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Probabilities of Contingent Events
In the prior section, each of the events had outcomes that were independent of each other. 
Although one coin toss will not normally affect the outcome of a second toss, in political 
events, the first outcome will frequently affect the second. For example, the occurrence of 
a Category 5 hurricane affects the probability that the levees will be topped in New Orleans. 
Although in general, the probability of the levees being topped is only 1/300,7 in the case 
of a Category 5 hurricane, the probability increases to nearly 1.0.

As social scientists, this understanding of independent probabilities forms the basis of 
our discussion of contingent probabilities. At the heart of political science is our desire to 
answer “Why?” questions. We assume that effects have causes, and we want to be able to 
identify them. The way that we do that is by showing that there is a difference between 
what we see and what we would expect to see if our effect were independent of our cause. 
If the probabilities do not appear to be independent of each other, we can begin to get 
answers to our “Why?” questions. Our effects appear to be contingent on our causes.

For example, the revolts that occurred in Tunisia, Egypt, and Libya in 2011 raised a ques-
tion about why some countries are more likely to engage in internal domestic war than oth-
ers. We might posit that the level of political competition affects the likelihood of internal 
conflict. On one extreme, among democracies, we would expect that the ability to participate 
in political dialogue should minimize the probability of civil war. At the other extreme, among 
repressed regimes, the control of the state should keep the people from being able to organize 
a revolt. The government need only confine the opposition because it is difficult to organize 
opposition from prison. In the middle, we would expect citizens to have more grievances than 
in democratic countries, but be more capable of revolting than in repressed countries.

Table 9.3 Proportional Population of Regions by Gender

Source: Howden, Lindsay M., and Julie A. Meyer, “Age and Sex Composition: 2010,” U.S. Census Bureau, 2011. www.census 
.gov/prod/cen2010/briefs/c2010br-03.pdf.

Region Men Women Total

Northeast (0.181)(0.507) = 0.092 0.181
(54,924,779)

Midwest 0.219
(66,561,448)

South 0.367
(111,718,549)

West 0.233
(70,854,948)

P(X)
(N)

0.493
(149,924,604)

0.507
(154,135,120)

1.000
(304,059,724)


