacy and the 

level of nationalist feelings among the population. Anecdotic evidence supports this argument in 

the case of Inner Mongolia. Few duguiliang leaders from the Western Inner Mongolia had attended 

modern schools and most of them tended to embrace a more parochial view of Mongolian 

nationalism. They prioritized the control over their banners over the political liberation of all 

Mongols. On the other hand, highly educated Eastern Inner Mongolian intellectuals gave the 

priority to the Pan-Mongolism - self-determination for Mongols as a whole. Furthermore, 

following McLauchlin (2015), we also measure difference political preferences using prior 

membership of political organization. In the case of the IMPRP, we add two dummies that denotes 

whether the person had participated in the Youth Party and the EBPP, respectively.  

Regression Results  

Results of logistic regression of whether to join the splinter group as a dependent variable are 

reported in Table 1. From this table, one can see that intra-organizational ranks rather than any 

individual-level characteristic is statistically associated with joining the splinter group. This 

pattern is consistent across different model specification. In particular, those IMPRP members 

who once occupied the positions at the top of the formal hierarchy before the organizational split 

were more likely to participate a splinter group. On the contrary, ideological differences measured 

by the level of education, social class, and localism measured by league of birth do not directly 

predict the individual’s decision-making in terms of whether to join the splinter entity.   

  To illustrate substantive effects, we simulate the predicted probabilities of joining the splinter 

group based on the model in the column 4 of Table 1. To take into account the uncertainty 

associated with predicted values, we use the shaded region to indicate 95% confidence intervals 

of the predicted probabilities. We plot the substantive effects in Figure 1. Intra-organizational 
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ranks stands out in terms of the substantive effect: holding other variables at their mean levels, a 

change from occupying a non-leadership position to a presidium position results in an increase in 

the probability of joining a splinter entity from lower than 10% to above 75%. 

Table 1: The Effect on Joining the Splinter Group 

 Joining the Splinter Group 
         (1)                       (2)                     (3)                    (4) 

Intercept -2.983*** -1.443 -2.584 -2.128 
 (0.840) (1.718) (2.102) (2.577) 

Rank 1.395*** 2.009*** 1.975*** 1.947*** 
 (0.454) (0.617) (0.694) (0.698) 

Education level  -1.145 -0.964 -1.060 
  (0.816) (1.129) (1.171) 

Class   0.644 0.562 
   (1.533) (1.580) 

Western Inner Mongolia    -0.415 
    (1.489) 

N 45 40 35 35 
Log Likelihood -22.889 -16.398 -13.416 -13.377 
AIC 49.779 38.796 34.833 36.754 
***p < .01; **p < .05; *p < .1 
 
 
 
  Since we suggest that challengers tend to use their informal power or informal interpersonal 

network to challenge incumbents who have formal power, we also present descriptive evidence to 

show that there was an inter-elite network with tight-knit subgroups outside the leadership 

positions within the organization.  

  In addition to gather information about individual characteristics of the IMPRP’s elite members, 

we leverage machine coding to extract interpersonal interaction information from Young Mongols 

and Vigilantes in Inner Mongolia's Interregnum Decades. This book details formal and informal 

inter-elite interactions before and after the establishment of the IMPRP based on a variety of 
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unique sources including in classified materials stored at the Central Historical Archives of the 

Mongolian People’s Revolutionary Party in Mongolia’s capital of Ulaanbaatar. This 1170-page 

book with more than 462,000 words thus provides us detailed descriptions of how future IMPRP 

elites interacted with each other and were able to build up a political coalition that later became 

the IMPRP.  

Figure 1: The Effect of Intra-organizational Ranks 

 

   While coding the interpersonal relationship from this vast among of text data seems daunting, 

we are able to use modern text analysis toolkit to extract elite names and their interactions from 

text data. In the Part One of the book, Christopher Atwood describes inter-elite social ties before 

the formation of the IMPRP in the first six chapters. In particular, Chapter 1, 2, 4 and 6 represent 

interpersonal connections between Eastern Inner Mongolian party members, members from Hulun 
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Buir, the duguiliang activists, and the Youth Party, respectively. We can therefore conveniently 

use these chapters as unit of analysis to construct inter-elite social networks. First, we digitize the 

book by the Optical character recognition (OCR) technology and extract elite name mentions in 

each of the six chapters. Second, all elites mentioned in the same chapter are assigned a linkage 

among them. With six chapters, we generate six layers of networks.  While some elites only operate 

within a given faction, some others have both within and inter-faction ties. Figure 2 depicts these 

interpersonal social ties as networks linking a number of future IMPRP members before the 

formation of the party.  

Figure 2: Network of the IMPRP Elite Members (1911-1925)

 

We then employ a widely used network clustering method — Louvain modularity-based 

Community Detection (Newman 2004) —and discover three main interpersonal cliques (see 
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Figure 3) among the Mongolian elites. In addition to the communities, we also assess the level of 

connection for each actor (node) and identify the degree of centrality, closeness, and brokerage 

among these elites.  

Figure 3: Three Cliques within the Network of IMPRP Elite Members 

 

  Through a statistical analysis (the results are available upon the request), we find that of these 

three identified cliques, only one of them – we label this clique as Clique 3 - were significantly 

more likely to be included into the presidium (see Figure 4). Other two tight-knit cliques are 

excluded from the leadership positions. This finding thus confirm our argument that informal 
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interpersonal network can serve as resources for challengers to initiate a leadership dispute even 

if challengers usually do not have formal power within the organization.  

Figure 4: The Effect of the Dominant Clique 

 

 

Conclusion  

This paper’s analysis shows the impact of intra-organizational relations on the ethnic rebel group 

individual member’s decision-making in regard to whether to join a splinter entity. It finds that the 

rebel group’s formal ranks exert significant negative impact on the member’s behavior in the early 

stage of the insurgency. Finally, challengers occupying the bottom of the formal hierarchy can 

leverage informal social networks to initiate leadership disputes.  
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  The politics of organizational splits deserves further research. First, we need a better 

understanding of how intra-organizational relations structure the individual-level behavior. Our 

relational perspective on ethnic rebel group’s internal politics should be extended by investigating 

the influence of organizational role, which means “a position defined by the skills it possess, it 

practices or assigned tasks, its objectives, and its relations to other roles” (Parkinson and Zaks, 

2018, p.273). It is possible that some roles are more vulnerable to the risk of defection than others. 

Second, future research needs to specify how external opportunity interacts with internal status 

hierarchy to affect the individual’s decision-making. Our arguments presuppose the circumstance 

that certain opportunities are available for internal dissidents. It would be interesting to probe 

whether different types of opportunities would lead to distinct types of outcomes given the relative 

intra-organizational status. Third, a next step is to explore how formal ranks and informal relations 

interact to shape patterns of behavior. That is, we have not examined whether those individuals 

who occupy low-ranked positions but enjoy more informal power are especially likely to challenge 

the incumbents (Anicich et al., 2016).  
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