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Abstract
What are the causes and what are the consequences of ethnic power-sharing? Existing
research generally agrees that ethnic coalitions decrease the likelihood of civil war. However,
most scholars of power-sharing claim that political elites from different ethnic groups rarely
form coalitions and that these coalitions are inherently unstable unless so-called powersharing institutions provide incentives for cooperation. Since most studies of power-sharing
do not measure coalitions directly, it remains unclear how accurate these claims are. This
thesis complements existing research by adopting a theoretical and empirical approach that
explicitly centers on elite behavior. Using global data on the government access of ethnic
elites, the thesis explores what type of coalitions these actors form and how long their powersharing pacts endure. Exploiting the variation in the ethnic composition of governments,
this thesis also contributes novel insights to the study of democratization and civil war.
More specifically, the empirical results indicate that ethnic elites frequently form oversized
coalitions because they fear future defections by their co-ethnics and violent revolutions by
members of excluded ethnic groups. Accordingly, ethnic coalitions are less stable than monoethnic governments. There is only limited evidence that so-called power-sharing institutions
influence these dynamics. Since ethnic coalitions are usually unstable and elites face higher
risks when they lose power in dictatorships, large elite coalitions are more likely to embrace
democratization in order to lower their personal risks. For the same reasons, ethnic coalitions
stabilize democratic regimes. Finally, this thesis finds that ethnic coalitions mainly reduce
the risk of territorial civil war but neither have a positive nor a negative effect on conflicts
over government power.
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Zusammenfassung
Diese Arbeit untersucht die Ursachen und Folgen ethnischer Machtteilung. Bestehende
Forschungsergebnisse weisen auf die friedensstiftenden Auswirkungen zwischenethnischer
Koalitionen hin. Allerdings bezweifeln viele Forscher, dass politische Eliten ohne besondere
institutionelle Anreize Koalitionen eingehen und dass diese Bestand haben. Da die meisten
Studien Machtteilung nur indirekt messen, ist unklar, ob diese theoretischen Vorhersagen
haltbar sind. Diese Dissertation untersucht das Verhalten von Eliten in multi-ethnischen
Staaten theoretisch und empirisch mit Hilfe globaler Daten über die Regierungsbeteiligung
von Vertretern ethnischer Gruppen. Diese Herangehensweise enthüllt neue Erkenntisse zu
den Ursachen ethnischer Machtteilung, insbesondere den Beweggründen für die Bildung
von Koalitionen und deren Beständigkeit. Zudem beantwortet der Vergleich verschiedener
Machtkonstellationen in den Exekutivorganen multi-ethnischer Staaten offene Fragen in der
Demokratie- und Bürgerkriegsforschung. Die empirischen Analysen zeigen, dass politische Eliten verschiedener ethnischer Gruppen entgegen bestehender Erwartungen regelmässig Koalitionen bilden, die deutlich mehr als 50 Prozent der Bevölkerung vertreten. Diese
Koalitionen sichern die Machtpositionen der Eliten selbst dann, wenn Unterstützer abtrünnig werden oder ausgeschlossene Eliten versuchen, gewaltsam an die Regierungsmacht zu
gelangen. Da Eliten Koalitionen in der Erwartung zukünftiger Instabilität bilden, sind diese
jedoch deutlich instabiler als mono-ethnische Regierungskonstellationen in etablierten Nationalstaaten. Diese Studie findet nur wenige Anhaltspunkte für die Wirksamkeit formaler
Institutionen in der Bildung und Erhaltung multi-ethnischer Koalitionen. Die Instabilität
dieser Koalitionen und die höheren Risiken, die mit einem Machtverlust in autoritären Regimen verbunden sind, lässt Eliten multi-ethnischer Koalitionen aufgeschlossener gegenüber
demokratischen Regierungsformen sein als Mitglieder mono-ethnischer Regierungen. Aus
denselben Gründen erhöht die Machtteilung zwischen Vertretern verschiedener ethnischer
Gruppen die Überlebensdauer demokratischer Staaten. Zuletzt zeigen die empirischen Resultate, dass multi-ethnische Koalitionen hauptsächlich das Risiko von sogenannten territorialen Bürgerkriegen senken, jedoch weder einen positiven noch einen negativen Einfluss auf
innerstaatliche Konflikte zur Regierungsform und -beteiligung ausüben.
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CHAPTER

1
Introduction

The formation of a grand coalition cabinet or an alternative form of elite cartel
is the appropriate response to the internal crisis of fragmentation into hostile
subcultures.
– Lijphart (1969, 215)
“England,” said Disraeli, “does not love coalitions.” Neither does a multiethnic
polity.
– Horowitz (2000, 440)
On July 9, 2011, the inhabitants of the southern half of war-torn Sudan declared their independence in a referendum, and the Sudanese People’s Liberation Movement (SPLM) that
had fought for partition from the north between 1983 and 2005 now formed the government.1
The SPLM united different political factions in a power-sharing pact under the presidency
of Salva Kiir from the Dinka group. Despite strong international commitment to the new
government and considerable financial support from donor countries, the government coalition broke down and split along ethnic lines at the end of 2013. President Kiir accused
his deputy Riek Machar from the Nuer group of plotting a coup and attempting to seize
power for himself. In turn, Machar fled the capital and fighting between Dinka and Nuer
tribesmen broke out in several parts of the country. News reports indicate that more than
1,000 people have been killed by the violence and almost one million had to flee their homes.
Although President Kiir ruled out any sort of power-sharing solution at the beginning of the
1

The following example is based on reports from the BBC, the New York Times, and the International
Crisis Group.

1

crisis, international observers and human rights activists immediately called for exactly that
conflict resolution strategy. Going beyond another brittle deal between the two strongmen,
the commentators demanded “an inclusive national dialogue” and lamented the lack of truly
“competent institutions of governance.” 2
This thesis argues that the key to understanding the events in South Sudan is the behavior
of political elites from different ethnic groups. The preferences and decisions of ethnic leaders
such as Salva Kiir and Riek Machar matter for the formation and dissolution of power-sharing
coalitions in ethnically divided societies around the world. Moreover, they influence whether
or not a country adopts democratic procedures and whether or not peace prevails. My
argument challenges a large number of studies that claim that elite behavior can be captured
and manipulated with the right kind of institutional rules. On the contrary, this thesis argues
that institutions rarely constrain elite behavior, and generally influence outcomes such as
democratization and conflict through other theoretical mechanisms.
The debate about how to arrive at power-sharing, and how to preserve coalitions is
important because the events in South Sudan are just the most recent example of the horrific
consequences of civil wars. In the past decade, violent clashes over state power have caused
enormous human suffering in Afghanistan, Pakistan, Iraq, Ivory Coast, the Central African
Republic, and several other countries.3 Following Lijphart’s advice in the quote above,
the international community often attempts to convince the adversaries to form a powersharing coalition. Binningsbø summarizes the widely-held belief in the efficacy of this conflict
resolution strategy:
Almost as a panacea it has been introduced in numerous war-affected countries
and is often recommended as a political solution to overcome deep divisions between groups. Researchers, mediators and policy-makers applaud such solutions
as forward-looking, peace-strengthening and democratic.4
Yet power-sharing is not always successful as the failed coalition between Salva Kiir and
Riek Machar demonstrates. Horowitz’ quote above reflects a general skepticism towards the
success chances of coalitions between elites from different ethnic groups. My main concern
2

Kumar (2014) and Ajak (2014).
Ghobarah, Huth and Russett (2003) discuss the many negative consequences of civil wars.
4
Binningsbø (2013, p.89).
3

2

in this study is whether or not this skepticism and the generally positive evaluation of the
effects of power-sharing are justified. In other words, this thesis explores the causes and
consequences of ethnic power-sharing. By focusing on the preferences of ethnic elites such as
Kiir and Machar, their interactions with each other, and their relations to their co-ethnics,
this thesis consciously adopts a behavioral perspective. In the analysis of the causes of powersharing, it relaxes the unitary actor assumption with respect to ethnic groups. The resulting
uncertainty about the true distribution of power between and within ethnic groups frequently
compels their leaders to form oversized coalitions, contrary to Horowitz’ expectation. At the
same time, the origin of elite uncertainty – that is, the possibility of defections by co-ethnics
and rival elites – reduces the life expectancy of power-sharing coalitions such as the one
between Kiir and Machar below the level of mono-ethnic governments.
Turning towards the consequences of ethnic power-sharing, the thesis evaluates the impact of ethnic coalitions on two normatively desirable outcomes, namely democracy and
peace. In both analyses the thesis again relaxes the unitary actor assumption by exploring the interactions of elites from multiple ethnic groups in a power-sharing coalition. In
contrast to political economy approaches that explain democratization as the result of a
struggle between undivided elites and the masses, this thesis argues that power-sharing ethnic coalitions increase the chances of democratization relative to mono-ethnic governments.
Since the former are more likely to fail than the latter, elites in power-sharing coalitions who
are constantly uncertain about their own power position prefer the opposition benches in
democracies to imprisonment, torture, or even death, which are frequently the result of losing
power under authoritarian rule. With respect to civil war, this thesis goes beyond the typical
conceptualization of a violent contest between one government and one rebel group. Instead,
it explores the consequences of the fear of defection held by elites within the executive, and
the reaction of other excluded groups who observe the formation of a coalition between the
current government and a rebellious ethnic group. The main argument of the chapter is that
a new coalition partner strengthens the current government through the addition of new
fighters and local expertise. This increase in capacity deters outside challenges, but if the
coalition becomes too large, defections lead to its often violent dissolution.
Earlier studies of power-sharing also discuss the role of ethnic elites, their interactions
3

in power-sharing coalitions, and its consequences, but they differ in key respects from the
theoretical approach of this thesis. In the following, I briefly introduce two central theories
of power-sharing before I highlight the contrasts to my own theoretical argument. In one
of the earliest studies of power-sharing, Lijphart identifies grand coalitions among ethnic
leaders as the key instrument in guaranteeing peace between members of their respective
groups. In the same analysis, he attributes the origins of elite cooperation to statesmanship
– that is, the willingness of elites to compromise in order to avoid large-scale violence.5
Throughout this thesis, I refer to this view as the “optimistic approach to power-sharing.”
The power-thirsty behavior of Kiir and Machar in South Sudan does not lend much support
to this perspective, and most subsequent research on power-sharing has rejected it. Horowitz
formulates the alternative behavioral perspective when he argues that members of one ethnic
group often perceive other groups’ losses as their own gains.6 Political elites who are usually
interested in improving their own power position cannot escape this zero-sum logic, which
is why they only form ethnic coalitions when specific institutional rules provide the right
incentives. I denote this view as the “pessimistic approach to power-sharing.”
The theoretical approach in this thesis follows the pessimistic assumptions about the
motivations of ethnic elites without sharing its reliance on formal institutions as a necessary
and almost sufficient condition for power-sharing. According to the pessimistic approach
to power-sharing, elite coalitions are either unobtainable or break apart quickly without
institutions that moderate conflict between elites from different groups by signaling future
cooperation to the involved actors. In not fully democratic states such as South Sudan, the
power-sharing literature identifies the dominant party SPLM as an institution that is likely
to facilitate inter-elite cooperation. Magaloni captures this idea when she writes: “Party
autocracies are more stable than military ones because of their superior ability to establish
credible power-sharing deals.” 7
However, the recent split within the SPLM has quickly led to calls for more competent
and inclusive institutions. In other words, there is a demand for democratic elections and
rules that channel conflict and resolve it non-violently. Horowitz predicts that in the absence
5
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of multi-party competition and elections that hold ethnic leaders accountable to the public,
these elites are likely to strive for “hegemonic influence” – that is, de facto minority rule.8
Many scholars go a step further and argue that even democratic elections are not enough to
bring about more inclusive governments because ethnic elites strive to maximize their power
in the smallest possible, or minimum-winning coalitions.9
Building on a rationalist, utility-maximizing framework that seemingly leaves little room
for the emergence or endurance of broad-based ethnic coalitions, studies of power-sharing
regularly suggest that very specific institutions nurture elite cooperation and therefore increase stability. While there is no consensus on the democratic institutions that work best in
bringing about broad-based coalitions, most experts reject presidentialism and majoritarian
electoral rules, the prevalent institutional arrangement in the majority of states in SubSaharan Africa. McGarry and O’Leary summarize the widely-shared dismissal of majorityor plurality-based electoral systems and explain why they recommend proportional representation (PR) as a suitable institutional choice for a democratic Iraq:

Its proportional representation–party list electoral system makes it unlikely that
there can be a one-party government, or that a majority in the legislature can be
artificially constructed from a plurality in the electorate, as happens in countries
with plurality electoral systems, including the United States, Canada, and the
U.K., or with double-ballot majoritarian systems such as those in operation in
France.10

The quote is representative of Lijphart’s reaction to the critique that consociational
theory is “motivationally inadequate.” 11 Rather than only relying on politicians’ good intentions, he has been promoting PR elections and parliamentary institutions as conflict-solving
mechanisms in plural societies.12 Moreover, Lijphart not only argues that these so-called
power-sharing institutions are most appropriate for ethnically divided societies, but he finds
additional benefits such as egalitarian economic outcomes and low crime rates to them.13
8
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Similarly, other scholars find evidence for improved economic performance in dictatorships
with power-sharing institutions such as legislatures and parties.14
Figure 1.1: Power-sharing institutions in 2008 (top) and ethnic power-sharing in 2009
(bottom).

Democracies
Autocracies
Power−Sharing Institutions

(a) Authoritarian and democratic powers-sharing institutions in 2008. Dictatorships in grey,
power-sharing-institutions striped. Data from Bormann and Golder (2013) and Cheibub, Gandhi
and Vreeland (2010).

Ethnic Hegemony
Ethnic Coalition

(b) Ethnic powers-sharing coalitions in 2009. Data from Cederman, Wimmer and Min (2010) and
Cederman, Gleditsch and Buhaug (2013).

In light of these positive effects, it is not surprising that governments all over the world
have adopted these institutions in recent years, as Figure 1.1a reveals. In 2008, only a
minority of states do not employ at least one set of formal rules which presumably promote
14

Gandhi (2008).
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power-sharing. Most democracies (white background) either have an electoral system with
PR rules or a parliamentary form of government (striped).15 At the same time, there is
hardly any autocracy (dark grey background) that does not have a ruling party or legislative
chamber (striped).16
Given the hypothesized link between institutions and power-sharing, it is surprising that
these so-called power-sharing institutions do not predict the presence or absence of powersharing coalitions between elites from at least two different ethnic groups in 2009 very well.
Figure 1.1b displays all independent states with more than 500,000 inhabitants in which
ethnicity is a politically relevant cleavage and reveals a number of both Type-I and TypeII errors. Despite the presence of power-sharing institutions, ethnic government coalitions
are absent in large parts of Eurasia and Latin America. Put differently, power-sharing
institutions overpredict the presence of ethnic coalitions in these regions (Type-I error).
What is more, ethnic elites have formed coalitions in Bolivia, the United States, and several
countries in West Africa although the formal institutions that the literature identifies as
necessary for power-sharing are lacking in these cases (Type-II error).
Of course, the apparent mismatch uncovered by Figure 1.1 might be explained by a
number of different reasons. The temporally restricted snapshot certainly misses long-term
dynamics, and it is possible that institutional rules need more time to influence the behavior of political elites. Moreover, the excluded groups in Eurasia and Latin America might
be very small. At the same time,the coalitions in Africa and other states could constitute
the barest minimum-winning arrangements possible as suggested by the pessimist view on
power-sharing. As a result, the states governed by ethnic coalitions might be far more exclusionary overall than the seemingly restrictive mono-ethnic regimes. Finally, the prevalent
understanding of power-sharing might not refer to inter-ethnic coalitions at all but to other
political distinctions such as class or ideology.
While these explanations are definitely possible, this thesis finds that they do not account
for the empirical pattern in Figure 1.1. Chapter 2 reviews several subfields of comparative
politics that study power-sharing and finds that many directly identify ethnicity as a central
15
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concern. Moreover, the chapter points to multiple overlapping and sometimes outright contradictory definitions of power-sharing in the literature. In particular, the lack of attention
paid to actors in the existing empirical operationalizations of power-sharing raises concerns
about conceptual stretching. Most studies advance theoretical mechanisms that link institutional incentives to actor preferences, and eventually to outcomes such as peace and regime
performance. However, the empirical tests of these mechanisms ignore the agency of elites
and only assess the correlation between institutions and outcomes.
The diagnosis of conceptual stretching and the mismatch between institutions and elite
behavior presented in Figure 1.1 poses at least two challenges for institutional explanations
of power-sharing. First, why do ethnic elites form power-sharing coalitions in the absence
of institutions if they presumably have any incentive to maximize their own influence and
are not constrained by institutions? Second, are the positive links between the so-called
power-sharing institutions and various outcomes robust once the empirical models include
measures of power-sharing behavior?
This thesis focuses directly on explaining the empirical distribution of ethnic powersharing coalitions in Figure 1.1b. Rather than assuming that particular institutions cause
power-sharing behavior, it tests these assumptions. Moreover, this study assesses the direct
impact of power-sharing coalitions on outcomes such as democracy and peace. In doing
so it partially builds on Lijphart’s and Horowitz’ perspectives – for example, by focusing
on ethnicity as a central political cleavage. Yet in three central theoretical propositions
and in its empirical predictions, my theoretical argument differs from the optimistic and
the pessimistic approach to power-sharing. Let me first outline these propositions before I
preview some of the central findings:

1. Contrary to the optimistic approach to power-sharing, my theory suggests that ethnic
elites aim to maximize their relative influence within the state. Both, purely rationalist
explanations of ethnic conflict and theoretical accounts based on grievances and ethnonationalist mobilization imply that ethnic elites often perceive other groups’ losses as
their own gains.17
17
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2. Unlike the optimistic and pessimistic perspectives, my argument submits that ethnic
elites do not possess complete information about the distribution of power between
ethnic groups. This is because internal group splits, supporter defections between
groups, and betrayal by elites within the government coalition are especially likely
when cross-cutting cleavages do not clearly separate ethnic groups.18
3. In contrast to the pessimistic view on power-sharing and institution-based explanations
in general, ethnic elites cannot dismiss coalition partners at will because they need a
sufficiently large support basis to prevent them from being replaced by alternative
elites. This is obvious in democratic regimes where the government is directly dependent on majority support in the legislature. However, even where democratic rules
do not prescribe majority support, or where they are completely absent, the threat
of violent rebellion generally compels ethnic elites to not dismiss coalition partners at
will.19

Chapter 3 justifies the three propositions from a theoretical perspective. Yet whether or
not they are accurate and useful is ultimately an empirical question. Rather than advancing an integrated theoretical model of the causes and consequences of ethnic power-sharing
coalitions, this thesis combines the propositions into specific theoretical arguments in four
chapters. These individual studies also provide empirical tests of the propositions’ implications for the main outcomes of interest. Chapters 4 and 5 study the causes of the formation
of ethnic power-sharing coalitions and their durability. Chapters 6 and 7 test the effect of
power-sharing coalitions on democratization and democratic durability as well as on governmental and territorial civil war onset. In the following, I provide a brief summary of the
main contributions and results from these chapters.
Chapter 4 investigates which power constellations elites form inside the central government. Building on insights from formal models of coalitions that go back to Riker and are
commonly applied to the process of government formation in parliamentary democracies,20
the main theoretical argument of this chapter predicts that ethnic elites are most likely to
18
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form oversized but not grand coalitions. Their desire to maximize their own influence in the
smallest possible government coalition is balanced by the fear of two alternative threats to
this rule: on the one hand, the violent rebellion by excluded groups, and on the other hand,
the future defection of their own group members or their coalition partners. The fear of
defection of group members is also reflected in another hypothesis: Ethnic elites are likely to
choose coalition partners that help to minimize the number of shared cleavages with excluded
groups. Supporter defections then occur within the government coalition and do not lead
to the exclusion of these elites. I test these hypotheses with the help of conditional choice
models from the study of government formation in parliamentary democracies and novel
data on three identity dimensions of ethnic groups – that is, language, religion, and race.
While the empirical results reveal support for my theoretical argument, they do not indicate
that democratic regimes or PR rules within these regimes are conducive to the formation of
ethnic coalitions.21
The central concern of Chapter 5 is the durability of different ethnic power constellations
in the central government. In line with the expectation that elites form oversized coalitions
because they fear future defections, the theoretical argument hypothesizes that power-sharing
coalitions are more fragile than mono-ethnic governments. This instability increases as the
coalition approaches grand coalition status and as supporters can defect more easily along
cleavages shared with excluded groups. Conversely, more inclusive ethnic coalitions are more
resistant against external challenges, and repeated interaction over a longer period of time
makes coalitions more stable. Using event-history models, the chapter finds broad support for
the theoretical expectations based on the logic of coalition behavior but rejects the influence
of formal institutions on the durability of ethnic power-sharing.22
In Chapter 6, the thesis investigates the consequences of ethnic power-sharing. The
key theoretical insight of this chapter is that elites face more severe personal risks under the
brutish nature of authoritarian rule. Individual politicians fear the loss of their status and for
their physical integrity when they must leave the government coalition in a dictatorship. As
a result of this fear and the high likelihood of being expelled from fragile ethnic coalitions,
21
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ethnic elites in large ethnic coalitions are likely to embrace democratization and hold on
to democratic rules once they have obtained them. This is especially so because large
coalitions are likely to win future democratic elections. The empirical results indicate that
majority power-sharing coalitions are associated with a higher likelihood of democratization
and positively influence democratic consolidation.
Chapter 7 takes on two challenges to the claim that ethnic power-sharing decreases the
likelihood of ethnic civil war. The first critique holds that power-sharing without credible
insurances by outside actors simply relocates conflict to the government coalition.23 The
second view posits that the extension of government concessions does more harm than good.
More specifically, it argues that power-sharing causes the diffusion of violence because it
mobilizes ethnic groups not included in the deal who also want their fair share of the pie.24
Under the assumption that ethnic elites are power-maximizing actors, both critiques raise
valid points. Yet they ignore the fact that ethnic elites also depend on sufficient public
support in order to avoid violent rebellions by outside groups. The theoretical argument of
this chapter identifies a deterrence effect that increases as governments include a larger share
of the population. The empirical tests find that the inclusion of more elites indeed leads to
a higher competition for the spoils of office, and thus raises the probability of governmental
conflict. However, this increase in governmental conflict risk is balanced by a decrease
in external challenges to the government. At the same time, more inclusive governments
effectively address grievances of smaller groups and large governments deter diffusion effects
in the onset of territorial conflict.
Throughout these chapters, the thesis builds on and makes contributions to five subfields
of comparative politics and international relations. First, it integrates insights from research
on power-sharing in advanced democracies, dictatorships, and post-conflict environments.
Second, my theoretical argument builds on the vast literature of government formation in
parliamentary democracies to explain the formation of coalitions between elites from different
ethnic groups. Empirically, it fills an important gap by observing power-sharing behavior
between elites from different ethnic groups instead of attributing it to a range of different
formal institutions, as is common practice in almost all existing studies on power-sharing.
23
24
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Third, this thesis refines existing behavioral assumptions about ethnic elites by fusing insights
from studies of ethnic politics that highlight divisions within groups to the consequences of
power competition between elites from different groups. As a result of these three steps,
the thesis makes new contributions to, fourth, the study of democratization, and fifth, civil
war. Using information about the ethnic composition of the government, it distinguishes
between more and less divided executives. Studying the interaction of ethnic elites within
the government allows me to go beyond the prevalent dichotomies of “elites versus masses” in
studies of democratization and “government versus rebel group” in conflict research. Chapter
8 reviews the findings from the four empirical chapters and discusses their repercussions for
these five subfields in more detail. In doing so, it points to important areas of future research
and highlights possible policy implications.
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CHAPTER

2
The Proliferation of Power-Sharing

Therefore, the first question is: how far, and how, can we travel with the help
of the available vocabulary of politics? By and large, so far we have followed
(more or less unwittingly) the line of least resistance: broaden the meaning—and
thereby the range of application—of the conceptualizations at hand. That is to
say, the larger the world, the more we have resorted to conceptual stretching, or
conceptual straining, i.e., to vague, amorphous conceptualizations.
– Sartori (1970, 1034)

When a political phenomenon attracts wide-spread scholarly attention, researchers are
concerned with two conceptual challenges: increasing analytic differentiation in order to
distinguish between its diverse empirical realizations, and increasing conceptual validity to
avoid applying the concept “to cases for which, by relevant scholarly standards, it is not
appropriate.” 1 These concerns cannot always be reconciled. Simply put, refining a concept
to fit diverse empirical cases can dilute its original meaning – in Sartori’s words, conceptual
stretching occurs.2 Over the past few years, the term “power-sharing” has become ubiquitous
in the study of comparative politics. The concept now describes sub-state and countrylevel dynamics within autocracies and democracies and is equated with a wide range of
institutional subtypes ranging from proportional representation to authoritarian legislatures.
This “wave of power-sharing” 3 research has spurred conceptual innovation by classifying
1

Collier and Levitsky (1997, 430).
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3
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2
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democratic and authoritarian subtypes.4 Moreover, power-sharing scholars have advanced
elegant theoretical arguments to explain variation in dictatorial survival5 and post-conflict
peace.6 Although the existing literature provides many valuable insights and pushes the
research frontier, it has not always addressed the challenges to concept formation identified by
Sartori and restated by Collier and Levitsky in the context of the third wave of democracy.7
More concretely, I argue that power-sharing as a concept is used both too widely and
too narrowly. Power-sharing is commonly equated with at least half a dozen different formal
institutions. This attempt to increase analytic differentiation between different realizations
of power-sharing in democracies, autocracies, and post-conflict settings is generally laudable.
Yet, it also comes at a cost as conceptual innovation has only involved formal institutional
rules. The existing empirical measures of power-sharing usually ignore the role of elite
behavior in the form of coalitions – the original core and “primary characteristic” of the concept.8 Sidestepping behavior in operationalizations of power-sharing either results in gaps
in the causal chain that links power-sharing institutions to outcomes or in “diminished subtypes.” 9 Power-sharing variables that disregard elite coalitions regularly display substantial
within-category variance that borders on conceptual stretching. As a consequence studies
that evaluate the effects of power-sharing often disagree about the categorization of single
cases.10 In turn, divergent classifications of individual cases carry over into large-N datasets
and produce different conclusions about the effects of power-sharing.11 In sum, the empirical range of power-sharing in existing research extends too widely because its institutional
operationalization is too narrow.
The purpose of this chapter is threefold. First, it surveys the different definitions and
uses of power-sharing in various subfields of the comparative politics literature. Specifically,
it identifies elite coalitions as the conceptual core of power-sharing in both classical accounts
and more recent studies. Second, the review locates conceptual stretching in studies that
employ an exclusively institutional operationalization of power-sharing and points out the
4
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possible empirical consequences. Third, the chapter suggests an alternative operationalization of power-sharing, one that focuses on government coalitions. By replacing institutions
with elite behavior as the central component of power-sharing, I retain comparability between
different political contexts without sacrificing conceptual clarity. Focusing on elite coalitions
also allows me to empirically test whether or not specific power-sharing institutions indeed
deserve their name.

2.1

Classical Studies of Power-Sharing

The study of power-sharing as a tool for conflict resolution is usually traced to Lijphart’s work
on elite accommodation in the Netherlands.12 Lijphart dubbed the dynamics of elite accommodation observed in the Netherlands the “consociational model,” and pitted it against the
then prevalent majoritarian conception of democracy.13 He defined consociational democracy as “government by elite cartel” and stressed its inherent link to plural societies.14 In
these states, political elites from segmented identity groups were supposed to govern in a
grand coalition to overcome the deep division of the masses. Political competition, the key
ingredient of the adversarial Westminster system, was to be played down, and replaced by
coalescent elite behavior captured in seven “unwritten, informal, and implicit rules of the
game.” 15 Lijphart later extended the definition of consociational theory to include four elements: Next to the grand coalition, he included a veto for minority representatives on
sensitive political issues, proportionality of electoral rules and civil service appointments,
and group autonomy in territorial and/or cultural matters.16 However, among these four
institutional and behavioral elements, the grand coalition is still the “primary characteristic”
of consociationalism.17
While a number of critics have attacked Lijphart’s suggestions for conflict resolution,18
they never questioned the central importance of elite cooperation. Nordlinger, for example,
12
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concludes that “group leaders . . . alone can make a direct and positive contribution” to conflict
resolution.19 Rothchild summarizes his detailed research on Sub-Saharan Africa by stressing
the importance of the ruling elites’ support for the institutional conflict-regulation framework along with more informal cooperative practices to “reduce the intensity of state-ethnic
conflicts.” 20 Although he disagrees with Lijphart on the institutional means, Horowitz succinctly sums up the desired ends: “[Multiethnic coalitions] are apparently indispensable.” 21
The goal of this section is not to review classical works on power-sharing for their own
sake, but rather to stress the central role of elite coalitions in them. The next section will
cover more recent studies of power-sharing and outline an important shift in emphasis from
coalition behavior to institutions.

2.2

Conceptual Confusion in Recent Research

In 1985, Lijphart rechristened consociationalism as “power-sharing” in order to popularize
it in policy circles.22 By some measure, the renaming was successful as exemplified by two
recent compendiums in which the two terms are used interchangeably.23 However, powersharing quickly took on a vastly more general meaning, partially due to Lijphart himself.
Already in 1984, Lijphart had started to engage in a comparative exercise in which he
contrasted majoritarian and consensus democracies.24 Fifteen years later, he analyzed the
social and economic performance of the two democratic types.25 Lijphart’s verdict was
clear: Consensus democracies are “kinder and gentler” regimes, and are either on par or
even superior to majoritarian democracies in the economic sphere.26 Consensus democracy,
related to consociational democracy but not the same, “is the more attractive option for
countries designing their first democratic constitutions or contemplating democratic reform.”
Westminster-style majoritarian democracy does not only perform worse, it is also unsuited
“for societies that have deep cultural and ethnic cleavages.” 27 While consensus democracy
19
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seems to be consociationalism in new clothes, it deviates from its cousin in two key respects:
its independence from social structure, and its emphasis on explicit institutional rules that
can be engineered. While elite consensus is still the overarching goal, Lijphart has shifted
his attention from less empirically tangible variables such as culture, norms, and behavior
to the institutional engineering of electoral rules.
Almost all recent writings on power-sharing reflect this institutional turn. While Binningsbø still holds that power-sharing is “mostly understood as including political opponents
in a joint executive,” 28 most conflict resolution studies downplay executive coalitions theoretically and neglect it in their empirical analyses. Instead, they equate power-sharing with any
of the following formal institutions: parliamentary systems and proportional representation
(PR),29 federalism,30 or peace agreements that grant influence to the formerly warring opponents in the political, economic, or military sphere.31 While all peace agreement studies and
the majority of other works mentioned above find a generally positive effect of power-sharing
on peace, there is little agreement on the exact institutional intervention needed for peace.
Given the widespread institutional approach, it is surprising that most researchers do
not share the same definition of individual power-sharing institutions. Often the concepts
investigated are too coarse to differentiate between the presence and absence of power-sharing
in specific cases. Federalism, for example, can refer to both functional administrative units
that cross-cut ethnic settlement patterns such as in Nigeria, and ethnic territories that
approximate settlement patterns as in the former Soviet Union.32 The effect of proportional
representation on the representativeness of parliaments depends to a large extent on the
average district magnitude33 and electoral thresholds.34 Beyond fuzzy conceptualization
within traditional power-sharing institutions, the entire concept has become blurred. Even
rival concepts such as Lijphart’s favored proportional representation and Horowitz’ preferred
28
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alternative vote are sometimes put under the same conceptual roof.35 In the most ‘inclusive’
approach so far, Madisonian checks and balances, or power-dividing practices,36 are added
to the list of power-sharing institutions.37
A similar pattern of conceptual stretching that simply equates institutions with behavior
can be observed in the study of authoritarian politics. The study of authoritarian politics
is not only relevant to this thesis because it exemplifies the institutionalization of powersharing, it also relates to violent conflict. Coups are the most common way by which dictators
exit office,38 and some have resulted in civil wars.39 The key mechanism put forward by this
literature is that power-sharing coalitions between political elites extend the ruling dictator’s
tenure and stabilize the regime. The hypothesis is expressed succinctly as a fundamental
principle of politics by Bueno de Mesquita et al.: “If leaders in any political system lose
the support of key backers, then the incumbent – and perhaps the regime – is turned out
of office.” 40 Since the weaker party in a coalition generally has to fear the stronger party’s
future defection, and therefore its own exclusion from power, elite cooperation is difficult to
achieve in the absence of democratic majority pressures with their incentives for coalition
formation and preservation.41 Only institutional interventions can putatively overcome this
commitment problem faced by the “winning” or “ruling coalition”: “[I]nstitutions promote
the survival of dictatorships by facilitating authoritarian power-sharing.” 42 While they feature more explicitly in the theoretical models of authoritarian regime studies than in the
conflict resolution literature, elite power-sharing again disappears in the empirical analyses.
Instead, parties or legislatures in dictatorships are found to positively correlate with the average dictator’s tenure.43 Yet, as Wright and Escriba-Folch point out, it is not certain that
authoritarian institutions lead to elite coalitions, or can even be equated with them. Rather
parliaments may be used as official showcases for elite punishment as in Trujillo’s Domini-
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can Republic or Banda’s Malawi.44 Similarly, Smith observes that only authoritarian parties
that were founded in the face of harsh opposition are able to build enduring power-sharing
coalitions.45
The varying and imprecise uses of the term “power-sharing” pose two problems for inference about its effects. First, in cases where power-sharing refers loosely to all kinds of
institutions and even rival concepts, statements such as “power-sharing causes x” or “powersharing increases the likelihood of y” might be true but useless. In Goertz’ terminology,
the number of attributes defining the concept – that is its intention – increases the concept’s range – its extension – when the combination of the attributes is not multiplicative
but additive.46 In other words, the more characteristics that define a concept individually
rather than collectively, the more empirical cases the concept extends to. If each formal
power-sharing institution is a sufficient condition for power-sharing, then the likelihood that
a particular case falls into the power-sharing sample increases with the number of institution
affiliated with the concept. Power-sharing employed so loosely loses its capacity for analytic
differentiation.47 In the extreme, every case has some kind of power-sharing institution.48 If
power-sharing is everywhere, it becomes irrelevant in explaining peace or any other outcome
of interest.49 The problem may be less severe for any one study that clearly defines the exact
meaning of power-sharing. However, it poses a problem for a sub-field of political science
when causal claims have multiple possible origins such as power-sharing and power-dividing
institutions.
The second, more serious issue created by the multifaceted use of power-sharing is the
absence of elite coalescent behavior from any empirical analysis. Figure 2.1 illustrates the
prevailing approach in the literature. Cooperative elite behavior is usually ignored by the
literature while institutions are hypothesized to explain outcomes directly (dashed line). Yet,
at a theoretical level, excluding behavior removes the “crucial link between institutions (as
contextual constraints) and outcomes (as consequences of collective choice).” 50 The absence
44
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Figure 2.1: The causal role of power-sharing institutions in explaining outcomes (direct
influence: dashed line – indirect influence: solid line).
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of elite behavior from most theories of conflict resolution succeeding Lijphart’s and Horowitz’
earlier writings leaves much room for interpretation about the actual mechanism at work.51
Certainly, institutional rules in isolation do not cause peace, democracy, or any other outcome
variable directly. Gandhi and Przeworski explain how partisan legislatures affect a dictator’s
survival: “by broadening the basis of support for the ruler.” 52 Similarly, Mattes and Savun
do not claim that peace agreements themselves prevent the recurrence of civil wars. Instead,
they argue that the “sharing of political power between the antagonists ensures that the will
of the group that typically controls the government does not always prevail and hence the
rebels become more integrated into the system.” 53 At best, institutions set incentives for and
guarantee the inclusion of opposing forces in the government: “The more inclusive the new
parliament and government, the lower the number of excluded, disgruntled, and potentially
dangerous parties and interests” that might opt for violence.54 To ignore the role of behavior
– that is, actors and their motivation – when studying power-sharing is to ignore the central
mechanism for peace.
This danger is equally present when the conception of power-sharing is slightly different.
Some scholars perceive power-sharing as an overarching concept with different attributes.55
In this view, institutions do not cause elite coalitions. Instead, both institutions and elite
coalitions are constitutive, necessary conditions for power-sharing as illustrated in Figure
51
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Figure 2.2: Institutions and behavior as constitutive attributes of power-sharing (dotted
lines). Power-sharing as a causal explanation of outcomes in theory (solid line), and the
empirical practice (dashed line).
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2.2 (dotted lines). Effectively removing elite behavior from the empirical analysis creates
deficient subtypes that code power-sharing in cases where it is clearly absent.56 For instance,
a power-sharing sample defined by the presence of proportional representation electoral rules
would likely be dominated by states in Latin America where ethnic inclusiveness is not widespread.57 At the same time, Latin American states have on average been more peaceful and
democratic for longer periods of time than countries in Sub-Saharan Africa with mostly
majoritarian electoral rules. In sum, an empirical study analyzing the effect of institutional
regularities on particular outcomes that does not consider elite coalitions overlooks one step
in the causal chain between institutions and outcomes. In the worst case, it suggests a
spurious relationship because power-sharing institutions only identify diminished subtypes
that cannot be equated with power-sharing practice in all cases.

2.3

Empirical Contradictions

Since the literature on power-sharing is characterized by an agreement to disagree about the
actual definition of the concept, it is perhaps not surprising that the empirical results often
incoherent and sometimes outright contradictory. This is especially the case in studies of
conflict resolution but also extends to other areas of investigation such as power-sharing in
56
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advanced democracies. In the following, I summarize debates surrounding the interpretation
of particular power-sharing cases due to inconsistent or imprecise conceptual definitions. In
contrast, studies of power-sharing behavior, that is de facto government inclusion, find a
robust and positive relationship with peace.
One of the earliest debates about power-sharing has to do with case selection. Analyzing cases in Western Europe (the Netherlands, Belgium, Switzerland, Austria) to the
Mediterranean (Cyprus, Lebanon) and the “Third World” in general (Malaysia, Suriname,
Netherlands-Antilles), Lijphart paved the way for global comparisons.58 Some researchers
quickly pointed out that the European cases were not good examples of consociational democracy due to their lack of deep (ethnic) divisions in the post-World War II period.59 Today, the
debate remains whether or not a particular case should be labeled consociational and whether
it can be called a success. Several scholars have dissected countries such as Lebanon60 and
Northern Ireland61 for traces of the four original consociational elements. In other cases
more diffuse or incomplete versions of power-sharing have been found. The failure of stable,
democratic, and effective government in states such as Bosnia, Afghanistan, or Iraq is taken
as evidence that power-sharing is not effective.62 Most critics spot a mismatch between
formal, institutional power-sharing and de facto elite cooperation.63 In reaction to these
critiques, some researchers have stressed the difficult environments in which power-sharing
institutions must operate in post-conflict societies such as many African states.64
An alternative strategy to add cases to the “power-sharing universe” is to put the cart
before the horse: Noting relative democratic success and inter-ethnic elite cooperation in majoritarian India, Lijphart identifies a number of consociational elements in the country such
as group autonomy and the mutual veto.65 Country experts and conflict resolution scholars
have refuted Lijphart’s claims with respect to India on the grounds of conceptual stretching
58
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and misinterpretation of Indian politics.66 In the past decade, selection on the dependent
variable has become less frequent in statistically-driven comparative studies. However, neither the conceptual freedom in defining power-sharing nor contradictory claims about its
effectiveness have declined in quantitative studies of civil war recurrence. Adding as many
power-sharing provisions as possible to peace agreements, Hartzell and Hoddie argue, is the
key to keep the peace in the aftermath of civil war.67 However, follow-up studies have failed
to replicate these results. In a larger sample of negotiated settlements, territorial and military power-sharing provisions, as opposed to political ones, decrease the chances of renewed
fighting.68 Other researchers find the exact opposite and stress the importance of political
power-sharing over alternative dimensions.69 Although power-sharing is not restricted to
negotiated settlements, all of the studies discussed above neglect civil wars that end in military victory. While some scholars deny the peace-keeping effect of negotiated settlements,70
Mukherjee argues that political power-sharing is especially effective after military victory.71
Finally, Walter contends that political power-sharing works only with third-party guarantees.72 In sum, the conflict-resolution literature has provided evidence both for and against
the effectiveness of political, territorial, and military power-sharing.
While some of the disagreements may stem from the use of different samples, all of
the studies above fall into the conceptual trap of omitting coalition dynamics from their
analysis. Of course, the start of an intrastate conflict is a behavioral act, but is not necessarily
associated with the actors who signed the peace agreement at the end of a previous conflict.
As the unit of analysis is usually the country-year, it remains unclear whether the breakdown
of peace is due to the recurrence of a previous civil war settled by a peace agreement, or
completely unrelated to that prior conflict. Conversely, even if power-sharing pacts are
initially implemented, the research design of the studies discussed above does not indicate
whether the settlements remain in force. Put differently, it is hard to trace the outcome of
interest – that is, conflict recurrence – to the exact peace agreement since elite cooperation
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is omitted from the causal chain.
Likewise, scholars who study federalism as a power-sharing solution to civil war have
not reached a consensus on its effectiveness. Originally included by Lijphart as one of the
defining elements of consociationalism, ethnic federalism gained a bad reputation after the
fall of the Soviet Union. A variety of scholars argue that ethnic federalism strengthens group
identities and paves the way for secessionist conflict or state break-up.73 Walter extends
this logic beyond the groups that already enjoy some form of territorial autonomy. She
argues that granting decentralization motivates other groups that do not yet enjoy federal
institutions to mobilize violently against the state.74 Conversely, others submit that only
federal states are able to hold together ethnically diverse nations at all.75 Again, conceptual
stretching that does not distinguish between specific forms of federalism may be responsible
for the diverse assessments of the consequences of federalism.76 More recent studies paint a
more balanced empirical picture. Among other points, they investigate the conditions under
which federalism is conducive to stability or promotes conflict,77 , and have disentangled the
differential effect of institutions and behavior in the form of federal structure and regional
parties.78 Interestingly, Bakke and Wibbels as well as Lacina argue that the crucial link
that makes federalism an instrument for peace is the coalition between political actors in
the center and the periphery.79 Conversely, Brancati shows that regional actors without
affiliations to the center undermine the stabilizing effect of federalism.80
Going beyond post-conflict environments, other large-N studies of power-sharing institutions do not produce consistent results either. The impact of proportional representation is
sometimes found to be associated with “high-inclusive systems”,81 and, at other times, with
a lower probability of coalition formation in advanced democracies.82 Similar studies that
link proportional representation to intrastate conflict directly fail to yield robust results.83
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Beyond civil war, the formal institutions of consensus democracy do not show the positive
economic or social performance that Lijphart ascribes to them. In contrast, informal, behavioral concepts seem to explain some of the positive outcomes associated with consensus
democracy.84 In the study of power-sharing in authoritarian regimes, behavior is also missing
from the empirical equation.85 Existing research cannot rule out that authoritarian institutions actually reflect the willingness of the dictator to share power with other elites. Studies
that explore the origin of authoritarian institutions suggest that these institutions might
reflect regime capacity rather than power-sharing. Only when institutions have been formed
under difficult conditions such as war are they effective in increasing regime resistance to
internal and external challenges.86 Yet, the unconditional “institutions equal power-sharing”
interpretation remains prevalent.87
Studying ethnic civil war at different levels of aggregation, Cederman, Wimmer, and several co-authors have found a robust positive effect of elite exclusion from executive power on
the likelihood of civil war.88 Building on earlier work by Ted Robert Gurr,89 they posit that
horizontal inequalities such as de facto exclusion from government power create grievances
amongst ethnic masses. In turn, political elites tap into these grievances and mobilize supporters in order to stage violent rebellion against the state.90 Although some studies show
that including too many ethnic groups in the government increases the risk of infighting91
and coups,92 the civil war probability in cases of ethnic exclusion is several times higher.93
The stabilizing effect of elite inclusion also extends to post-conflict environments where
power-sharing is often selected in the most difficult situations,94 and even to states with intense ethnic party mobilization.95 The statistical patterns presented so far go beyond mere
84
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correlation. Using an instrumental variables approach and colonial strategies for identification purposes, a recent study demonstrates that the effect of ethnic exclusion has been
rather understated by prior research since governments tend to anticipate conflict and include
the most dangerous groups in power-sharing coalitions.96 Unlike the prevalent institutional
power-sharing approach, ethnic inclusion in the executive has proved to be a robust prevention strategy for civil wars.

2.4

Back to the Future

“Power sharing has become the international community’s preferred remedy for building
peace and democracy after civil wars.” 97 Certainly, research on conflict resolution, autocratic
stability, and the performance of advanced democracies has contributed to this popularity
by investigating different political contexts and illuminating different causal mechanisms.
Because the concept is applied to explain ever more empirical phenomena, the number of institutions used as proxies for power-sharing – such as proportional representation and other
electoral rules; the federal organization of the state; different provisions in peace agreements; parliamentary democracies; authoritarian parties and legislatures; or veto points –
has proliferated. This literature has contributed a lot to the understanding of particular
institutions and their effects. Yet, power-sharing is often just a label in these studies and its
conceptual meaning has become stretched. While most scholars would probably agree that
power-sharing is about “joint executive coalition government,” 98 their empirical analyses do
not reflect this understanding. The gap between the core conceptual understanding and the
diverse institutional indicators call for establishing a closer link between theory and empirical
measures, especially in light of the inconsistent results found in the power-sharing literature.
Recently, a research program focusing directly on the access of ethnic groups’ elites to
executive power rather than on power-sharing institutions has found robust support for
the conflict-inciting effect of ethnic exclusion.99 Conversely, the inclusion of ethnic elites in
power-sharing coalitions helps promote peace. In more than one sense, the renewed attention
paid to the importance of ethnic elite power-sharing comes back to traditional concerns in
96
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the study of divided societies. In focusing again on ethnically divided societies, the scholars
studying ethnic exclusion recover one defining aspect of consociationalism, its association
with social structure.100 More importantly, though, studying actors such as ethnic groups
and organizations101 rather than institutions shifts the focus back to the centerpiece of
power-sharing: the coalition behavior of ethnic elites in order to gain executive power.
This literature review has shown that power-sharing is of great theoretical and normative
importance. It is a central concept in comparative politics and a common policy choice for
war-torn states. Empirically, the most robust predictor of peace is the inclusion of ethnic
elites in an executive coalition government – not different forms of power-sharing institutions.
This empirical track record and the closer conceptual link to important outcomes such as civil
war and democracy are the main reasons why the focus of this thesis is on inter-ethnic elite
cooperation as one subset of power-sharing coalitions. By concentrating on the behavioral
aspect of power-sharing, my analysis reaches a high level of abstraction and therefore extends
to a large number of cases. This expanded empirical range integrates different research
programs on power-sharing from states affected by civil war to authoritarian regimes and
advanced democracies. By leaving out institutions, my central concept avoids becoming
overloaded by multiple partially overlapping and possibly rival definitions. In addition,
separating institutions from power-sharing places them in the ‘right place’ in the causal
chain as depicted in Figure 2.1 on page 20, and thereby test the influence of institutions on
inclusion directly.
Studying ethnic power-sharing coalitions also has drawbacks. First, generalizing across
regime types, regions, and peaceful as well as conflict cases cannot take into account detailed
case-by-case knowledge. Nevertheless, I contend that insights from different subfields and
regions inspire theoretical growth and allow the identification of novel mechanisms that can
later be tested in more confined settings. Moreover, the contrast drawn between diverging
empirical results helps to identify gaps in either the institutional or the coalition research
approach. Second, aggregate government-level analyses risk losing sight of actor motivations.102 In both the theoretical argument and empirical strategy, I explicitly address actor100
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and coalition-level perspectives. In fact, my argument links individual actor motivations to
their interaction within the political arena of the state.103 Third, concentrating on the ethnic
dimension of power-sharing ignores other relevant cleavages such as ideology.104 The next
chapter takes up this point and argues that ethnic divisions have been and continue to be
central enough to post-World War II politics to warrant an exclusive focus. Finally, shifting
the focus from power-sharing institutions to coalitions complicates intervention strategies
since institutions are arguably easier to prescribe than behavioral patterns. Yet, studying
institutions without assessing their impact on coalitions runs the risk of designing faulty intervention mechanisms. Instead, I follow the causal chain from institutions to coalitions and
outcomes (Figure 2.1) more closely which offers the chance to refine and improve existing
intervention strategies.
The concern for intervention strategies also motivates the first two questions of this
thesis: Which power-sharing coalitions form and what factors contribute to their failure?
The research by Cederman, Wimmer, and their collaborators has shown why the absence of
power-sharing coalitions threatens peaceful inter-group relations.105 It has paid less attention
to explaining the conditions under which power-sharing succeeds or fails.106 The second
part of this thesis analyzes the effects of power-sharing coalitions. Returning to Lijphart’s
foremost concern, democracy,107 it investigates the role of power-sharing in bringing about
and stabilizing democracy. Finally, I explore the effectiveness of power-sharing coalitions in
keeping the peace by focusing on the characteristics of government coalitions rather than
rebel motivations. In conclusion, this thesis studies the causes and consequences of ethnic
elite coalitions.
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CHAPTER

3
Ethnic Elites, Coalitions, and Uncertainty

The previous chapter diagnosed that the existing power-sharing literature fails to take elite
behavior into account in its empirical applications. In response, the remainder of this thesis
is concerned with incorporating elite behavior into the analysis of power-sharing in the
form of government coalitions. More precisely, I analyze coalitions between ethnic group
representatives by asking two questions: What are the causes, and what are the consequences
of ethnic power-sharing?1 To study government coalitions means to study ethnic politicians
whose ambitions, motivations, and preferences drive the main dynamics explored in the
subsequent chapters. Studying power-sharing from a behavioral perspective requires careful
attention to these central actors and the constraints they face.
Before characterizing ethnic elites in detail, this chapter explores two theoretical perspectives that question the importance of ethnicity and ethnic elites. First, a number of scholars
dismiss ethnic grievances as an explanation for civil war onset, and therefore also doubt the
role of ethnic power-sharing in decreasing the risk of civil war.2 In contrast, my argument
builds on recent contributions that identify ethno-nationalist grievances as a central cause of
civil wars.3 In fact, I identify ethnic differences as a globally relevant political cleavage that
affects coalition formation in diverse political contexts. The previous chapter showed that
power-sharing explains outcomes such as post-conflict peace, the economic performance of
advanced democracies, and the survival of autocratic rulers. I argue that due to its inherent
connection to nationalism, ethnic coalitions matter in all these environments.
1
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A second debate casts doubt on the influence of ethnic elites on their fellow co-ethnics.
At one end of the theoretical spectrum, essentialists understand ethnic groups as century-old
unified identity blocs that bear “ancient hatreds” against ethnic others.4 From this point of
view, political elites have little leeway for power-sharing compromises. At the other extreme,
scholars who study civil war dynamics argue that “master cleavages” between elites have
little influence on mass loyalties and actions on the ground.5 Here ethnic elite compromises
have no influence on other group members, and are therefore powerless in preventing ethnic
conflict. My response shows that various incentives make political elites mobilize supporters
along ethnic lines, and that the masses are often motivated to follow these appeals. Where
the elites and masses are linked via ethnic identity, governmental power-sharing coalitions
can promote peace and affect other outcomes such as democracy. Drawing on recent studies
that conceptualize ethnic groups as coalitions of individuals6 this study goes beyond existing
research which commonly treats ethnic groups as unitary actors.
Having established a link between ethnic elites and masses, this chapter characterizes the
motives of and the constraints acting on ethnic leaders in three theoretical propositions. This
is especially important because Lijphart’s optimistic and Horowitz’ pessimistic approach to
power-sharing introduced in Chapter 1 differ fundamentally regarding how they view political
elites. Different assumptions about elite behavior, in turn, lead to different predictions about
whether or not they form power-sharing coalitions, and to different policy prescriptions.
Being as explicit as possible about ethnic elite behavior is therefore a necessary prerequisite
for answering the leading questions of this study.
Clarifying the motives of ethnic elites is also essential to relating the insights of this
study to the power-sharing literature more generally. As stated in the previous chapter,
elite behavior is often absent from empirical analyses that focus on institutional interventions. However, existing studies do refer to actors such as “combatants,” “adversaries,” and
“domestic opponents” in post-conflict states,7 or “ruling” and “authoritarian elites” in dictatorships.8 If ethnic elites differ in fundamental respects from these actors, then a fruitful
comparison to the power-sharing literature is impossible because institutional prescriptions
4
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of existing studies would not address the preferences of the actors under investigation in
this study. This chapter demonstrates that ethnic elites can be compared to political elites
from existing studies, as their institutional and my behavioral approach share a rationalist
orientation.
This chapter clears the way for developing testable hypotheses by laying the necessary
theoretical groundwork in three steps. First, the chapter discusses the scope conditions of
this study and justifies the choice of ethnicity as the cleavage across which coalitions form.
Second, it introduces ethnic political elites as the central actors in my explanation of ethnic
coalition dynamics. Third, the chapter introduces three key theoretical propositions about
ethnic elites’ motives and constraints that form the basis for investigating the causes and
consequences of power-sharing.

3.1

Ethnicity as a Globally Relevant Political Cleavage

This study investigates the causes and consequences of power-sharing coalitions among ethnic elites in authoritarian regimes, established democracies, and post-conflict states. This
begs the question whether ethnic cleavages are politically relevant in all of these diverse
environments. Put differently, does power-sharing across ethnic divisions matter in national
politics of the states investigated in existing studies of power-sharing?
The resolution of civil war, the most common type of political violence since 1946,9 is a
central normative concern to students of power-sharing. Some scholars deny that ethnicity
plays a role in explaining the outbreak of civil war, and therefore, its resolution. Noting
that most inter-ethnic relations remain peaceful,10 and assuming that ethnic grievances are
ubiquitous, these researchers argue that ethnic cleavages cannot account for the spatial or
temporal variation in civil war onsets.11 Instead, rebellion occurs where weak states cannot
prevent it. Civil wars, then, should be especially likely in remote and inaccessible areas,
or where natural resources finance military uprisings.12 This opportunity-cost perspective
does not see much value in ethnic power-sharing as a violence-prevention mechanism since
it does not consider ethnic politics to be relevant in explanations of civil war. If ethnicity
9
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were irrelevant for the study of civil war, it also would not be the appropriate political
cleavage in understanding the causes and consequences of power-sharing coalitions in different
environments. In this section, I explore these critiques and show that ethnic cleavages
structure political conflict in peaceful and war-torn democracies and dictatorships.
Although few scholars insist that ethnic differences themselves are inherently more conflictual than other cleavages,13 ethnic claims remain overrepresented among all intra-state
civil wars. Ethnic civil wars constitute 57% of all onset- and almost 62% of all incidenceyears in low intensity conflicts.14 Using a higher battle-death threshold yields an even starker
difference with more than 70% new ethnic onsets.15 In addition, violent ethnic conflicts are
more likely to recur than non-ethnic wars.16 However, the fact that ethnic civil wars are
more numerous than non-ethnic ones does not imply that ethnic differences explain intrastate conflict outbreak or its resolution. A number of recent studies have reacted to
the opportunity-cost challenge by highlighting the importance of inequalities between ethnic groups in explaining violent challenges to the state in the modern era.17 Rather than
assuming that ethnic grievances are ubiquitous, these studies underline the importance of
ethno-nationalist projects in categorically excluding individuals along ethnic lines from political power.18 Exclusion from executive power on the basis of identity markers, and in the
extreme, denial of citizenship rights to entire peoples, allows ethnic elites to frame these
horizontal inequalities as grievances that have the potential to reverberate emotionally with
their co-ethnics, and to overcome collective action problems in the organization of violent
resistance.19 From this point of view, the state and dominant political elites in particular
can avoid violence by accommodating ethnic groups in power-sharing pacts and inclusive
visions of “state-nations.” 20 In the remainder of this section, I show that ethno-nationalist
divisions affect domestic politics beyond explanations of civil wars by tracing their historical
and global relevance across different regime types.
13
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Ethnic groups – “cultural communities based on a common belief in putative descent” 21
– are spread all over the globe. Indigenous peoples and Mestizos in South America, Shi’a
and Sunnis in Iraq, Blacks and Whites in South Africa, Serbs, Croats, and Bosniak Muslims
on the Balkans, and Javanese and Achinese in Indonesia are just a few examples of communities differentiated by language, religion, race, caste, and other descent-based attributes.22
Some ethnic groups stress their linguistic identity while others define themselves through
a shared religious creed. Yet, it is not the cultural content that impacts political outlooks
but the boundary that separates groups.23 According to Social Identity Theory, even trivial
group differences quickly lead to status comparisons.24 Perceived status differences have the
potential to quickly take on political significance, and even lead to violence.25 Horowitz
argues that ethnic distinctions are particularly susceptible to such a dynamic because they
are highly visible and sticky.26 Nevertheless, these arguments do not single out ethnicity as
the unique political cleavage underlying the formation of power-sharing coalitions. Other
dimensions such as gender, ideology, class, or the urban-rural divide have been, and continue
to be, relevant political faultlines.27 Of these distinctions, ideology has probably received
the most attention by scholars who study government coalitions.28 Yet, I submit that ethnic
cleavages have a global and temporal reach that makes them especially suitable for the study
of coalition dynamics.
Three modern phenomena are responsible for the global spread of ethnicity as a relevant
political cleavage: First, the territorial state centralizes political power and interferes more
directly in the everyday lives of its citizens than its predecessor, agrarian empires that were
based on indirect rule.29 Second, the principle of popular sovereignty locates the origin of
legitimate rule in the people and therefore mobilizes the masses. Third, nationalism, the
ideology that “the political and the national unit should be congruent,” 30 often divides the
21
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people living within the borders of the territorial state. According to Hechter, the fundamental difference between agrarian empires and the modern state is political centralization.31
Rather than relying on alliances with local notables, the political center rules the entire territory of the state directly. Bureaucrats collect taxes for the center and schools teach a
national curriculum – often in one language.32 A common judicial code regulates interpersonal relations and the police enforces state-wide rules.33 While the political center becomes
increasingly involved in the lives of its citizens, the people also have a greater say in who
rules. Since the American and French Revolutions, the principle of popular sovereignty has
dictated that the ruler of the modern state no longer derives legitimacy from God but from
the citizens of the state who together constitute the nation. The pressing question, then,
becomes who belongs to this nation. While different definitions of nationhood exist,34 the
most common one is based on membership in ethnic groups.35 Hechter explains the reason
for the special role of ethnicity: “[C]ultural uniformity helps to facilitate, and to legitimize,
direct rule.” 36
Following the French Revolution, ethnic nationalism found its initial expression in language communities in Germany and Italy from where it quickly spread to Eastern Europe.
European administrators and Christian missionaries then exported nationalist categories to
overseas colonies in Africa, Asia, and Latin America.37 The “modularity” of nationalism
allowed it to take root in very different regions of the world, create “imagined communities”
based on markers other than language,38 and even merge with decidedly non-nationalist
ideologies such as communism.39 Following the implementation of U.S. President Wilson’s
14-point plan that included national self-determination as the basis of state boundaries, nationalism became the ordering principle of the international system in the inter-war period.40
Instead of spurring an orderly reorganization of state boundaries around homogeneous nations, irredentist conflict and ethnic cleansing were common consequences, culminating in
31
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World War II and the bloody partition of the Indian subcontinent. In response, leaders
of the newly independent states in Africa and Asia agreed to leave territorial boundaries
untouched and accept ethnically heterogeneous polities.41 Today, ethnicity is a relevant
cleavage in between 71% and 85% of all states with more than 500,000 inhabitants.42
Cleavages reflect social divisions and structure political conflict43 in all political systems
as Lipset and Rokkan noted more than four decades ago: “There is hierarchy of cleavage bases
in each system and these orders of political primacy . . . vary among polities.” 44 Yet, there is
evidence on multiple fronts that political conflict centers around ethnic divisions regardless
of regime type. In multi-ethnic democracies ethnic divisions affect election campaigns and
the organization of civil society.45 Moreover, democratic party systems often reflect ethnic
divisions as Varshney observes: “[I]f different ethnic groups exist and the freedom to organize
is available there are likely to be conflicts over resources, identity, patronage, and policies”
between political representatives of these groups.46 At the same time, Svolik argues that
loyalties among the ruling elite in dictatorships depend in part on a shared “tribal, ethnic, or
sectarian” background.47 In fact, elites in authoritarian regimes often rely on ethnic groups
as a source of support in the political struggle for resources.48 Ethnic divisions are important
political faultlines in monarchies such as Bahrain and Morocco, military-dominated states
such as Pakistan, and party-based dictatorships such as Syria. Evidence for the influence
of ethnic cleavages on political preferences can even be traced to the individual level.49
Finally, Stewart highlights the relevance of ethnic differences across regime types, noting
that both democratic and autocratic “governments can be accommodating and inclusive”
vis-a-vis different ethnic groups.50
This does not mean that ethnicity is a relevant cleavage everywhere and at all times.
There are homogeneous states, for example in Scandinavia, and countries divided by clan
41
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structures, such as Somalia, where ethnicity does not play a role. In states where politics is
ordered along ethnic lines, it might overlap with class or ideology, and the salience of ethnicity
varies over time.51 Nevertheless, ethno-nationalism has impacted domestic political conflict
since the French Revolution, and has continued to do so after World War II until today.52
The close link between the state and ethnic definitions of the nation make ethnicity an
appropriate lens through which to analyze power struggles over who rules the state and who
is included in government coalitions. The next section takes up these “who-questions” and
justifies the choice of ethnic elites as the key actors of this study.

3.2

Ethnic Groups and Political Elites

The key actors who form central government coalitions are political elites.53 Although ethnicity is a globally relevant political cleavage, some may argue that representatives of ethnic
groups do not matter in the making and breaking of government coalitions. First, representatives of ethnic groups might not wield enough influence among their group members to
craft coalitions on their behalf. Second, political elites might mobilize support along cleavage
lines other than ethnicity. This section refutes both of these objections. It illustrates how
and why politicians repeatedly garner support among their co-ethnics, and why co-ethnics
follow these ethnic appeals.
While ethnic political elites are often of central importance in theories of ethnic competition and conflict,54 two schools of thought deny their relevance in explaining political
dynamics more generally. At one extreme, essentialists stress the unchanging unity of ethnic
groups, and grant no independent role to ethnic elites besides representing generally fixed
group preferences.55 In particular, this understanding of ethnicity points to millenia-old
identities that often refer to conflictual relations with other identity groups – so-called “ancient hatreds”.56 At the other end of the theoretical spectrum, the work of Kalyvas separates
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the elite- from the mass-level in civil war dynamics.57 This individualist approach highlights
a disconnect between the political “master cleavage” referred to by political elites and the
micro-motives underlying individual action.
Both perspectives pose a problem for the analysis of elite power-sharing pacts. The
essentialist view finds no use for governmental coalitions in overcoming ethnic divisions due
to the fundamental differences between groups. Specifically, once violence has broken out,
the high visibility of ethnic markers repeatedly allows violent targeting of ethnic others
that cannot be prevented by elite pacts. Accordingly, partition – the physical separation
of groups – is the preferred policy solution of essentialists.58 The individualist perspective
claims that local conflicts are too disconnected from the “master cleavage” of central politics
to be affected by elite coalitions. Taking this interpretation to the extreme, individual rebels
are “thugs” who fight for all kinds of different reasons, and shared ethnic identity is banal
and merely circumstantial. It could easily be replaced by other identities such as the “loyalty
to a specific soccer team.” 59 From this point of view, power-sharing between ethnic elites is
unlikely to have any effect on peaceful relations between groups.
Scholars often employ the unitary actor assumption that equates ethnic groups and their
elites without fully embracing essentialist positions.60 This is a defensible position in some
research endeavors, especially when time horizons are short.61 A number of studies go further
and argue that ethnic identity constitutes a deeper emotional bond between individuals than
other social identities due to its perceived link to kinship.62 This view risks conceptualizing
political elites as mere puppets of their ethnic groups, and ascribes agency to the group as a
whole. However, statements “alluding to a general will or a community sentiment are cases
of false personification.” 63 They cannot account for temporal or spatial differences in ethnic
group mobilization.64 Groups do not act, individuals do; and they frequently defect from
their co-ethnics.65 This is not necessarily a new insight. Barth noted over four decades ago
57
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that ethnic boundaries are porous.66 Put differently, individuals sometimes move between
ethnic categories or belong to multiple groups at the same time. In addition, ethnic identity
does not determine political choice. Horowitz notes that an ethnic group “rarely throws
its support to only one party,” and Dunning and Nilekani show that partisan identity can
overwrite ethnic cleavages.67 Yet, the “fact of internal division and conflict should not be
taken as evidence of the absence of effective ethnic collectivities,” 68 or lead to the conclusion
that groups do not matter at all.69 On the contrary, “modern politics is to a large degree
group-based.” 70 The task, then, is to show why this is the case. The remainder of this
section describes why and when political elites attempt to mobilize ethnic groups and under
which conditions the masses reciprocate and follow the ethnic message.
Starting with the elite perspective, three characteristics of the international system and
its central unit, the state, contribute to the attractiveness of the ethnic strategy. Political
elites mobilize support along the ethnic dimension, in part because the international order
governed by the principle of nationalism encourages and rewards ethnic claims. In the
discussion of the relevance of ethnicity as a global political cleavage I already alluded to
national self-determination as a guiding principle of the international order in the interwar period. Jenne argues that international norms and networks provide domestic elites
with rhetorical frames and ideological resources in which ethnic minority demands can be
put forward.71 After the end of World War I, the Wilsonian principle of self-determination
served ethnic majority and minority group leaders as a mobilization platform for separatism,
territorial expansion, and eventually ethnic cleansing.72 Learning from past mistakes, the
victorious Allies downplayed ethnicity in the post-war order, and the bipolar division into
East and West further weakened the international self-determination discourse. However, the
appeal of ethnic nationalism did not disappear. Communism and nationalism often merged
in the Soviet opposition to Western “imperialism” and provided ethnic elites with financial
and organizational resources to build national liberation movements.73 Finally, in the early
66
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years after the Cold War, international organizations such as the European Community
started to promote minority rights more forcefully again, once more providing ethnic group
leaders with the legitimacy to demand self-determination and non-discrimination.74
Once ethnic cleavages are entrenched in the political arena, it is almost impossible to
realign political allegiances along other cleavage dimensions.75 Nonetheless, even before ethnic competition starts, politicians who call for inter-ethnic unity often fail to mobilize more
support than their rivals who pursue ethnically exclusive strategies. The strategy of moderation, Rabushka and Shepsle observe, “is vulnerable to flame fanning and the politics of
outbidding.” 76 Where state resources77 are shared between multiple ethnic communities, political elites can outflank moderate co-ethnics who advise cooperation by offering their group
members exclusive access to those resources.78 The relatively high visibility of ethnic markers guarantees privileged access to state resources to clearly identifiable in-group members,79
and public goods become club goods. Since calls for moderation are always vulnerable to
outbidding by more extreme appeals, even those politicians who inherently prefer inter-group
cooperation adopt the ethnic position because they would otherwise lose support.80
Another basis for political mobilization are grievances. When ethnic stereotyping, interpersonal comparisons, and, most importantly, elites’ personal career aspirations mix with
ethno-nationalist ideas, they can produce ethnically framed grievances in cases of frustrated
personal career advancement.81 While they partly explain the choice of political elites to mobilize their co-ethnics, grievances are even more important in explaining why these co-ethnics
follow the lead of ethnic leaders.
Where categorical inequalities follow ethnic lines, individuals belonging to disadvantaged
ethnic groups are likely to support political elites that offer a way of overcoming the perceived
injustices. Horowitz describes widespread in-group preferences in plural societies based on
the belief “that officeholders will use their authority for the exclusive or disproportionate
benefit of their own ethnic groups.” 82 Wimmer adds that individuals often expect their co74
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ethnic elites to “take care of their own.” 83 In many states the bureaucracy favors some ethnic
groups over others. As a result, ethnic elites are excluded from important political posts and
thus precluded from looking after their own group. This can lead to frustration, anger, and
resentment among marginalized group members. Under these conditions, “injustice frames”
find resonance more easily among the ethnic masses and bind them closely to political elites
who promise the end of oppression and discrimination.84
Grievance-based theories explain support for ethnic leaders of disadvantaged groups, but
do not extend to dominant ethnic group at first glance. Yet, grievances develop in the
first place because majority group members demand preferential treatment from their extended kin in power positions. Even if these elites prefer to distribute resources fairly, their
co-ethnics pressure them into clientelist practices by threatening to withdraw support.85 Offering selective incentives to co-ethnics promises to be an especially successful strategy where
resources are scarce, for example in Sub-Saharan Africa.86 Non-pecuniary motivations might
also explain mass support for ethnic leaders. Cultural stereotypes sometimes make group
members such as Afghanistan’s Pashtuns demand ethnic dominance, and group members
from the Amhara of Ethiopia and the Sinhalese in Sri Lanka, believe in a ‘special mission’
to protect authentic religious creeds.87 Where such attitudes gain currency among the wider
population – that is, where ethnicity becomes politicized – ethnic divisions tend to harden.88
This section has described how ethnicity affects the interaction between political elites
and the masses. Political elites are not merely puppets of fixed group preferences. They
actively use their ethnic identity to mobilize supporters because the international order
has repeatedly rewarded such behavior, competition from different co-ethnic elites compels
the use of ethnic credentials, and exclusive politics by ethnically different elites often activates new nationalist projects. Conversely, the masses respond to ethnic appeals because
group membership promotes socio-economic advancement, reflects shared grievances, and
enhances relative status. In the absence of selective incentives or collective motivations such
as grievances, ethnic elites generally do not receive their co-ethnics’ support. Along these
83
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lines, the next section consciously defines ethnic groups as coalitions of individuals, and
ethnic elites as power-maximizing actors.

3.3

The Struggle for Power under Uncertainty

In order to evaluate the causes and consequences of power-sharing, it is imperative to be
clear about the preferences guiding the decisions of the central actors. Clarifying the assumptions I make about elite motives and constraints is all the more important because
different conceptions of the role of ethnic elites exist. Lijphart, for example, presupposes a
“deliberate joint effort by the elites to stabilize” states fragmented by ethnic cleavages.89 In
the optimistic view, politicians from different ethnic groups cooperate because they are “motivated by an awareness of the dangers inherent in segmental cleavages and a desire to avert
them.” 90 Horowitz, in contrast, highlights the role of outbidding and generally assumes that
elites pursue their own narrow self-interest.91 In support of his position, Horowitz quotes
a Sri Lankan politician who characterizes inter-ethnic politics prior to the outbreak of civil
war: “all parties are so opportunistic that for the sake of power they’ll abandon anything.” 92
This is the essence of the pessimist approach to power-sharing. The two perspectives also
differ in their assumptions about the nature of ethnic groups. On the one hand, the optimistic approach assumes that groups are essentially unitary actors headed by one set of
leaders that can moderate inter-group differences. On the other hand, the pessimist view
holds that intra-ethnic competition is always a threat to group unity and inter-ethnic cooperation.93 Building on the discussion of ethnicity in the previous section, I advance three
theoretical propositions that characterize the motives and constraints acting on ethnic leaders. These premises serve as the basis for the arguments about the causes and consequences
of power-sharing in later chapters.
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The preference for power
Implicitly, my discussion of the interaction between ethnic groups and their elites has assumed that politicians’ primary goal is to gain power. Often, a distinction is made between
politicians who value a position in government for the resources it provides to them directly,
and elites who aspire for higher office in order to implement policy.94 This juxtaposition
is reminiscent of the debate of greed and grievance in the study of civil wars.95 Greedy
actors value power for their personal enrichment, while aggrieved actors want to implement
policy that guarantees equality. Following Cederman, Gleditsch and Buhaug, I argue that
this separation is superficial and misses the point.96 There is evidence for both opportunity
and grievance mechanisms in the causal chain leading up to civil war. Equivalently, both
office-seeking and policy-seeking actors are likely “to behave in quite similar ways” – that is,
to aspire for power – in processes of government formation.97 The struggle over government
power is therefore a central element of the definition of politics itself.98 Even Lijphart, who
assumes elites to behave like statesmen and consider the greater good of society, does not
deny that power is paramount in a politician’s mind.99 Thus, there is a widespread consensus
that “politicians are office-seekers.” 100
The preference for power alone does not stand in the way of inclusive coalitions. Rather,
ethnic elites pursue “a value determined by the extent to which it reduces another group’s
share.” 101 Recall why ethnicity becomes a relevant political cleavage in the first place.
Nationalist projects, by definition, link the state to one ethnic group only,102 and where
clientelism is the main motivation for holding government office, a relatively smaller coalition
implies a greater share of spoils for individual politicians and their co-ethnic supporters.103
Models of parliamentary government104 and rebel alliance formation105 share this “zero-sum”
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logic of relative power gains and losses, as do many studies of power-sharing. Walter argues
that governments cannot credibly commit to rebels that they will not renege on any powersharing compromise in the future.106 The underlying assumption is that government actors
are always interested in maximizing their own influence. In the same vein, Svolik captures
the prevailing view of elite preferences in autocracies by describing the dictator’s “desire to
acquire more power at the expense of the ruling coalition,” – that is, other elites and their
constituencies.107 In line with these studies, my first theoretical proposition states that
P1 : Ethnic elites aim to maximize their relative influence within the state.
As argued in Chapter 2, elite behavior is absent from recent empirical investigations of
power-sharing. At the same time, almost all conflict researchers who study power-sharing
root themselves in the bargaining model of war.108 Similarly, studies of power-sharing in
authoritarian regimes adopt a rational-actor perspective,109 as do scholars who study coalition formation in parliamentary democracies.110 This rationalist perspective adopted by
the different subfields that study power-sharing shares my first theoretical proposition that
characterizes elites as power-maximizing. Due to this mutual assumption about actor preferences, the institutional interventions suggested by the power-sharing literature should be
effective in influencing the behavior of ethnic elites. Put differently, power-sharing institutions provide incentives for rational power-maximizing actors. As long as my first theoretical
proposition is correct, the same incentives should also act on ethnic leaders. Therefore, the
empirical results in this study should be comparable with those in other subfields that study
power-sharing.
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Elite uncertainty
The competition for state power implies that ethnic elites cannot be certain of their coalition
partners’ loyalty. On the one hand, coups by junior partners are the most dangerous threat
to authoritarian rulers, and they impede ethnic coalition formation in Sub-Saharan Africa.111
On the other hand, these junior coalition partners fear defection from their senior partners.
The latter might replace their original ally with elites from a smaller ethnic group that puts
forward fewer demands. More commonly, the larger coalition partner grows too powerful
and prefers a mono-ethnic regime.112
Another source of uncertainty for ethnic elites is the degree of support from their coethnics. As discussed above, ethnic groups are not necessarily uniform entities. Multiple
ethnic parties compete for votes of one group and intra-group elite factions are common.113
Pearlman shows that even members of the most aggrieved groups such as the Palestinians
in Israel do not necessarily throw their support uniformly behind one leader at all times.114
Especially in states where ethnic identities overlap, group members may defect into other
group categories, and political elites need to mobilize multiple identity categories in elections because individuals can switch their allegiance to other ethnic elites with whom they
share a second identity marker.115 One possible ramification of cross-cutting cleavages is the
consolidation of ethnic groups into larger units. Horowitz diagnoses a growing territorial polarization of many African states into northern and southern ethnic blocs.116 However, once
these coalitions gain power, they often revert back to their original constituent groups.117
Group splits and realignments are a greater threat to the position of ethnic elites who
currently hold government power – especially where its supporters have the possibility to
emphasize alternative ethnic markers that link them to smaller government coalitions with
higher per capita rewards.118 These dynamics are not daily phenomena, and they are re111
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stricted by individual identity repertoires.119 Ethnic identity cannot simply be left behind
or exchanged. However, intra-group divisions do occur – even during civil wars.120 As a
consequence, ethnic leaders are uncertain about the extent of support from their own group
members, and about the backing other ethnic elites receive:
P2 : Ethnic elites possess incomplete information about the precise balance of power.
The political arena
Until now, my propositions have focused on the motives of ethnic elites regardless of the
environment in which they operate. However, a necessary condition for the analysis of coalitions is the existence of an external constraint. Without such a constraint, it is impossible to
distinguish a coalition from the joint action of individuals.121 In other words, if there is no
“conflict of interest,” 122 the unit of analysis is specified incorrectly and coalitions are superfluous. If, however, the preferences of key actors differ, they would not act together without
any external constraint. This is why recent theoretical models of government formation focus
exclusively on the institutionalized settings of parliamentary democracies where governments
depend on legislative majority support.123 Once governments lose majority support in an
election or through the vote of confidence, they must leave office. This institutional rule
guarantees intra-party and intra-coalition cohesion, even if there are disagreements about
single issues.124
The threat of losing government office is not a unique feature of democracies. There
exists an equivalent external constraint on the ruling coalition in dictatorships. According
to recent studies of authoritarian power-sharing, the logic of political survival is actually very
similar across regime types: “Autocrats face two types of threats to their rule: those that
emerge from within the ruling elite and those that come from outsiders.” 125 When a dictator
ignores the interests of key constituents inside the ruling coalition, those regime backers are
likely to stage a coup. Svolik even compares this threat to the accountability mechanism
119
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between governments and voters in democracies where voters or coalition partners withhold
their support in the next election.126 The external threat to the government in dictatorships
is revolution, the authoritarian equivalent of extra-institutional political participation in
democratic regimes. Both, revolutions and social movements in democracies can turn violent
and erupt in civil wars.127 When excluded actors are powerful enough, they challenge the
government directly.128 Moreover, both democracies and autocracies also face the threat of
outside interventions and war. Cross-border interventions are common in weak states that
are ruled by minorities such as pre-partition Pakistan and Mobutu’s Democratic Republic of
Congo in the 1990s.129 Thus, regardless of regime type, ethnic elites in government cannot
dismiss coalition partners at will because they would become too weak to deter challenges
to their rule. My third proposition summarizes this constraint in the following words:
P3 : Ethnic elites in the government require sufficient support to avoid being replaced by
rival elites from other groups.
This proposition might seem both self-evident and vague at the same time. For one
thing, it might seem obvious that weak governments are likely to be thrown out of office.
Yet Horowitz maintains that in the absence of democratic majority pressures, minority rule
in severely divided societies is likely.130 For another thing, “sufficient support” does not
describe the exact quantity and quality of support ethnic leaders in the executive need in
order to retain power. The precise answer is to a large extent an empirical matter that will
be taken up in Chapter 4. Briefly previewing this discussion, I argue that support is roughly
equivalent to ethnic group size, and that the majority principle is a good starting point to
define sufficiency. If the majority principle is also used to explain ethnic coalition pressures
beyond democracies, the next question is clearly what remains of the distinction between
democracy and dictatorship. Besides the institutional differences of term limits and selection
mechanisms, the key distinction lies in the distribution of power between governing elites and
their supporters. I conceptualize democracy as an institution that extends power vertically
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from the elites to the masses.131 In dictatorships, the ruling coalition needs majority support
not from the entire population but from the relevant elites who guarantee the regime’s
survival.

3.4

A Brief Summary

I conclude this chapter with a brief review of my main theoretical points, highlighting once
more the similarities and differences to other studies of domestic conflict and power-sharing.
1. In contrast to most scholars who study power-sharing, my theoretical emphasis is on
elite behavior. The institutional elements in my theory are limited to the existence of
the modern state – particularly the incentives it sets for power competition.
2. Political elites often attempt to mobilize their co-ethnics, and the masses follow ethnic
appeals due to shared grievances and selective incentives provided by group membership. In the age of nationalism, ethnicity is a globally relevant political cleavage. It is
therefore a useful approach in the study of coalitions that allows a comparison of elite
behavior across different political regimes. Assuming ethnicity to be a relevant group
identity differs from opportunity-cost approaches of violent conflict that focus strictly
on individual motivations.
3. I assume that ethnic elites are the central actors in forming and breaking power-sharing
coalitions, and, contrary to the optimistic view on power-sharing, that they are powermaximizing actors.
4. The centrality of political elites does not imply that ethnic leaders command the loyalty of their supporters by default – a common assumption by instrumentalist scholars.
There is competition among different sets of group elites, and ethnic groups sometimes
split. This proposition builds on studies of ethnic conflict that carefully theorize motivations but retain the unitary actor assumption.
5. To survive in office, elites need to garner enough power to be able to deter challenges
by other elites. The main difference between democracies and autocracies, then, is the
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distribution of power between the elites and masses.
Having described my main theoretical building blocks, I combine them in the subsequent
chapters with regard to four different questions. What kind of government do ethnic elites
form? When do ethnic government coalitions break? What effects do coalition governments
among ethnic elites have on democratization and democratic consolidation? Finally, do
ethnic coalitions prevent civil war? In each chapter, I generate precise hypotheses on the
causes and consequences of power-sharing, and evaluate these hypotheses on a global sample
of ethnic groups.
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CHAPTER

4
The Formation of Ethnic Coalitions

But why should majority-group leaders, with the ability to gain all of political
power in a majoritarian democracy, be so self-abnegating as to give some of it
away to minority-group leaders?
– Horowitz (2002, 20)
Could a power-sharing coalition between Sunni, Shi’a and Kurdish political elites in Iraq
curb the high levels of violence in the country? What are the chances of this coalition coming
into being? Representing the optimistic view on power-sharing, Lijphart holds that ethnic
elites form a grand coalition in order to avoid violence. The reality in Iraq arguably does
not support this perspective, neither does it entirely reflect the pessimistic view captured in
Horowitz’ quote above. Despite numerical majority status, Shi’a leaders have not established
ethnic hegemony. Admittedly, the power constellation in Iraq might not be representative
of ethnic politics in other countries and at other times. After all, Horowitz even predicts
minority rule in severely divided societies that lack democratic elections.1 In order to find
out whether or not Horowitz’ prediction is justified and how representative the Iraqi example
is, this chapter focuses on two main question:
1. Which type of governments do ethnic elites form?
2. Do institutional rules increase the chances of ethnic coalition formation?
Existing research on power-sharing affirms the second question and attributes the Iraqi
coalition between Shi’a and Kurds to domestic institutions. Some argue that the country’s
1
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49

democratic constitution are responsible for the inter-ethnic coalition. Others deny that Iraq
is a democracy, and explain power-sharing by the presence of a parliament and party competition in a de facto authoritarian regime.2 Yet, as discussed in Chapter 2, the link between
institutions and power-sharing is contested. Even if institutions provide the necessary incentives for elite cooperation, the presence of four different power-sharing institutions – a
parliamentary system, proportional representation, an authoritarian legislature, and party
competition in a dictatorship – overpredicts the current government in Iraq.
This chapter does not take the institutional approach to explain power-sharing. Instead it
posits ethnic elite behavior as a baseline explanation for power-sharing coalitions. Building
on the propositions developed in the last chapter, the theoretical approach here revolves
around the limited knowledge of ethnic elites about the true distribution of power, and
their wish to maximize their own influence. Incomplete information about their true level of
support and fear of later defections from coalition partners makes ethnic elites build oversized
coalitions. The desire to maximize their own influence keeps ethnic elites from forming grand
coalitions. In order to minimize the risk posed by defections of co-ethnic supporters, elites
seek out coalition partners with whom they share ethnic identity markers. In other words,
the number of cleavages rather than the number of groups inside the coalition should be
small. This chapter integrates the influence of historical legacies into the general powerbased framework by highlighting the ability of ethnic incumbents to defend their power
position within the government using state repression. Finally, it explores the variance of
elite behavior across different institutional contexts.
Having combined the theoretical propositions of the last chapter into mechanisms and
testable hypotheses, I briefly review why institutions are unlikely to exert significant pressure
on elites to form coalitions. Subsequently, the empirical section of this chapter discusses the
operationalization of ethnic groups and different ethnic compositions in the executive in
detail, while paying close attention to the measurement of co-ethnic support and the timing
of coalition formation. Finally, the analytical section of the chapter borrows tools from
the literature on government formation in parliamentary democracies, so-called conditional
choice models in order to test the hypotheses.
2
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4.1

Generating Hypotheses

The essence of power-sharing, in this thesis, is the government coalition between ethnic
elites. The last chapter posited that (1) ethnic elites constantly struggle to improve their
own relative position in the state; (2) they do not possess complete information about the
extent of support they enjoy among their co-ethnics; and (3) ethnic elites need sufficient
support from the population to form a government. This section begins by discussing the
notion of popular support for ethnic elites in light of proposition 3. It then proceeds to sketch
a theoretical answer to the first research question of this chapter by combining propositions 1
and 3 and deducing the consequences for the types of governments that should form. Finally,
the theoretical discussion integrates proposition 2, and predicts that elites try to minimize
the influence of other elites when forming government coalitions.

Power, incomplete information, and cleavages
One common assumption by scholars who study ethnic politics is that group size roughly
reflects the influence of its leaders.3 It is likely that increasing group size translates to larger
settlement areas, a larger urban population, a more sizable recruitment pool of potential
fighters, and greater access to financial and natural resources – common ingredients in measurements of state power.4 In democracies, theoretical models of ethnic relations often take
group size as a predictor for vote choice.5 Horowitz, for example, notes that “[w]here ethnic
loyalties are strong, parties tend to organize along ethnic lines.” 6 Even where ethnic loyalties
are less salient, they tend to gain importance during election times.7 In dictatorships, the
influence of ethnic leaders is also frequently assessed based on the relative demographic size
of their groups, too.8 The equivalent of a democratic election in authoritarian regimes is
the most recent census results: “So the election is a census, and the census is an election,”
concludes Horowitz.9
Admittedly, the correlation between group size and elite influence does not hold in a
3
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number of prominent examples. In the past, dominant ethnic group elites in Pakistan and
Sri Lanka have relied on a strong military to fight robust challenges to the state. Similarly,
Assad’s Alawi-ruled Syria and Smith’ minority settler regime in Rhodesia have employed
the military power of their respective states to oppress challenges by numerically superior
excluded ethnic groups.10 Yet, not all states, especially in Sub-Saharan Africa, enjoy such a
military advantage over their opponents, and military superiority often depends on outside
support.11 Once it is revoked, as in Rhodesia where the South African Apartheid regime
withdrew support in the mid-1970s, or other outside powers begin to finance the rebels, as
in Assad’s Syria, these minority regimes begin to crumble. Thus, ethnic minority representatives can rule securely only if they have access to extra-territorial resources. In most other
cases, political elites approximately need majority support in order to govern. In its absence,
rebellion by members of excluded groups becomes more likely,12 as does rebel victory. Excluded groups have successfully overthrown sitting minority regimes in Afghanistan, Liberia,
Uganda, and Zimbabwe.13 Moreover, rebellion against minority rule has led to partition in
Pakistan and Sudan. Even if a plurality group rules over several smaller minorities, elites
from distinct ethnic groups might form a coalition against the central government on the
basis of an overarching identity marker such as territory.14 On average, forming a stable
government between different ethnic segments requires majority support.
If sufficiency in the third theoretical proposition translates to majority support, it contradicts Horowitz’ pessimistic view on power-sharing – that is, his fear of minority rule.15
Combining it with the first proposition – that ethnic elites are power-maximizing actors –
does however reinforce the pessimistic expectation that inter-ethnic coalitions are only feasible when no majority group is present. In nation-states, majority-group dominance thus
remains the expected outcome.16 Indeed, most models of government formation and ethnic
politics that build on the rationalist framework, and therefore share proposition 1 and 3
with this study, predict a minimum-winning coalition for states lacking a majority segment.
10
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Put differently, the government with the smallest possible amount of popular support that
surpasses more than 50% of the population should form.17 This is apparent in studies that
employ the credible commitment problem to explain the difficulty of power-sharing in the
aftermath of civil wars.18 According to their logic, power-sharing is unstable, or even impossible, because ethnic leaders of the more powerful coalition partner cannot commit to
a stable coalition. Powerful ethnic elites always have the incentive to renege on an earlier
compromise once the weaker partner has disarmed (P1 ). Are ethnically divided societies
thus inevitably at risk of majority domination and the exclusion of large minorities?
Considering my second theoretical proposition – that ethnic leaders do no possess complete information about their level of support – I am skeptical about the expectation that
ethnic elites are most likely to form minimum-winning coalitions. In the foundational work
on coalition formation studies, Riker lists several conditions that must hold in order for the
minimum-winning logic to unfold. One states that the political game must be perceived as
zero-sum.19 In other words, the gains of one actor come at the expense of another. While
the optimistic view of power-sharing rejects this assumption, this thesis agrees with the
pessimistic approach to power-sharing that ethnic elites strive to increase their influence at
the expense of their political rivals (P1 ).20 However, a second condition requires fulfillment
before the minimum-winning rationale applies. The political elites who form the government
must be certain that they can resist future challenges (P3 ). In many real-world situations,
and in particular in large multiethnic societies, such certainty is likely to be absent:
The uncertainty of the real world and the bargaining situation forces coalition
members to aim at subjectively estimated minimum-winning coalition rather than
at an actual minimum. In decision-systems large enough so that participants
do not know each other or what each is doing, the actual size and weight of a
coalition may be in doubt, if only because of lack of communication or because of
participants’ inability to estimate each other’s weights.21
17
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While ethnic elites and the masses often have a rough idea of whether or not they belong to a
majority, plurality, or large or small minority group, they do not know their exact size. This
uncertainty is exacerbated when multiple cleavages cross-cut group boundaries. Recent studies argue that individuals emphasize different identity markers when it increases their own
welfare.22 In these cases, partisan divisions might cross-cut ethnic groups, and make elites
build coalitions across ethnic boundaries.23 Under the conditions of incomplete information
(P2 ), ethnic elites fear future defections and build oversized coalitions.24 Some scholars even
suggest that oversized coalitions can be more lucrative to their members than minimumwinning coalitions because they avoid constant costly government reconfigurations.25 In the
absence of cross-cutting cleavages, uncertainty about the exact size of ethnic groups compels
group leaders to increase the size of the majority in order to deter rebellion by excluded
actors.26 In sum, ethnic elites in government should at least enjoy majority support but
often include more members than they require for a simple majority.

H1a : Ethnic majority governments are more likely to form than minority governments.
H1b : Oversized inter-ethnic coalitions are more likely than minimum-winning coalitions.
Combining my three theoretical propositions leads to very different predictions than
expected by the pessimistic view of power-sharing. Even in the absence of institutional
rules that supposedly provide coalition incentives, my theory predicts oversized governments.
However, it does not embrace the grand coalition prediction by the optimistic view of powersharing either.27 Specifically, my approach differs from Lijphart’s optimistic outlook in
its fundamental assumption about ethnic elites.28 Since elites are power-maximizing actors,
grand coalitions including all ethnic groups should not be common because they significantly
constrain the influence of their members. Riker even claims that they are essentially worthless
to the parties involved.29 If there is a possibility to overthrow and later exclude large
22

Posner (2004, 2005); van der Veen and Laitin (2012).
Chandra (2005); Dunning and Nilekani (2013).
24
Riker (1967, 81).
25
Groseclose and Snyder Jr. (1996).
26
Wucherpfennig (2011a, 66–70) shows that government challenges are most likely at situations of power
parity.
27
Lijphart (1977, 26).
28
See Chapter 3.
29
Riker (1967, 39).
23

54

coalition partners without risking their own government access and outside challenges, ethnic
politicians are likely to use it.30 In order to minimize this threat more powerful coalition
members are often inclined to reduce the influence of junior partners,31 or even exclude them
altogether despite the risk of violent rebellion.32
In line with the assumption that ethnic elites are power-maximizing actors (P1 ), it seems
plausible that these actors try to exclude at least some groups from the government in order
to increase their relative influence.33 Some even argue that ethnic identity has no explanatory power for government formation, once the struggle for relative influence is accounted
for.34 However, while my second theoretical proposition suggests that ethnic groups are
not always unitary actors, it does not reject the influence of ethnicity altogether. Rather,
my argument returns to theories of cross-cutting cleavages and the possibility of individual
loyalty realignments.35 In contrast to Lipset and Rokkan’s classic study that stresses the
freezing of cleavage configurations after critical junctures,36 more recent research emphasizes
the fluidity of ethnic group boundaries under varying political and social circumstances.37 In
a sense, politics of outbidding might occur not only within but also across ethnic boundaries
when alternative cleavage alignments are possible that benefit enough group members to
replace the current government.38 The possibility of cleavage realignments thus threatens
included ethnic leaders’ power position and their access to government posts. Conversely,
excluded elites have every incentive to emphasize less salient cultural commonalities with
the ethnic groups in power to delegitimize their own exclusion, and gain government posts
due to shared identity markers with the current government.
To illustrate this line of argument, consider the case of India where the Congress Party39
dominated Indian politics since independence on a platform of cross-caste, cross-linguistic/regional, and cross-religious appeal. While Congress was out of government for short spells
in the 1970s and late 1980s, the first opposition party that posed a lasting challenge to
30
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Congress’ dominance, and managed to stay in power for a full legislative term between 1999
and 2004, was the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP). The more conservative BJP portrays
itself as a defender of the Hindu identity of the Indian state. It tried to drive a wedge in
the Congress coalition by polarizing the Hindu-Muslim cleavage in India. Thus, its Hinduonly message is in principle directed at a significant portion of the Congress electorate by
emphasizing Hindu identity over caste or linguistic markers. In practice, though, the BJP
has mainly attracted upper-caste and -class Hindus, and the need for coalitions with smaller,
regional partners has moderated the message of the BJP.40 Nonetheless the success of the
BJP can be explained in part by taking a chunk of voters out of the Congress coalition by
appealing to overlapping identity markers.41
What does the threat of support realignment imply for the type of government that ethnic
elites form? In anticipation of defections along cross-cutting cleavage constellations, elites
attempt to undercut such attempts from the very beginning. Instead of simply forming the
smallest government coalition that promises sufficient support to deter external challengers,
elites also consider the cultural compatibility of their coalition partners. By internalizing
cross-cutting cleavages into the government coalition, support realignment along an alternative set of cleavages only threatens a reduced role in government – not exclusion from
the executive. For example, a coalition of two groups that differ on the linguistic and regional dimension but share religious and racial identity markers should be more likely to
form than one where three of those markers differ. This logic is very similar to Axelrod’s
“minimal-connected winning coalition”.42 Moreover, it is easier for elites to “sell” an interethnic coalition to their supporters through narratives of cooperation around shared identity
markers.43 In sum, I expect that
H2 : Inter-ethnic coalitions become more likely, as the number of cleavages they include
decreases.
40
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The power of incumbency
Most theoretical models of government formation only focus on the relative distribution
of power.44 Empirical results suggest that in parliamentary democracies – the empirical
landscape which is the subject of most studies of government formation – power indeed
drives most of the dynamics of the coalition game.45 Departing from this consensus, a
minority of studies note the influence of the past, and argue that incumbents have a better
chance of forming the government.46 However, later studies qualify this advantage, or show
that it is quite variable.47 Thus, election results in parliamentary democracies are often a
judgment about previous government performance, and changes in government composition
are frequent.
Returning to the arena of ethnic power competition, I submit that incumbency plays an
important role for government formation for two reasons. First, nationalism has inextricably
bound identity and territory together in the nation-state.48 Second, in autocracies or defective democracies outside Western Europe, ethnic elites that hold power feel fewer qualms
about using the financial pockets and coercive apparatus of the state in order to extend their
tenure. Holding government office, they often try to fill high military and police offices with
close associates or extend patronage to buy off opponents.49
The first situation is common in states that Wimmer calls “societies with majority states
peoples” – that is, an overwhelming part of the population belongs to the same ethnic
group.50 The linkage between nationalism and popular sovereignty usually elevates this
majority group to the status of a nation which is then inextricably connected to the identity
of the state, and is likely to be present in any government coalition.51 Turks in Turkey, the
Sinhalese in Sri Lanka, and Castillians in Spain are example of these states peoples. Here
incumbency offers both a legitimacy and power advantage.
The strategy of using coercive state power to defend and further entrench the power
position of ethnic elites is often encountered in deeply divided societies – that is, societies
44
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without a majority group. Mobutu’s Zaire/DRC or Mugabe’s Zimbabwe are just two states
whose rulers have used their incumbent position to repress ethnic others and exclude them
from access to government positions. Rather than sticks, some autocratic regimes predominantly use carrots and buy off opposition movements with state resources. During the Arab
Spring in 2011, Moroccan King Mohammad VI. bought the acquiescence of his fellow Arabs
and of the excluded Berber ethnic group through far-ranging political concessions that included more liberal language laws. In Saudi-Arabia, the royal house went on a spending
spree to appease its Sunni co-ethnics and, more importantly, the excluded Shi’a minority.
Where this appeasement strategy did not work, the Saudi government fell back on brutally
oppressing Shi’a protests, and imprisoning Shi’a political elites. In a similar vein, the extension of patronage through ministerial appointments prolongs the survival of rulers in African
states.52 In South Asia, Sri Lankan and Pakistani cabinets have had more than a hundred
ministerial posts that were awarded to elites who were considered important to the survival
of the sitting power constellation. The formation of power-sharing coalitions among ethnic
groups should thus be constrained by historical power relations.53
H3 : Incumbent ethnic groups are more likely to be included in new governments than nonincumbents.

The role of institutions
As discussed in Chapter 2, the existing literature on power-sharing highlights the power of
institutions to induce cooperative behavior among elites. To answer the second research
question of this chapter, I will briefly revisit two of these institution–behavior hypotheses,
and refer to theoretical and empirical arguments that question the influence of institutions.
More concretely, my argument is that once ethnic elite behavior is taken into account the
democracy-autocracy and PR-majoritarian dichotomies do not provide a systematic explanation for coalition formation.54
When the institutional pressures of democratic elections to compete for at least a plurality of the vote are absent, Horowitz identifies a general tendency towards the “hegemonic
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influence” of some ethnic elites in authoritarian regimes.55 His argument builds closely on
Przeworski’s famous dictum that democracy is a system of “institutionalized uncertainty.” 56
Without this uncertainty about future outcomes induced by regular elections that require a
minimum number of votes to win, incentives for cooperation are ostensibly absent. Lijphart
turns this relationship on its head, and argues that inter-ethnic coalition are a necessary
precondition for democracy in plural societies.57 Observing a higher rate of ethnic coalitions
in democratic regimes therefore points to a selection problem. In line with the theoretical
argument presented in Chapter 3, I argue that neither scenario represents empirical reality particularly well. Ethnic elites are uncertain about their level of support regardless of
regime type, and this uncertainty makes them form oversized coalitions in democracies and
dictatorships alike (P2 ). If anything, elections reveal information about the distribution of
power, at least until the next election, and therefore reduce coalition pressures.58
Scholars of ethnic politics debate the choice of the electoral system even more intensely.
Consociationalists favor proportional representation rules (PR) that guarantee representation to minority groups.59 Integrationists prefer majoritarian electoral rules such as the
alternative vote (AV) that provide incentives for cross-ethnic coalitions.60 However, studies
by Ordeshook and Shvetsova and the introductory quote by Horowitz suggest that ethnic demography strongly circumscribes the influence of electoral rules on ethnic inclusion.61
However, consociationalists and integrationists agree that the widely used first-past-the-post
system is inadequate for ethnically divided societies, as it delivers disproportional victories
to the plurality ethnic group.62 In response, Sartori shows that the effects of majoritarian
and PR systems is virtually indistinguishable under conditions of ethnic territorial segmentation, as for example in India and many African states.63 Therefore, I expect neither electoral
system to outperform the other in bringing about ethnic executive power-sharing.
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The timing of government formation
One additional theoretical question requires an answer before I test the theoretical arguments
presented above: When do elites form new governments, or rather, when do they change
its ethnic composition? In parliamentary democracies, the answer is seemingly self-evident.
Government formation occurs after elections, failed votes of confidence, the exit of one
coalition party, or when the prime minister changes.64 All of these situations indicate a
change in the bargaining environment, and thus open up the possibility for a renegotiation
of government power. The cases under investigation in this study range from presidential
democracies in the Americas to party-based dictatorships in Asia, and do not necessarily
share the characteristics that define a government formation opportunity in parliamentary
democracy. Even if they do exist in states such as India, they do not automatically imply
a change in the bargaining environment in plural societies. Very few democratic elections
systematically alter the ethnic bargaining environment in a state. For example, elections
in the United States before 1965 or South Africa during Apartheid were never designed to
pose a challenge to white supremacy. Rather they served as a power-allocation mechanism
within the ethnically defined demos. This is not to say that elections cannot alter the ethnic
bargaining environment in a state. The 1970 Pakistani and 2005 Bolivian electoral contests
show that change is possible. Yet, the latter examples are far less frequent than the former.
Elections that change the ethnic landscape are often accompanied or followed by changes to
institutional rules more generally. For example, a fundamental reform of electoral rules –
from proportional representation to a mixed system – preceded the 2005 Bolivian watershed
election that brought Evo Morales as a representative of the Indigeneous Peoples into power.
The theoretical challenge, then, is to identify situations that change the ethnic bargaining
environment across democracies and autocracies.
My strategy follows an institutional understanding of change. It identifies a new government formation opportunity whenever the rules of the game are altered. Ostensibly, this
approach seems to contradict my theoretical argument which is generally skeptical about
the power of formal institutions to decisively alter ethnic elites’ coalition proneness. However, the theoretical rationale for choosing institutional change as the basis of government
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formation opportunities does not suggest that ethnic elites are more or less likely to form
power-sharing pacts. Greif and Latin argue that exogenous and endogenous social change
alters the power balance even when beliefs, that is actor motivations, remain constant across
institutional periods.65 Institutional transitions therefore reflect changes in the bargaining
environment. Following the lead of earlier democratic transition studies,66 Bratton and van
de Walle characterize institutional change thusly:

It is an interval of intense political uncertainty during which the shape of the new
institutional dispensation is up for grabs by incumbent and opposition contenders.
For this reason, a regime transition can be depicted as a struggle between competing political forces over the rules of the game and for resources with which the
game is played.67

In other words, a change in the institutional rules creates winners and losers, and frequently leads to a renegotiation of the existing power constellation between ethnic elites.
Therefore, it often results in the redrawing of political allegiances or violent competition for
power access.68
In line with the prevalent approach in studies of authoritarian politics, I identify regime
changes in dictatorships with a new ruler.69 Therefore, formation opportunities arise whenever a dictator leaves office. By definition, democratic regimes distribute power through
elections. However, as argued above, not every election changes ethnic relations but a
change in electoral rules might. Following Lijphart, electoral regime change takes place
whenever there are fundamental changes to district or legislative body size, aggregation
rules for parliamentary and presidential elections, and the introduction or termination of
presidential regimes.70 Finally, changes between democratic and autocratic regimes count as
institution-based formation opportunities.
65

Greif and Laitin (2004, 642–643).
O’Donnell, Schmitter and Whitehead (1986, 3–5).
67
Bratton and Van de Walle (1997, 10).
68
On the first point, see Posner (2004); on the second, Huntington (1968); Snyder (2000); Cederman,
Wimmer and Min (2010).
69
Geddes (2003); Svolik (2009); Cheibub, Gandhi and Vreeland (2010); Boix and Svolik (2013).
70
Lijphart (1994, 14).
66

61

4.2

Case Selection and Key Variables

The outcome of interest in this study is the government that ethnic elites form. While
historical processes might constrain the choice set of different government constellations,71
ethnic elites usually have multiple coalition alternatives which they must choose between.
This section describes the data used to construct the choice set of alternative ethnic constellations in the executive at different formation opportunities, and the explanatory variables
that influence this choice.
Variation in the ethnic composition of the government is only possible in states with at
least two ethnic groups. In order to code the ethnic composition of governments, the analysis
in this chapter relies on the Ethnic Power Relations dataset (EPR-ETH) which includes
information on 793 ethnic groups in 136 multiethnic states between 1946 and 2009.72 In
line with the Weberian understanding of ethnic groups adopted by this study,73 EPR-ETH
defines ethnicity as any subjectively experienced sense of commonality based on the belief
in common ancestry and shared culture that extends to such different identity markers as
language, religion, phenotype, or caste but excludes tribal and clan-structures.74 The dataset
includes politically relevant ethnic groups in all states where political elites make claims on
behalf of ethnic groups, or where the state politically discriminates ethnic groups by, for
example, restricting citizenship rights.75 Discrimination is usually negative as in Apartheid
South-Africa or in the United States under the Jim Crow laws. However, it can also be
positive as exemplified by the case of the Hispanic group in the United States, which became
politically relevant when the Voting Rights Act of 1965 explicitly singled out the protection
of group members.
In line with the constructivist understanding of ethnicity, EPR-ETH codes the reconfiguration of ethnic group boundaries. In a number of states, ethnic groups split into smaller
segments – for example, Blacks in South Africa after the end of Apartheid – or merge into
71
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larger ones, for example, along territorial lines.76 More importantly, ethnic groups might
cease to be politically relevant at the national level when ethnic elites stop making claims
on behalf of the group, or when a new government ends state-led discrimination against
particular ethnic groups, as for example, in post-revolutionary Cuba. By the same token,
ethnic groups can become politically relevant at any point in time.
Although governments are commonly formed between political organizations that represent ethnic groups, these organizations are at least implicitly included in the EPR-ETH data:
“[an] ethnic group is considered politically relevant if at least one political organization claims
to represent it in national politics.” 77 While it would definitely be preferable to use data on
political organizations, for example, to model intra-ethnic competition, such data usually do
not exist with sufficient range or precision. Existing datasets of ethnic organizations usually
restrict the geographical range of the data, code only a subset of ethnic groups, or do not
code government access on the organizational level.78 Moreover, some regimes included in
this study legally ban all political organizations. For most military dictatorships, it would
be impossible to collect organizational actor information. This is why a focus on ethnic
groups as power blocs of politicians allows the observation of elite behavior across regime
types as argued in Chapter 2. In particular this comparative exercise is possible because
the EPR-ETH dataset determines the political access of group leaders to executive power.
An ethnic group belongs to the government coalition if a political representative of that
group holds a meaningful executive position in the state.79 Executives are not restricted to
democracies and include cabinets, military juntas, central committees of communist parties,
and royal courts. I refer to these executives when describing the ethnic composition of the
government.
Finally, the EPR-ETH dataset also codes ethnic group size as the relative share of a
country’s politically relevant population. In other words, the dataset computes the ratio
between each groups’ absolute population and the sum across the population of all politically
76
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relevant ethnic groups. This sum does not always equal the overall population of the country.
It usually excludes recent migrants that do not hold citizenship, and individuals that do not
belong to any ethnically relevant group. Ethnic group size changes when the number of
ethnically relevant groups change within a state, or when there is evidence of large-scale
migration, or significant differences in birth rates such as in Lebanon after World War II.
Following several other studies of ethnic politics, relative group size serves as an indicator
of ethnic elite influence.80 The larger a group, the more influence its elites are likely to have
at the political center.

The unit of analysis and the outcome variable
The unit of analysis in this study is the formation opportunity – that is, the point in time
when ethnic leaders might choose a different government constellation from the set of all
possible alternatives. In line with the theoretical argument above, formation opportunities
are closely connected to major institutional changes. In addition to the first year of a state’s
existence, this study focuses on electoral rule changes in democracies, leadership changes in
autocracies, and regime transitions between democratic and autocratic regimes. All these
changes are likely to open up a window of opportunity in which elites attempt to renegotiate
ethnic power relations. I identify different regimes and transitions between them in the
Democracy and Dictatorship dataset.81 The data is particularly useful for the purpose of
this analysis because it offers a dichotomous distinction between democracy and dictatorship
that relies on a mixture of institutional rules and personal leadership – the two criteria used
to identify formation opportunities. It only identifies a democratic regime when there have
been elections for the legislature and the executive in which at least two parties compete,
and if the government has changed at least once.82 Within democratic regimes, I follow the
established approach in the comparative literature to code the timing of electoral regime
changes.83 In line with the literature on authoritarian regimes, leadership changes indicate
regime alternations in dictatorships.84 Overall, the data includes 803 distinct formation
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opportunities. In the appendix to this chapter, I present an alternative set of formation
opportunities based on critical events in order to show that my results do not depend on the
institutional definition of formation opportunities.
Having identified when ethnic elites form new government, I compute the potential ethnic
constellations in the government at these formation opportunities. Table 4.1 exemplifies the
alternative government constellations in Iraq after the US invasion in 2003. The set of these
seven alternatives constitutes my unit of analysis. The outcome variable, then, is the choice
by ethnic elites between government alternatives. This choice set varies with the number of
politically relevant groups. Put differently, at different formation opportunities elites might
have more or less choices. The number of government alternatives rises exponentially with
the number of politically relevant ethnic groups in a country.85 Overall, my data include
1,125,311 different government alternatives. This approach is common in the literature on
government formation in parliamentary democracies,86 but departs from previous studies of
ethnic power relations. Some model power-sharing as the size of the included population
while others estimate the probability of exclusion on the group level.87
Table 4.1: Alternative government constellations in Iraq.
Formation
Opportunity

Government Member(s)

Gov.
Size

Realized
Government

(1)

Sunni

0.19

0

(2)

Shia

0.63

0

(3)

Kurds

0.17

0

(4)

Sunni & Shia

0.82

0

(5)

Sunni & Kurds

0.36

0

(6)

Shia and Kurds

.8

1

(7)

Sunni, Shia & Kurds

1

0

I argue that the approach used here has two distinct advantages over existing studies of
ethnic inclusion. First, it distinguishes between ethnic dominance by one group and powerFormally, for each formation opportunity, there are always 2n − 1 government alternatives, ignoring the
empty government.
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sharing coalitions which studies that focus only on the size of the included population cannot.
Second, by modeling all choice alternatives instead of a dichotomous trade-off between inand exclusion, it explicitly takes into account the interaction between groups that is often
absent from group-level analyses. Both advantages are very relevant as the Iraqi case demonstrates. Single-group dominance by Saddam Hussein’s own Sunni group preceded coalition
government of Shi’a and Kurdish elites in the aftermath of the US invasion. However, studies
of included group size cannot differentiate between this new inter-ethnic coalition, and a situation where a larger group replaces a smaller one. Furthermore, the current Shi’a-Kurdish
coalition is clearly a reaction to previous Sunni dominance. However, group-level analyses
see the inclusion of Shi’a and Kurdish elites into the government, and the exclusion of Sunnis
as three distinct events. Instead, the approach used here models them as related alternatives
that are mutually exclusive. At the same time, the estimator still provides information on
the probability of inclusion for individual ethnic groups.88

Explanatory variables
Closely following the theoretical outline, the explanatory variables of this study cover three
areas: power, ethnic cleavages, and history. Four variables reflect differences in the first
of these categories: All analyses include a count variable of the number of government
groups that should be minimal according to the pessimistic view of power-sharing. Second,
a dummy variable indicates whether or not the largest ethnic group in a state is included
in a particular government alternative. Again the pessimistic view expects this to be the
case, and also predicts that elites from this group rule alone. If this is not possible ethnic
elites should either form minimum-winning coalitions or minority governments.89 Instead,
Hypothesis 1a of this chapter predicts majority governments, and Hypothesis 1b expects
elites to be more likely to choose oversized coalitions. I include dummy variables for both
possibilities.90 The optimistic view of power-sharing expects elites to form grand coalitions
88
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The residual category are minority governments.

66

to avoid conflict. Yet my theoretical argument building on the first proposition in Chapter 3
– that ethnic elites are power-maximizing actors – rejects this view. Since grand coalitions
only make up a minority of all oversized coalitions, I count them as belonging to the latter
category. Doing so does not alter the empirical results.
In order to assess the role cleavages play in the ethnic composition of a new government
(Hypothesis 2), I draw on the new Ethnic Power Relations Cleavage (EPRC) dataset.91 In
line with constructivist theories of ethnicity, individuals usually possess multiple identity
markers at the same time.92 The EPRC dataset distinguishes between ethnic cleavage dimensions on the one hand, and ethnic identity segments or markers on the other. It includes
three main ethnic dimensions: language, religion, and phenotype. Each ethnic group in
EPR-ETH always features all three dimensions but the groups differ from each other in
contents of these dimensions – that is, the actual linguistic, religious, or phenotype identity
marker that characterizes individuals. For example, the Yoruba in Nigeria consist of members that speak the same language (Yoruba), and share the same phenotype (black), but
follow different religious creeds (Muslim and Christian). In contrast, Muslims in India are
divided by the Sunni and Shi’a denominations and speak a multitude of languages, including
Urdu, Bengali, and Maylalam.
Moving from the group- to the government-level, I distinguish between cleavage dimensions and the total number of cleavages. The cleavage dimension variable receives a minimum score of 0, when the ethnic group(s) in the government do not differ on any of the three
cleavage dimensions – that is, language, religion, or phenotype. The maximum score of 3 is
assigned when the included groups differ on all three ethnic dimensions. For example, if the
elites in the government only differ along linguistic lines, the dimensions variable receives
a score of 1 regardless of the number of spoken languages. In contrast, the variable that
assesses the total number of cleavages counts each difference. Thus, when the groups represented in government speak four different languages, the total number of cleavages is three.
On top of that differences on the other dimensions are counted towards the total number of
cleavages. The juxtaposition of the Indian and Iraqi government coalitions illustrates this
91
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logic well: the ethnic coalition in Iraq comprises two languages (Arab and Kurdish), two
religious creeds (Sunni and Shia Islam), and one phenotype. It receives a score of 2 on both
the number of cleavage dimensions variable and the total cleavage count variable since the
two dimensions only encompass one difference each. Similarly, various Indian government
coalitions differ on the linguistic and religious dimension, and thus receive a score of 2 on
the cleavage dimensions variable. In contrast to Iraq, the Indian government includes up to
twenty different languages and at least three different religious creeds leading to a score of
23 on the total cleavage count variable.
Based on the EPRC data, I construct four indicators for each government alternative
to test Hypothesis 2: (1) The number of ethnic cleavage dimensions; (2) the total cleavage
count, that is the sum of all languages, religions, and phenotypes; (3) the number of ethnic
cleavage dimensions relative to the number of dimensions present in the country; and (4) the
number of ethnic cleavages relative to the total number of cleavages in a country. The relative
counts (2 and 4) allow me to distinguish between states that are completely homogeneous
on one ethnic dimension from those that are not. In other words, a government with fewer
cleavages is more likely in a state that includes fewer cleavages relative to a state that is
quite heterogeneous.
Additional robustness tests assess the effect of within-coalition diversity on specific identity segments. The conventional wisdom holds that religious diversity should be more damaging to coalitions than linguistic differences as the former are less prone to compromise due
to their indivisibility.93 I thus calculate fractionalization and polarization indexes on each
ethnic dimension for each potential government.94
Finally, the analysis below evaluates Hypothesis 3, the power of incumbency, with two
variables. First, a dummy variable indicates whether the elites in two consecutive governments stem from the same groups. A second variable codes the share of members that were
also present in a previous government.95
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Cf. Laitin (2000); Reynal-Querol (2002); Toft (2007); Hassner (2009). Refer to Cavanaugh (2009) and
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4.3

Explaining Government Formation

In order to evaluate the theoretical argument, this chapter employs a statistical approach
from consumer economics: discrete choice models.96 Conditional and mixed logit models
both assess the influence characteristics of choice alternatives have on the actual choice individuals make. While political elites might be different from the average consumer, ethnic
leaders must choose between a number of mutually exclusive potential government options.
Not surprisingly, conditional logit is thus the standard model in the study of parliamentary government formation.97 One of its key advantages over other choice models such as
standard logit or probit models is its ability to handle an unbalanced set of alternatives.
In this case, the number of alternative ethnic constellations in the executive varies between
formation opportunities. This allows me to compare the Iraqi government formation process
in 2003 with three groups and seven alternative ethnic constellations to the same process in
Sudan with 16 groups and 65,536 possible governments three years later. Additionally, the
estimator ensures that a higher number of alternatives does not dominate a smaller number
of alternatives in a different formation opportunity. In other words, the Iraqi formation
opportunity in 2003 contributes as much information to the analysis as the equivalent situation in Sudan with many more alternatives. The conditional logit model estimates the
probability for one government alternative relative only to the other alternatives of the same
formation opportunity. The probability sum of the seven alternatives in Iraq adds up to
unity, as do the 65,536 alternatives in Sudan, or any other set of alternatives at different
formation opportunities.
Before presenting my empirical results, let me briefly discuss the interpretation of the
model output presented below. Unlike in more common choice models such as the logit
or multinomial logit, the variables in conditional choice models capture characteristics of
particular alternatives, not the actors choosing among the different (government) options.
The estimated coefficients reveal which features make a particular government attractive to
political elites, but say less about the decision makers themselves. However, cross-level interactions between the characteristics of actors and alternatives are possible, and I investigate
96
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their interplay below.

Power, cleavages, and incumbency
In order to shed light on the first guiding question of this chapter, this section presents descriptive results in Figure 4.1. The five bars distinguish between different government types.
The pattern revealed by the bar graph is definite: the vast majority of all governments
represent majority of the ethnically relevant population, and coalitions are far from rare.
Ethnic coalitions form in more than one third of all formation opportunities (305) under the
institutional perspective, and in more than half of all formation opportunities (246) under
the critical events definition. In contrast to predictions by most formal models of government formation, only one ethnic minimum-winning coalition forms across the two samples.98
This is a first indication that ethnic elites fear future defections and build oversized coalitions (Hypothesis 1b). However, ethnic elites are still power-hungry (P1 ), and only form
grand coalitions in about ten to sixteen percent of all formation opportunities. Depending
on the sample definition, minority coalitions are even more frequent than grand coalitions.
The smallest one is formed between the Yakoma and Mbaka in the Central African Republic in 1982 and represents just below 9% of the total population. The spectacularly small
number of minimum-winning coalitions is balanced by the modal category of governments:
single-member majorities – a type of minimum-winning government itself. On average, these
single-group governments represent around 83% of the entire population in their countries,
and thus are not significantly threatened by excluded groups. Nevertheless, the distribution
of all government types reveals that majority considerations seem to be central in ethnically divided societies, and that ethnic coalitions are a very frequent phenomenon. In fact,
about half of all oversized and grand coalitions are formed in states with a majority group.
This empirical picture begins to support my theoretical arguments about the uncertainty of
elites about future support from their coalition partners and co-ethnic supporters. However,
descriptive statistics alone cannot provide a conclusive overview of coalition dynamics in
ethnically divided societies. They neither control for confounding factors, nor do they take
into account the alternatives decision makers can choose from. Multivariate analysis rectifies
98
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these shortcomings.
Figure 4.1: Ethnic composition of governments in 134 countries in the institution- and
events-based samples, 1946–2009.

Table 4.2 presents the results from four conditional logit models on the institutional
sample.99 Model 4.1 focuses on power-related explanations only (Hypotheses 1a and 1b).100
The second specification introduces a cleavage variable and investigates the fear of defection mechanism (Hypothesis 2). Finally Models 4.3 and 4.4 test Hypothesis 3 by including two incumbency variables. Overall, the models reinforce the earlier conclusions drawn
from the descriptive statistics. Hypotheses 1a and 1b that predicted majority and oversized
governments are supported across all specifications. Although the oversized coalitions variable barely misses the .05 level of statistical significance in Model 4.1, it is robust across
all alternative specifications. The positive effect for oversized coalitions thus contradicts
the assumption of the negative view on power-sharing that ethnically divided societies are
particularly likely to be ruled by minority regimes.101 The strong positive effect of the singlegroup majority dummy probably reflects the outcome of successful nationalist projects in
99
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which one group dominates the state. Once this variation is explained, the largest ethnic
group in a state is no more likely to be represented in government than other groups. This
finding runs counter to dynamics observed in the study of parliamentary government formation where implicit rules often dictate that the largest group is to be the “formateur” of the
government.102 In ethnically divided societies where these institutional constraints are not
necessarily present, rival groups can more easily coalesce against the largest group if that
group is not overtly dominant. Examples of these coalitions against the largest group can
be found in pre-partition Pakistan where Punjabis and Mohajirs united against the Bengali
majority or in Sierra Leone between 1968 and 1991 where the Mende elites where excluded
from executive power by a coalition of elites from three other ethnic groups.
Table 4.2: Conditional logit models of government formation in the institution-based
sample, 1946–2009.
Model 4.1

Model 4.2

Model 4.3

Model 4.4

Single Group Majority

2.702∗∗∗
(0.638)

2.178∗∗∗
(0.616)

1.845∗∗∗
(0.352)

3.020∗∗∗
(0.475)

Oversized Coalition

1.021
(0.627)

1.570∗∗
(0.574)

2.064∗∗∗
(0.405)

2.231∗∗∗
(0.483)

Largest Group in Government

0.484
(0.573)

0.560
(0.537)

0.207
(0.269)

0.452
(0.342)

No. of Groups in Coalition

-0.501∗
(0.219)

-0.189
(0.223)

-0.095
(0.214)

-0.005
(0.217)

-0.936∗∗∗
(0.207)

-0.781∗∗∗
(0.210)

-0.900∗∗∗
(0.227)

No. of Cleavage Dimensions

4.528∗∗∗
(0.377)

Last Government

6.555∗∗∗
(1.264)

% of Last Government
Formation Opportunities
Potential Governments
`
χ2

803
1,125,306
-1845.202
85.152

803
1,125,306
-1768.349
115.664

662
815,741
-1323.073
217.342

662
815,741
- 1176.935
106.268

Country-clustered standard errors in parentheses.
∗
p < 0.05, ∗∗ p < 0.01, ∗∗∗ p < 0.001

Despite forming oversized coalitions in anticipation of future defections, ethnic elites still
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want to maximize their own influence (P1 ) which is why they try to minimize the number of
group representatives included in the government. The negative estimated coefficient for the
number of groups in government in Model 4.1 supports this view. However, this chapter advances a more specific argument. Following Axelrod’s minimum-connected-winning coalition
logic, Hypothesis 2 argues that the number of internal cleavages is more decisive than the
number of groups.103 Put differently, ethnic elites prefer other groups with whom they share
ethnic segments as coalition partners over those that are more dissimilar. Once Model 4.2
controls for intra- and inter-ethnic cleavages, the number of groups in a coalition matters
less. Instead, the cleavage dimensions variable is strongly and significantly related to the
choice of a particular ethnic constellation in the government. Different cleavage variables
outperform the number of groups in the institutional and events samples.104 Choosing ethnically less divided coalitions seems to be more important to group leaders than maximizing
their relative influence or accommodating demographically large groups. While the cleavage
argument presented here does not extend fully to all politically important cleavages such as
ideology or the rural-urban divide, the positive effect of shared linguistic, religious, and racial
segments on coalition formation supports earlier conjectures with regard to the cooperationinducing effect of cross-cutting cleavages.105 At the same time, the results contradict claims
that deny the role of ethnic cleavages in forming coalitions completely.106
The second main theoretical emphasis of this chapter is the strong influence of incumbency on the ethnic composition of the government (Hypothesis 3). Titular nationality
groups that are almost inextricably intertwined with state institutions and minority groups
in ethnically deeply divided societies for whom access to state power is crucial are expected
to cling to power. In order to test this assertion, Models 4.3 and 4.4 include two different
indicators of incumbency: The first simply indicates whether the same government forms at
a given formation opportunity. A second variable measures the proportion of groups that
were included in previous governments. The estimates of both variables are positive and
statistically significant in either specification, and thus confirm the expectation formulated
in Hypothesis 3. In terms of model fit, the proportional indicator outperforms the past
103
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government dummy.
Including a lagged dependent variable does not fundamentally alter the insights gained in
the previous section. Power and cleavage variables remain strong and statistically significant
indicators of government formation despite the fact that Models 4.3 and 4.4 include only
80% of all formation opportunities due to the exclusion of initial years. However, the strong
increase in model fit compared to Models 4.1 and 4.2 stresses the importance of incumbency
in the formation of new governments.

The power of institutions?
This thesis diverges from the literature on power-sharing coalitions that stresses the impact
of institutions on behavior. Not only does the theoretical argument suggest an alternative
explanation of government formation that builds on ethnic elite behavior, it also questions
the additional effect of institutions as a complementary explanation. Whether or not institutions work is an empirical question. In order to answer the second research question
of this chapter, I add country-level institutional dummy variables for democratic regimes
and electoral systems within democracies in Model 4.9 and interact those with the various
government type variables.107 Figures 4.2 and 4.3 summarize the results by showing the
distribution of predicted probabilities for each government type.108
Looking at Figure 4.2, it seems as if the expectation that minority governments are less
and majority governments more likely in democracies (gray bars) holds true.109 However,
the same relationship materializes in dictatorships, in particular for coalition governments.
Moreover, the interaction model predicts a higher average probability of oversized coalitions
in dictatorships than in democracies, although the difference is not statistically significant.
In fact, the lack of a significant difference between democracies and dictatorships is notable
across all government types except for single-member minority regimes. More importantly,
the two regime categories do not differ strongly with respect to coalition pressures. The
confidence intervals of the two most frequent majority categories – single-member and over107

I rely on the mixed logit specification and the events sample because the former provides more information on the probability distribution, and the latter includes one minimum-winning coalition. The results
do not differ if I choose the institutional-change sample instead.
108
More specifically, the distributions characterize the probability sum of all potential governments that
correspond to a particular type at a formation opportunity.
109
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Figure 4.2: Estimated government type probabilities in democracies and dictatorships
based on the events sample. Data from Cheibub, Gandhi and Vreeland (2010).
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sized coalitions – overlap with the probability median in the respective other category within
democracies or dictatorships. Similarly, minority single-member and coalition governments
cannot be distinguished within the respective institutional background. The pattern encountered in Figure 4.2 repeats itself when using the Polity IV dataset.110 As argued above,
whether or not governments are elected has little effect on their ethnic character.
Turning to institutional variation within democracies, Figure 4.3 displays the predicted
probabilities of government types across two electoral families: majoritarian and PR systems.
Once more, my theoretical argument states that electoral rules do not have a systematically
different effect on the ethnic composition of the government. The empirical results lend support to this assertion: Electoral rules exhibit no discernible effects on minority type regimes.
Interestingly they show some difference within ethnic majority regimes. Majoritarian electoral systems are more often associated with oversized coalitions and less often connected
to oversized majorities than their PR counterparts. Even more surprisingly, ethnic political
elites opt for single-member majorities significantly more often than for oversized coalitions
under proportional representation. These findings reinforce Bogaard’s conclusion that “it
has been hard to prove . . . that [PR] has a positive impact on peace and democracy.” 111
110
111
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Figure 4.3: Coalition dynamics in different electoral systems. Data from Bormann and
Golder (2013).
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The explanation for this counter-intuitive result possibly lies in the distribution of electoral systems around the globe. Despite PR’s correlation with multi-party executives,112 it is
often used in the ethnically homogeneous or dominated states of Western Europe and South
America where party divisions rarely reflect ethnic divisions. Factions of the dominant group
then form executive coalitions, and exclude ethnic minorities. In contrast, deeply divided
societies without a majority group often use majoritarian rules. These former colonies from
India to Nigeria simply adopted the electoral rules from their former colonial power. Due to
the territorial segregation of ethnic groups in these states, majoritarian rules never had the
discriminatory effect anticipated by many electoral engineers. Instead, they yielded similar
results as PR rules would have had under the local circumstances.113 Simply putting an
electoral system in place is not a ready-made solution to the challenge of promoting ethnic cooperation. Instead, most of the variation in the ethnic composition of governments
around the world is explained by differences in the distribution of power between ethnic
groups, cleavages within them, and historical incumbency advantages.

112
113

Lijphart (1990, 1994).
See Sartori (1997, 40).

76

4.4

Conclusion

This chapter asks which governments are likely to form in multiethnic states. My theory
builds on the three theoretical propositions derived in Chapter 3. Expecting intra- and
interethnic defections (P2 ), ethnic elites form oversized coalition governments. At the same
time, ethnic leaders attempt to maximize their own relative influence (P1 ). In order to avoid
major power shifts along cross-cutting cleavages, ethnic elites prefer more homogeneous
governments that include cross-cutting cleavages to more heterogeneous governments that
share identity markers with excluded groups. Moreover, ethnic leaders are unlikely to form
minority governments because they fear being overthrown by rebellions or at the ballot
box(P3 ). Majority pressures exist in democracies and dictatorships alike. Finally, the power
of incumbency is of great importance in established nation-states and ethnically deeply
divided societies. Thus, my results contradict both the optimistic view on power-sharing that
predicts grand coalition government, and the pessimistic approach that expects minimumwinning coalitions or even ethnic minority rule.
The second research question of this chapter is concerned with the impact of institutional
rules on the likelihood of power-sharing coalitions. Neither the theoretical argument nor the
empirical analysis of this chapter find systematic evidence for the prevalent view that institutional interventions induce elites to form ethnic coalitions – at least with respect to the
democracy-dictatorship and PR-majoritarian dichotomies. Simply assuming that institutions affect outcomes while ignoring behavior within those same institutional environment
as commonly done in the power-sharing literature (see Chapter 2) is highly problematic.
The conclusion of this chapter is that elite behavior is usually more dynamic than the institutional framework in which it takes place, and so-called power-sharing institutions do not
guarantee cooperative behavior. In the next chapter, I turn my attention from the formation
of ethnic coalitions to the durability of governments. Possibly, institutions affect the stability
of ethnic power constellations in the executive.
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4.5

Appendix

An alternative definition of formation opportunities
As a robustness check to the institution-based sample definition, I construct a second sample
of government formation opportunities that builds on a critical events perspective. These
events alter the bargaining situation between ethnic group representatives but not necessarily
the government composition; and they encompass the first year of independence, major
changes to a state’s territory such as partitions or secessions, the aftermath of wars or coups,
and a constitutional change that designates specific ethnic groups as politically relevant.
More generally, any change to the number or relative size of politically relevant groups
in a state count towards those events. Examples include the expulsion of Asians from
Uganda in the 1960s (reduction of politically relevant groups), the constitutional recognition
of Backward Castes in India as a group with special political privileges (expansion of relevant
groups), and the independence of multiple states after the dissolution of the Soviet Union.
The approach is based on the definition of periods in the Ethnic Power Relations dataset.114
Figure 4.5 and Table 4.3 compare the frequency and number of formation opportunities in
the two samples.

Methods: the mixed logit
The mixed logit model has two advantages over the conditional logit. First, it relaxes
the independence of irrelevant alternatives (IIA) assumption that can produce bias in the
estimated coefficients of the conditional logit.115 Second, it allows me to model random
coefficients that account for unobserved preference heterogeneity among ethnic elites. While
I assume that all ethnic elites are power-maximizing actors, it is not inconceivable that the
preferences of political leaders regarding the size and make-up of their ruling coalition are
not constant. For example, in the neighboring countries of South Africa and Zimbabwe,
political history with respect to inter-ethnic relationships developed very differently over
the past three decades. Some observers attribute inter-ethnic peace in South Africa to the
conciliatory character of Nelson Mandela, and inter-ethnic conflict in Zimbabwe to Robert
114
115

Cederman, Wimmer and Min (2010); Cederman, Gleditsch and Buhaug (2013).
Glasgow, Golder and Golder (2012, 251-3).
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Figure 4.4: Example of estimated parameters in mixed logit models.
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Mugabe’s intransigence and thirst for power.116 Besides being a more realistic modeling
strategy, the random coefficients also provide more information. In addition to average
effects the mixed logit model estimates a full distribution around the mean effect for each
explanatory variable (see Figure 4.4).
However, the mixed logit also has at least one drawback: Its estimation is very computationally demanding. Model runs may take several hours or even days. The reason for
this sluggishness is that the likelihood is not analytically tractable. Instead of maximum
likelihood approaches, the mixed logit requires the application of simulation techniques such
as Maximum Simulated Likelihood (MSL) or Bayesian Monte Carlo simulation.117 Below, I
use Maximum Simulated Likelihood estimation with 500 Halton draws and a burn-in period
116
117

Chideya (2013); Smith (2014).
Train (2003, Chs.10-12).
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of 50 draws.118 The mixed logit models in Table 4.5 do not include Indian formation opportunities, whose choice alternatives exceed the computational capability of my computer (see
Table 4.3).
More formally, the mixed logit models the probability of government j out of K choices
in formation opportunity i:
exij β+xij ηi
Pr = PK x β+x η
ij
ij i
ij
k=1 e
As the random effects – that is, the ηs – are not directly observed, a joint probability
distribution g(η|Ω) is used where Ω includes the fixed parameters of the distribution g.
To obtain the unconditional probability of a coalition choice, the previous expression is
integrated over all possible values of η and weighted by the probability density function g:

Pr =
ij

Z "

exij β+xij ηi
g(η|Ω)dη
PK
xij β+xij ηi
k=1 e
#

The researcher must make assumptions about g but it is common to use the normal distribution, and I do so in the analyses below.119

118
119

Cf. Glasgow, Golder and Golder (2012, 254).
Glasgow, Golder and Golder (2012, 255).
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Descriptive statistics
Due to computational limitations, three states are not included in all analyses. China and
Russia/the Soviet Union are missing in all empirical tests, as each country features more
than 50 ethnic groups. Combining these groups at different formation opportunities results in
more than 10e14 government alternatives at any formation opportunity – a figure that exceeds
the storage space limits of a regular hard drive. Since both states have been dominated by
ethnic Chinese and Russians throughout the temporal span covered by my analysis, adding
these data points is unlikely to add much variance to models of coalition formation. In
contrast, India is included in the dataset and analyzed in all main model specifications of this
chapter. However, it is excluded from robustness tests using a simulation-based estimation
strategy due to the too-large number of government alternatives (see Table 4.1).
Table 4.3: Formation opportunities in the institution- and events-based sample.

Number of states
Formation opportunities
Potential governments

EPR Periods
− India
+ India

Institutional Change
− India
+ India

133
134
467
473
338,591 4,795,035

133
800
338,882

81

134
803
1,125,311

Figure 4.5: Share of formation opportunities by country and five-year period in the
institution- and events-based samples, 1946–2009.
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Robustness tests

Table 4.4: Conditional logit model of government formation in events-based sample,
1946–2009.
Model 4.5

Model 4.6

Model 4.7

Model 4.8

Single Group Majority

2.724∗∗∗
(0.427)

2.231∗∗∗
(0.428)

1.997∗∗∗
(0.338)

2.216∗∗∗
(0.436)

Minimum-Winning Coalition

-1.203
(1.059)

-0.577
(1.045)

-0.261
(1.085)

-0.168
(1.025)

Oversized Coalition

1.545∗∗∗
(0.407)

1.991∗∗∗
(0.399)

2.070∗∗∗
(0.355)

2.061∗∗∗
(0.402)

Largest Group in Government

0.273
(0.336)

0.332
(0.327)

0.194
(0.253)

0.175
(0.297)

No. of Groups in Coalition

-0.528∗
(0.218)

-0.315
(0.224)

-0.306
(0.219)

-0.246
(0.229)

-0.748∗∗∗
(0.194)

-0.634∗∗∗
(0.191)

-0.753∗∗∗
(0.226)

No. of Cleavage Dimensions

3.092∗∗∗
(0.395)

Last Government

2.808∗∗∗
(0.451)

% of Last Government
Formation Opportunities
Potential Governments
`
χ2

473
4,795,033
-1327.874
95.953

473
4,795,033
-1294.428
118.092

333
4,489,587
-1138.226
143.884

333
4,489,587
-947.087
106.727

Country-clustered standard errors in parentheses.
∗
p < 0.05, ∗∗ p < 0.01, ∗∗∗ p < 0.001

Table 4.5 repeats the main analyses presented so far on a subset of the ethnic periods
sample but uses the mixed logit model instead of the conditional logit.120 The mixed logit
has the advantage of describing the empirical patterns in the data more fully by introducing
random parameters that describe the full distribution of the estimated parameters, not only
the mean effects. At the same time it guards against bias deriving from a potential violation
of the IIA assumption that the conditional logit suffers from. Overall, the results do not
differ substantially. However, a few interesting insights with respect to the variability of
the predicted effects emerge. For example, the large and statistically significant estimate
120

I opted for the ethnic periods sample because it can also estimate the effect for minimum winning governments. I chose the incumbency variable reflecting proportions because it was preferred to the alternative
by model fit statistics.
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of the single-group majority’s standard deviation in all model specifications points to the
presence of ethnic minority governments around the globe. At least in Models 4.9 and 4.10,
“the largest group in government” variable also becomes statistically significant, hinting at
the importance of the most powerful actor in a country. Again, though, the estimated standard deviation is quite substantial, pointing to the many cases in which the largest group is
not part of the government. Moreover, the largest group variable ceases to be statistically
significant in Model 4.11 once incumbency is taken into account. The explanation could
be that the largest group indicator captures the variance in countries in which the bargaining environment changes rather frequently, but where a large titular nationality is always
included in the winning coalition. More deviations from the average effect are associated
with the cleavage and incumbency variables. The former variability might be connected
to very stable nation-states in Western Europe and Asia where a culturally homogeneous
group dominates all minorities. The variability in the incumbency estimate might point to
the instability of ethnic relations in states like Sierra Leone, the Democratic Republic of
Congo, and Afghanistan where incumbency proves to be a less reliable guide for the ethnic
composition of the government.121
Tables 4.6 and 4.7 probe the robustness of the results with special attention to the
cleavage argument. The first two models of each table evaluate alternative indicators of
the number of cleavages represented in the governing coalition, and reassuringly obtain the
same results across all specifications and samples. Moreover, Models 4.14–15 and 4.18–19
test whether the cleavage finding is driven by a particular cultural dimension by including
indicators of linguistic, religious, and racial fractionalization and polarization. Only in the
institutional sample does religious fractionalization abet government formation. However,
the result is sample-dependent and only holds in relation to racial and caste-differences, the
baseline category. Cooperation is not less likely in religiously diverse governments compared
to linguistically fractionalized ones as some studies claim that diagnose an increased risk of
religious conflict.122 None of the other cleavage dimensions affect coalition formation in any
meaningful way. The presence of cross-cutting cleavages on one ethnic dimension balances
increased heterogeneity on the others.
121
122

Christia (2012).
See, for example, Huntington (1993, 1996); Laitin (2000); Toft (2007); and Hassner (2009).
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1.505∗∗∗
(0.335)
1.231∗∗∗
(0.167)

1.215∗∗
(0.426)
-0.551∗∗
(0.186)

Largest Group in Government

No. of Groups in Coalition

p < 0.05, ∗∗ p < 0.01, ∗∗∗ p < 0.001
Country-clustered standard errors in parentheses.

∗

Formation Opportunities
Potential Governments
`
χ2

% of Last Government
467
338591
-1021.644
443.938

0.399
(0.576)

1.579∗∗∗
(0.345)

Oversized Coalition

No. of Cleavage Dimensions

0.376
(0.604)

-0.017
(0.458)

Minimum-Winning Coalition

4.684∗∗∗
(0.911)

3.023∗∗∗
(0.664)

Model 4.9
SD

Single Group Majority

Mean

1.212∗∗∗
(0.247)

-0.712∗∗
(0.218)

467
338591
-990.213
451.171

1.389∗∗∗
(0.288)

1.592∗∗∗
(0.434)

0.749
(0.491)

0.602
(0.765)

-0.199
(0.187)

1.107∗
(0.441)

2.231∗∗∗
(0.394)

0.378
(0.595)

5.620∗∗∗
(1.106)

Model 4.10
SD

3.365∗∗∗
(0.718)

Mean

1.578∗∗
(0.558)

2.553∗∗∗
(0.434)

327
295288
-727.204
298.480

1.149∗∗∗
(0.249)

1.207∗∗∗
(0.166)

0.613
(0.418)

0.792∗
(0.380)

0.400
(1.410)

-1.048∗∗∗
(0.269)

0.011
(0.206)

0.390
(0.443)

2.327∗∗∗
(0.451)

-0.336
(1.172)

3.340∗∗∗
(0.979)

Model 4.11
SD

2.955∗∗∗
(0.750)

Mean

Table 4.5: Mixed logit models of government formation in the events-based sample.

Table 4.6: Government formation and alternative culture variables in the institution-based
sample.
Model 4.12

Model 4.13

Model 4.14

Model 4.15

Single Group Majority

3.489∗∗∗
(0.473)

3.020∗∗∗
(0.475)

3.643∗∗∗
(0.506)

3.796∗∗∗
(0.482)

Oversized Coalition

1.614∗∗∗
(0.447)

2.231∗∗∗
(0.483)

1.564∗∗
(0.500)

1.767∗∗∗
(0.473)

Largest Group in Government

0.443
(0.409)

0.452
(0.342)

0.751
(0.562)

0.443
(0.446)

No. of Groups in Coalition

0.496
(0.283)

-0.005
(0.217)

-0.303
(0.217)

-0.211
(0.217)

No. of Cleavages

-0.515∗∗
(0.193)
-2.699∗∗∗
(0.682)

Relative No. of Cleavages
Linguistic Fractionalization

1.060
(0.839)

Religious Fractionalization

2.692∗
(1.270)

Racial Fractionalization

-2.644
(1.717)

Linguistic Polarization

-0.140
(0.614)

Religious Polarization

1.095
(0.811)

Racial Polarization

-1.431
(0.973)

% of Last Government

6.970∗∗∗
(1.278)

6.555∗∗∗
(1.264)

7.655∗∗∗
(1.455)

6.800∗∗∗
(1.170)

Formation Opportunities
Potential Governments
`
χ2

663
815,741
-1201.235
103.151

663
815,741
-1176.936
106.268

663
815,731
-1197.817
102.951

663
815,731
-1208.928
100.817

∗

p < 0.05, ∗∗ p < 0.01, ∗∗∗ p < 0.001
Country-clustered standard errors in parentheses.
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Table 4.7: Government formation and alternative culture variables in the events-based
sample.
Model 4.16

Model 4.17

Model 4.18

Model 4.19

Single Group Majority

2.604∗∗∗
(0.410)

2.239∗∗∗
(0.434)

2.727∗∗∗
(0.426)

2.799∗∗∗
(0.419)

Minimum-Winning Coalition

-0.708
(1.023)

-0.026
(1.089)

-0.860
(1.084)

-0.700
(1.066)

Oversized Coalition

1.561∗∗∗
(0.386)

2.210∗∗∗
(0.425)

1.537∗∗∗
(0.374)

1.680∗∗∗
(0.377)

Largest Group in Government

0.122
(0.300)

0.179
(0.294)

0.206
(0.329)

0.092
(0.291)

No. of Groups in Coalition

0.300
(0.392)

-0.273
(0.230)

-0.459
(0.241)

-0.405
(0.226)

No. of Cleavages

-0.525∗∗
(0.202)
-2.190∗∗
(0.675)

Relative No. of Cleavages
Linguistic Fractionalization

1.003
(0.611)

Religious Fractionalization

-0.575
(0.888)

Racial Fractionalization

-0.610
(0.923)

Linguistic Polarization

0.007
(0.465)

Religious Polarization

-0.671
(0.692)

Racial Polarization

-0.321
(0.537)

% of Last Government

3.007∗∗∗
(0.482)

2.782∗∗∗
(0.458)

3.286∗∗∗
(0.546)

3.007∗∗∗
(0.499)

Formation Opportunities
Potential Governments
`
χ2

333
4489587
-952.877
101.294

333
4489587
-947.682
94.446

333
4489577
-967.522
90.419

333
4489577
-968.386
90.042

∗

p < 0.05, ∗∗ p < 0.01, ∗∗∗ p < 0.001
Country-clustered standard errors in parentheses.
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1.0

Figure 4.6: Estimated government type probabilities in democracies, anocracies, and
autocracies. Data from Polity IV.
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CHAPTER

5
The Durability of Ethnic Coalitions

An essential element of successful political leadership is the ability to maintain a
supporting coalition. Yet surprisingly little is known about the ways in which political leaders keep their coalitions intact, and little is known about the properties
of coalitions that most affect their longevity.
– Wright and Goldberg (1985, 704)
While political scientists have learned much about the durability of political coalitions in the
past thirty years, this knowledge does not extend to ethnic coalitions.1 Yet, their dissolution
often has severe consequences. From the perspective of political elites, the loss of power
might simply mean not having access to the comfort of office. More often, though, it entails
financial losses, imprisonment, torture, or even death.2 At the mass-level, members of ethnic
groups are denied access to government resources – often an essential source of group income
in developing countries.3 In addition, non-elites often suffer the costs of elite conflict in
the form of government reprisals. Moreover, government instability in multiethnic states
increases the risk of violent conflict. According to one model of ethnic civil war, elites that
have recently been expelled from the central government, are two to three times more likely
to start a rebellion than their counterparts from historically excluded ethnic groups.4
There are many cases of this instability-conflict link, but Uganda stands out as a prime
example.5 When the Ugandan dictator Idi Amin lost power in 1979, the Ugandan army –
1

Exceptions are Horowitz (2000, 365–440) and Arriola (2009).
See the discussion in Chapter 6, and Wright and Escriba-Folch (2012, 305–7).
3
Chandra (2007); Bayart (2009).
4
Cederman, Gleditsch and Buhaug (2013, 106–8).
5
The following account is based on Okuku (2002, 20–25) and the narrative in the Armed Conflict
2
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almost entirely composed of Amin’s co-ethnics from the West Nile region – was purged and
most of its members chased out of the country by the troops of Amin’s successor, Milton
Obote. Just a year after their expulsion, the former soldiers had reorganized as the Uganda
National Liberation Army that challenged the new government in a three-year long rebellion.
To preempt coups, Obote staffed the security services and the army with his coethnics from
the Langi and Acholi groups in the North. Upon Obote’s removal from power in 1985,
the army was purged once more, and the Langi and Acholi soldiers fled to Sudan. In the
following year, they returned to Uganda to start yet another rebellion.
Even more worrisome than civil war is an escalation to “state failure”, a situation in which
government officials become mere figureheads who do not possess effective control over any
part of their state.6 Breakdowns of the ethnic composition in the central government coincided with or preceded state failure in Liberia (1990), Sierra Leone (1992 and 1997), and
Afghanistan (1992) with disastrous consequences for the respective populations.7 Admittedly, not every breakdown leads to state failure, and state failure can occur in countries
where ethnicity plays only a small role in national politics such as Somalia. However, the
breakdown of governments often heralds instability, and should be taken very seriously as a
warning sign, given the grave consequences of state failure.8
As disconcerting as unstable governments are, stability sometimes comes at a price:
“durable inequality” between categorically different social segments such as ethnic groups.
According to Tilly, this type of inequality differs from individual-level differences in wealth
or power in its origin and persistence. Rather than stemming from “individual-by-individual
competition . . . for merit, worthiness, privilege,” 9 durable inequality is a product of the
exploitation of members from one clearly identifiable social category by agents from another
group that persists through its institutionalization.10 Stewart and Cederman, Gleditsch and
Buhaug build on Tilly’s general argument and argue that durable inequality is especially
likely between different ethnic groups.11
Database by UCDP (2013).
6
King and Zeng (2001).
7
Herbst (1996) and Bates (2008) describe the African cases. See Christia (2012) for Afghanistan.
8
Collier (2007); Bank (2011).
9
See Tilly (1998, 4).
10
See Tilly (1998).
11
Stewart (2008); Cederman, Gleditsch and Buhaug (2013). Similarly, Vogt (2013) shows a strong link
between durable inequality and social systems categorized by race in so-called “ranked ethnic systems.”
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The question, then, is how to stabilize inclusive ethnic coalitions and how to overcome
decade long mono-ethnic rule. Since it overcame Apartheid in 1994, South Africa seems to be
a prime example of a successful and stable ethnic coalition. In contrast, in Zimbabwe whitesettler dominance ended a decade earlier, but the country has been a prototypical case of
unstable ethnic power-sharing governments ever since.12 Although its leader Robert Mugabe
has been in office since 1980, ethnic power-sharing has broken down three out of four times
and violence has often accompanied these power shifts.13 In one case, power-sharing between
ethnic leaders remains stable while it breaks down repeatedly in another. Existing research
attributes the differences to institutions. According to Lijphart, inter-ethnic power-sharing
and consensus in South Africa are a result of the country’s electoral system (PR).14 However,
comparativist scholars claim that institutions such as a ruling party and an authoritarian
parliament which are both present in Zimbabwe should also lead to stable power-sharing.15
This has not been the case with regard to ethnic coalitions in Zimbabwe.
In light of the previous discussion, this chapter seeks answers to two questions about
the effect of power-sharing coalitions and power-sharing institutions on the stability of the
ethnic composition of the government. In addition, the chapter is concerned with overcoming
long-lasting systems of ethnic domination:

1. What effect does ethnic power-sharing have on government stability?
2. Which institutions affect the stability of the ethnic composition of the government?
3. How can durable ethnic inequality be overcome?

Contrary to the predominant institutional view that power-sharing stabilizes regimes, this
chapter advances a different perspective. The key explanation for why some governments
are more stable than others lies in the preferences and constraints of the political actors constituting the government. More precisely, the theoretical propositions outlined in Chapter 3
suggest constant competition for more influence between ethnic elites (P1 ), and incomplete
12

See, for example, Herbst (1989).
See the narratives on Zimbabwe in the Armed Conflict Database by UCDP (2013). The Ethnic Power
Relations (EPR-ETH) dataset provides information on the ethnic power-shifts. See Cederman, Wimmer and
Min (2010) and Cederman, Gleditsch and Buhaug (2013).
14
Lijphart (2002b, 48–51).
15
Cf. Gandhi (2008); Magaloni (2008).
13
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information about the true balance of power (P2 ). One consequence of these two propositions is that ethnic elites form oversized coalitions as shown in Chapter 4. Another result
is that these coalitions are more likely to fail than ethnically homogeneous governments due
to increased internal competition. Instability is even further exacerbated by cross-cutting
cleavages that facilitate supporter defection. Ethnic elites form power-sharing coalitions precisely because they anticipate subsequent defections. However, they also want to reduce the
risk of being overthrown by excluded rivals. Without sufficient support from the population, revolution becomes a realistic possibility (P3 ). Power-sharing coalitions add additional
supporters to the government, and therefore reduce this risk. Thus, ethnic power-sharing
has mixed rather than outright positive effects on the stability of governments. Finally,
this chapter argues that repeated cooperation among ethnic elites builds trust and reduces
uncertainty. Over time, the risk of ethnic coalition termination approaches the probability
of mono-ethnic government failure.
With respect to the second research question, this chapter submits that the influence of
many institutional interventions has been overstated. Once the ethnic composition of the
government is taken into account, formal institutional rules have little impact on the breakdown of governments. Surprisingly, majoritarian electoral rules seem to be associated with
an expansion of ethnic power-sharing and therefore help to overcome durability inequality
(Question 3). The reason is maybe due to the more sudden power-shifts in majoritarian
systems that increase the uncertainty among elites, who respond by forming more inclusive
coalitions, which improve their chances of succeeding at the ballot box.
The chapter proceeds by outlining these theoretical arguments in more detail, and argues
that the impact of institutions is smaller than previously expected. After describing the data
and variables that serve as the basis for the empirical analysis, it tests the hypotheses with
event-history models. Finally, the chapter explores whether the expansion of the powersharing coalition has systematically different causes its breakdown.

5.1

Generating Hypotheses

In keeping with the theoretical focus of this thesis, this section outlines how ethnic elite
competition for power and the distribution of ethnic cleavages between government and op94

position influence government durability. My argument shares similarities with explanations
of government durability in parliamentary democracies. This literature advances four central
explanations for the variability in government duration: (1) the distribution of power, (2)
the distribution of ideological and ethnic cleavages, (3) exogenous shocks such as economic
crises, and (4) expectations about the composition of the next government.16 The first two
approaches are central to the theoretical argument of this chapter while the third points to
important control variables. The fourth mechanism is not as important for my theory as
elections exert less influence on the ethnic composition of governments as argued in the last
chapter. Moreover, I argue that theories of government durability in parliamentary democracies are useful to explain the stability of the ethnic composition in the executive bodies
of authoritarian regimes. Specifically, my theory links the tenure of the dictator and coup
attempts to the ethnic composition of the executive in authoritarian regimes. Finally, it
critically engages with existing institutional arguments and questions their significance.

Government characteristics
Very generally, two factors determine the durability of the ethnic composition in the central
government: first the ability of ethnic elites to avoid internal government splits, and second,
the capacity to resist external challengers. Using the three theoretical propositions of Chapter 3 to address the first question of this chapter, I show how the preferences and constraints
of ethnic elites shape the ability of different government constellations to resist these two
sources of threat.
First, multiethnic government coalitions consist of elites that are constantly vying for
power among each other (P1 ). The politics of outbidding force ethnic leaders to be uncompromising with their coalition partners.17 Under-representation vis-a-vis other coalition
partners can fuel grievances and demands for more influence within the government that
can ultimately turn violent and lead to a coalition breakup.18 A fitting example is Lebanon,
16

Warwick (1979) identifies the distribution of power and cleavages as central drivers of cabinet survival.
The debate about the role of “exogenous shocks” versus “endogenous characteristics” in explaining government
survival is too vast to be summarized here in its entirety. One central piece is Strom et al. (1988). For reviews,
refer to, King et al. (1990); Grofman and Van Roozendaal (1997); and Laver (2003). Lupia and Strøm (1995)
theorize strategic government termination in anticipation of the future distribution of power. Diermeier and
Stevenson (1999) provide empirical support for this mechanism.
17
Rabushka and Shepsle (2008, 82–86); Horowitz (2000, 365–440).
18
Cederman, Wimmer and Min (2010, 95–96).
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where differential birth rates and unwillingness to adjust political influence accordingly led
to the failure of the existing power-sharing pact between Christians, Sunnis, and Shi’a in
1975.19 Instability is even more likely if governments include exactly those ethnic elites
that would otherwise challenge their rule violently. Put differently, if governments anticipate future conflict, and therefore include the most dangerous rivals into their coalition,
internal feuds within the government should become more frequent, although external challenges should decrease.20 This dynamic intensifies as the number of included ethnic groups
approaches the total number of groups within the state: “When a coalition includes everybody, the winners gain nothing simply because there are no losers.” 21 While some ethnic
leaders might have an advantage over others even in a grand coalition, they usually have the
incentives to exclude rival elites from other groups that are not necessary to deter outside
challengers. The smaller their relative influence – that is the closer the coalition comes to
include all politically relevant ethnic groups in the polity – the more likely this coalition is to
fail. I summarize the expected effects of power-sharing coalitions on government durability
in two hypotheses.
H1a Ethnic coalitions are less durable than mono-ethnic governments.
H1b The more the government approximates a grand coalition of ethnic groups, the lower
its expected survival time.
Second, the higher the number of cross-cutting ethnic cleavages, the easier supporters
can shift their allegiance between ethnic groups. Non-elite group members only shift their
loyalty if a different government coalition benefits them – that is increases their payoffs.
Hence loyalty shifts usually reduce the size of support for government elites, and thus imply
a change in government composition.22 The argument also applies to ethnically homogeneous
governments when the dominant group shares ethnic identity markers with excluded groups.
This is, of course, why ethnic elites aim at forming Axelrod’s minimal–connected–coalitions
as argued in Chapter 4.23 However, even if ethnic politicians succeed at forming a government that shares no cleavages with excluded groups, internal cleavage divisions can still
19
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lead to the downfall of the government. In Sub-Saharan Africa, elites from dominant ethnic
groups that include nested sub-groups fear defection from their supporters if the sub-group
is sufficiently large to continue in power without the surplus support (P3 ).24 For example,
Southerner in Benin easily make up more than 50% of the population. Yet, unlike Northerners, Southerners split their allegiance for their group along linguistic lines. Instead of
dominating the government, elites from the different southern subgroups take second place
behind their smaller northern rivals.25 Based on the previous discussion, I expect that:
H2 The more ethnic cleavages divide a government, the shorter its duration.
Third, governments with more popular support are more likely to succeed at the ballot
box and overcome violent rebellions (P3 ). Being backed by a larger share of a state’s population increases the legitimacy and the fighting capacity of the sitting government, and thus
exerts a deterrence effect. This is evident in studies of civil war that identify larger ethnic
group size as a significant risk factor in explaining ethnic rebellions.26 Furthermore, the
larger the population that supports excluded ethnic elites, the more likely these elites are
to violently challenge the government directly.27 Since the combined size of excluded groups
is simply the inverse of government size, increasing the latter automatically decreases the
threat excluded groups pose for incumbent elites. Chapter 3 showed that in electoral democracies, ethnic elites often successfully harness the voting power of their co-ethnics through
ethnic parties, and translate their support to political influence.28 The more backing the
government coalition enjoys in the population, the more likely is its reelection. Therefore, I
submit that:
H3 The larger the popular support enjoyed by included elites, the longer the ethnic composition of the executive remains unchanged.
At this point, I must clarify that none of the arguments advanced above necessitates
that competition between elites in ethnically homogeneous governments is absent. Far from
24
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it, elites with the same ethnic background are likely to employ cunning, back-stabbing,
or double-crossing behavior at the same rate as ethnically divided elites. Indeed, more
and more studies conclude that ethnic groups are not unitary actors but rather consist of
multiple divided and quarreling factions that might turn on each other.29 To some extent this
dynamic is captured by Hypothesis 2 that links intra-government cleavages to the stability
of the current ethnic composition of the executive. But even competition within culturally
homogeneous ethnic groups is not a problem for the argument. As long as competition
between groups is more intense than within groups, the general argument holds. In line with
this assumption, almost all research on intra-group fractionalization is ultimately concerned
with inter-group relations and outcomes such as civil war.30 If within-group competition is
problematic at all, it should bias the results against the hypotheses I advanced above.
So far, the theoretical discussion has focused on the effects of government characteristics
on its duration regardless of how long a government has been in office. It is unlikely that
such an assumption is appropriate for ethnic coalition governments. Lijphart, for example,
argues that elite compromise, induced by elites’ alleged desire to avoid conflict, defuses
inter-ethnic tensions as time passes.31 While my study disagrees with Lijphart’s optimistic
interpretation of ethnic elites’ intentions, it does not rule out that ethnic cooperation deepens
as time passes. Yet, other scholars reject this positive feedback loop. Instead, they argue
that recognizing and possibly institutionalizing ethnic identity lays the basis for secession
and conflict, and thus government failure, in the long run.32
The assumption that ethnic elites are primarily concerned with their own power (P1 )
and the arguments advanced in Chapter 4 also influence the stability of ethnic coalitions
over time. First, once they have acquired a government position, holding on to power is the
primary concern of ethnic leaders. Elites are likely to invest heavily in staying in government,
and even use the coercive apparatus of the state to remain in government office.33 The
governments that manage to stay on longer have proved to be more resistant to outside
challenges than those that fail earlier. Put differently, an evolutionary selection effect of the
29

Cf. Pearlman (2009); Bakke, Cunningham and Seymour (2012); Cunningham, Bakke and Seymour
(2012); and Staniland (2012a).
30
Cf. Cunningham (2013).
31
Lijphart (1969, 212).
32
Bunce (1999); Rothchild and Roeder (2005); Jarstad (2008).
33
See Chapter 4, and Levitsky and Way (2012).

98

most durable government unfolds as time passes.34
Second, internal competition is a threat to ethnic coalitions’ stability. The interaction
between different ethnic elites in the government coalition can be compared to a repeated
prisoner’s dilemma game. For elites it is advantageous to defect if the other group cooperates
– that is, to exclude the coalition partner and continue governing with a relatively greater
share of power. Civil war is a possible consequence but the costs of fighting may be smaller
than those associated with the continuation of a power-sharing pact.35 However, infighting
might also weaken all existing government members to the point where formerly excluded
groups replace the entire government. For example, in 1973 Uganda’s ruler Idi Amin reduced
the size of his already small power-base even further by purging Lugbara and Madi ethnic
group members from the government. While divide-and-rule tactics secured his rule for a
few more years, he was eventually overthrown by his predecessor Milton Obote from the
Langi ethnic group.36
Facing the threat of external revolution, ethnic leaders might avoid infighting by pursuing
a “tit-for-tat” strategy to maintain their position in power.37 Over time such a strategy
builds trust between ethnic elites and allows them to continue cooperation even against
the threat of the politics of outbidding. Continued access to the pockets of the government
enriches government elites.38 These resources allow them to buy off internal competition and
secure support from non-elites. As a result of these considerations, I advance the following
hypothesis:
H4 The stability of ethnic coalitions increases over time.
To complete the discussion of the interaction of government characteristics and stability, it is important to consider government leaders because they usually control the flow
of benefits and have the ability to unilaterally dismiss coalition members.39 Students of
government durability in parliamentary democracies highlight the influence of the prime
minister on coalition stability by calling early elections.40 Similarly, models of power-sharing
34
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in authoritarian regimes describe the interaction of rulers and their allies as the key to autocratic regime stability.41 Since ethnicity is often the basis for ruling coalitions, as argued
in Chapter 3, changes in authoritarian leadership should correlate strongly with the stability of the ethnic composition in the executive. The argument also extends to democratic
regimes where government support runs along ethnic lines.42 Of course, not every new prime
minister or president overthrows the current ethnic power constellation, but some leaders,
such as Morales in Bolivia, Lula in Brazil and Obama in the United States, do. In particular, irregular changes in leadership such as coups regularly have an ethnic background.43
Furthermore, as leaders grow older, their original ruling coalitions often corrode. Wright
and Escriba-Folch suggest that cabinet reshuffles, substituting highly ranked security officers, and dismissing the entire ruling elite are common strategies in dictatorships.44 Since
the ruling elite represents ethnic groups, exchanging these elites can lead to changes in the
ethnic composition of the executive.
The literature on power-sharing in authoritarian politics uses leadership change as the
operational criterion for regime failure.45 Therefore, a strong empirical link between leadership variables and the stability of the ethnic composition of the government would suggest
that the two different interpretations of government stability – that is authoritarian regime
stability and the durability of the ethnic composition in the executive – are closely connected.
This would also imply that the theoretical arguments from the literature on power-sharing
in authoritarian regimes should matter for the outcome of interest in this chapter. The next
section reviews these arguments.

The role of institutions
In contrast to the preceding theoretical discussion that highlights the preferences of ethnic
elites and their interactions, existing research focuses almost exclusively on formal institutions as an explanation of the durability of governments. More specifically, institutions
supposedly reduce fears of future defections within the power-sharing coalition, and thereby
stabilize the government. As in previous chapters, I am skeptical about the positive effects
41
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that institutions supposedly have on power-sharing. Therefore, this section turns to the second research question of this chapter and suggests that the institutional record of enabling
power-sharing coalitions is variable.
As shown in Chapter 2, Lijphart was among the first scholars to claim that democracy
is possible in ethnically divided societies and that particular institutions such as guaranteed executive power-sharing enable peaceful and stable interethnic relations.46 Analyzing
ethnic relations in democracies and dictatorships, Horowitz diagnoses that ethnic minority
dominance quickly emerges in the absence of elections that exert pressure on elites to gain a
majority.47 However, the theoretical discussions in Chapter 3 and 4 referred to the growing
literature on authoritarian politics and revealed that coalition pressures exist in dictatorships
as well. According to Svolik, elite coalitions in authoritarian regimes are “ultimately backed
by a credible threat of violence” rather than by elections.48 In other words, elite coalitions
in autocracies hold because their members are afraid of being overthrown by outsiders (P3 ).
The previous chapter demonstrated that elites in democracies are not more likely to form
inter-ethnic coalitions than elites in authoritarian regimes. Similarly, I do not expect ethnic coalitions to be more stable in either regime. If there are any differences, democracies
could be more unstable due to the incessant electoral competition. Inter-group relations
might be especially volatile in young democracies when disagreements over who belongs to
the demos gain salience.49 Thus, rather than observing differences between democracies and
dictatorships, some studies diagnose an increased risk of government failure during periods
of democratization and democratic reversal.50
Turning to institutional variation within democracies, the power-sharing literature discusses two key dimensions that supposedly influence government stability in plural societies.
First, Horowitz and Lijphart are locked in an ongoing debate over the appropriate electoral
system for plural societies.51 Second, Linz and others suggest that presidential regimes are
particularly prone to governmental instability.52 With respect to electoral rules, the op46
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timistic view on power-sharing expects proportional representation (PR) to lead to more
stable representation of ethnic groups in parliament.53 More specifically, majoritarian rules
magnify shifts in voter mobilization and loyalty shifts among the support base while PR
rules do not. The latter thus reduce the chance of sudden shifts in the seat distribution
of ethnic parties, and increase government stability.54 However, when ethnic groups are
territorially concentrated and separated as in many African states, the differences between
PR and majoritarian systems become insignificant, and as do possibly differential effects on
government stability. This is due to the fact that majoritarian districts in ethnically homogeneous areas do not “waste the vote” of minority ethnic groups, and therefore parliamentary
representation is approximately proportional to ethnic group size.55
Regarding the second main distinction between presidential and parliamentary regimes,
the standard view advanced by Linz is that presidential governments are less stable than
those without an independently elected chief executive. The explanation for this difference is
that the central government does not depend on support from the legislature, and therefore
ethnic elites associated with the presidency face little pressure to form coalitions.56 Again,
evidence to the contrary is not difficult to find. Cheibub argues that the correlation between
presidential democracies and government instability is spurious, and disappears once the role
of the military in politics is controlled for.57 Similarly, military interventions in parliamentary
regimes such as Pakistan have changed the ethnic composition of the government repeatedly.58 It is therefore possible that Cheibub’s argument even applies to non-presidential
regimes.
The involvement of the military in politics is also a key theme in studies of power-sharing
in dictatorships. Geddes, for example, posits that military rule is less stable than monarchical
and civilian government because military regimes lack the deeper institutionalization of
their royal or civilian counterparts. As a result, a dictator should not be able to credibly
commit to future cooperation.59 Building on this insight, later studies stress the positive
impact of institutions such as authoritarian legislatures and parties on autocratic government
53

Lijphart (1994).
Also see Ferree (2012, 765–766).
55
Sartori (1997).
56
See Linz and Valenzuela (1994) and Lijphart (2002b, 49).
57
Cheibub (2007).
58
Cohen (2004) and Nawaz (2008) discuss the role of the military in Pakistan.
59
Geddes (2003); Debs (2010).
54

102

stability.60 Representing the consensus view of the comparative literature on authoritarian
politics, Boix and Svolik state that “institutions promote the survival of dictatorships by
facilitating authoritarian power-sharing.” 61 Behind this alleged positive effect is the ability
of institutions to reduce the fear of future defections by a subset of the coalition members.
As observed in Chapter 1, the vast majority of all dictatorships have actually established
political parties or parliamentary bodies, yet there are vast differences in the number of years
particular coalitions remain in office.62 Moreover, these power-sharing institutions also differ
significantly from country to country. Political parties in dictatorships range from the highly
institutionalized communist party in the former Soviet Union to very fragile examples such
as the short-lived Convention People’s Party in Ghana.63 In response, research by Slater
and Levitsky and Way attributes the variance in government stability not to power-sharing
among elites but to the differences in institutional strength that result from the conditions
under which these institutions emerge.64 Put differently, authoritarian institutions might
matter for the durability of some government coalitions because these coalitions have built
stronger institutions, and not because the institutions contribute to more durable powersharing coalitions.
In sum, there is evidence that institutions matter in bringing about regime stability,
although it is unclear when and under what conditions. Moreover, it is far from obvious
that institutions matter because they actually promote or guarantee power-sharing. To the
degree that they do, their effect probably ceases once direct measures of power-sharing are
introduced into the analysis. The following section describes the empirical operationalization
of these variables in more detail.

5.2

Case Selection and Key Variables

This chapter investigates variation in the stability of ethnic power-sharing coalitions and
mono-ethnic governments – that is, the duration of the ethnic composition in the executive.
The Ethnic Power Relations dataset (EPR-ETH) that was introduced in the last chapter
60
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codes elite access to the executive in any country-year between 1946-2009.65 This chapter
defines government failure as a change in the ethnic composition of the executive. More
precisely, the outcome variable in the subsequent empirical tests is the time in years that
elites from the same groups have been in power.
While this definition of government failure seems straightforward at first, it incorporates
several unstated assumptions. For example, government failure does not occur when the
power distribution within the government or within the country changes since the ethnic
composition of the government remains the same in both of these cases. In other words,
when junior coalition partners become senior partners, or vice versa, the government does
not fail. The military coup by the Pakistani army chief Zia al-Haq in 1977 removed the Pakistani People’s Party from power and thereby effectively put an end to Sindhi representation
in the executive. This example qualifies as government failure. In contrast, Zia’s decision
to revoke citizenship rights from Ahmadis and Christians in 1983 did not lead to a change
in the ethnic composition of the executive and therefore does not constitute a government
failure.66 Studies of government durability in parliamentary democracies and dictatorships
usually consider a change in leadership to be a sufficient condition for government termination.67 Yet, for the purpose of this chapter, governments endure as long as leadership
change does not alter the ethnic composition of the executive. Moreover, governments can
live on beyond elections. This contrasts with the common practice in studies of cabinet
survival in parliamentary democracies which usually censor governments at the end of each
election cycle.68 Against the backdrop of these heterogeneous approaches, let me provide a
justification for the definition used here.
Starting with changes in power distribution, I argue that access to the executive is much
more important for ethnic elites than the actual appointment these elites hold within the
government. As long as ethnic group elites have meaningful access to government resources,69
it does not matter whether these elites hold the finance or labor ministry.70 At least it
does not matter for ethnic civil war risk, which is one of the reasons to study government
65
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durability in the first place.71 Another shift in the distribution of power can occur outside
the government, for example, when members of a previously irrelevant group begin to make
political claims. Theoretically, the mobilization of new ethnic identities could reduce the
influence of the government since the government now faces a larger opposition, and has
thus lost relative power.72 This is the reason why the literature on government durability
in parliamentary democracies always censors cabinets at elections. While it is correct that
the entrance of new ethnic group into the national political arena alters the bargaining
environment in which the government operates, it does not change the ethnic membership
in the government, which is the key concept of interest here. This is not to say that the risk
of government failure stays constant when the bargaining environment changes. However, it
is more informative to estimate this risk than to simply define a failure, even if the ethnic
composition in the executive remains exactly the same. For this reason, I do not consider
elections to be events that terminate the government.73 While elections, at times, overturn
the ethnic power constellations in the executive, these events are rather rare.
Having defined the outcome of interest, I now introduce the explanatory variables. To
answer the first research question – whether or not ethnic coalitions influence government
durability – the chapter relies on four main operationalizations based on the EPR data:74
(1) a coalition government dummy, (2) the number of groups represented in the executive
relative to all politically relevant ethnic groups in a given country-year, (3) the count of
ethnic cleavages included in the government, and (4) the combined size of all ethnic groups
represented in the executive. The coalition dummy provides a rough insight into differences
between coalition- and mono-ethnic governments (H1a and H4 ). Most of the statistical
models employ a combination of the remaining three variables. The share of included ethnic
groups proxies the vulnerability to elite competition within the government (H1b ). The more
this measure approaches 1 – that is, the grand coalition – the less value the coalition has to
its members. The cleavage variable, already utilized in the last chapter, captures the effect
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of potential realignments of supporter loyalty along different cleavage constellations (H2 ).75
Government size, the sum of all included groups’ size, reflects the resistance of a government
to outside challenges (H3 ). To assess the relationship between the head of government and
government survival, I include dummy variables for regular and irregular leader-exit, as well
as the natural logarithm of leader tenure from the Archigos dataset.76
The second research question asks which formal institutional rules influence the stability
of the ethnic constellation in the executive. The Democracy and Dictatorship and the Polity
IV datasets provide information on general regime type. The former codes democracy and
autocracy in a binary variable that reflects the choices of the sitting government.77 When
government officials undermine democratic rules, a country is coded as a dictatorship for
the entire tenure of the government head, even if the government respected democratic rules
earlier. The Polity IV project provides a continuous assessment of regime type that varies
between −10 (completely autocratic) and 10 (perfectly democratic).78 Due to its focus on
the actions of government officials, and the presumably closer link to government durability,
I rely on the Democracy and Dictatorship measure unless stated otherwise. The Polity IV
data provides more precise data on regime differences, and is therefore superior in picking
up changes in the level of democracy.
To investigate variation in government durability inside democracies, I focus on the effect
of majoritarian, PR, and mixed electoral rules as well as parliamentary, semi-presidential,
and presidential systems.79 In authoritarian systems, the civilian, military, or royal background of the leader, and the presence of party, personal, military, or monarchic institutions,
supposedly impact government durability.80 Finally, to assess the impact of parties and legislatures in authoritarian regimes on government durability, I include dummy variables of
single- and multi-party regimes as well as elected and non-elected legislative bodies.81
Finally, four control variables should affect the survival of the ethnic constellation in the
75
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government. First, the wealth of a country, measured by the natural logarithm of GDP per
capita, reflects state capacity and the size of the economic pie a government can appropriate,
and later redistribute.82 Both perspectives suggest that governments of wealthier countries
are more stable than their counterparts in poorer countries. Increased state capacity guards
governments against being overthrown, and the larger economic pie reduces the intensity of
the internal government competition for resources.83
Second, various theoretical accounts associate economic crises with government failure.
In democratic regimes, voters hold governments responsible for bad economic performance
and vote them out of office.84 In autocracies, the dictator cannot pay out the promised spoils
to the ruling coalition which is likely to cause disaffection among the crucial support base.85
I thus include a measure of economic growth in my model.
Third, as a state grows more populous, diversity between and within ethnic groups is
likely to increase. With growing diversity coordination problems among and between elites
and their supporters become more frequent.86 Coordination problems are likely to make elite
compromise more difficult and therefore threaten government survival. I therefore include a
natural log for population size of a state.87
Fourth, I model overt challenges to a government through the incidence of governmental
civil war in a state. In line with my theoretical proposition advanced in Chapter 3, violent
challenges to the government should destabilize it.88
Additional models include a so-called “frailty term” in order to account for unobserved
heterogeneity.89 To attenuate concerns of reverse causation, most variables are lagged by
one year.90
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5.3

Explaining Government Duration

This chapter relies on so-called “survival” or “event-history” models – a statistical approach
developed in biological and medical studies. These models have also gained popularity in political science, particularly, in studies that explain outcomes such as democratic or autocratic
regime stability or government survival.91 They estimate the probability of government failure, or its “hazard”, conditional on the government having survived up to a certain point in
time. Individual variables can either raise or decrease this hazard rate. In other words, a
negative estimate for any variable implies a higher risk of failure, and thus a longer duration
of a government. Conversely, a positive estimate increases the baseline hazard, and therefore
predicts a shorter government duration on average. The functional form of this hazard rate
can be specified by the researcher or estimated from the data. Since my theory does not
make precise predictions on the shape of this curve, I employ semi-parametric Cox models
that estimate the hazard in a flexible manner.92
One important feature of these models is that they account for right-censored data. Since
the observation period of my data ends in 2009 but the majority of governments survive beyond the end of year, the models take these longer, yet unknown survival times into account.
In addition, there are 49 governments that enter the sample with left-truncation – that is,
they already existed before the start of the sample in 1945. For example, already before
1946 white European settlers dominated the Americas and other settler colonies. A lot of
European nation-states date back to the 18th/19th century, and a number of Middle Eastern
and Asian states came into existence around World War I. While it would be possible to
model left-truncation in the data, what is needed is the exact timing of when the current
ethnic composition of the respective government was established. This is easy to pinpoint
for most American and European states but not always straightforward in cases of small and
old monarchies such as Bhutan or Nepal. However, almost all left-truncated cases share a
government that is dominated by representatives of one ethnic group in 1946. By ignoring
the longer survival times of single-group majority governments, the statistical models underestimate the effect of government size and single-group versus coalition rule which biases
91
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the results against my expectations.

Government characteristics and durability
The theoretical expectation of this chapter is that the characteristics of the ethnic constellation of the government explains its durability better than the formal institutional environment in which a government operates. This section presents a number of statistical models
that estimate the effect of government characteristics with and without control variables,
and thus offers an answer to the first research question, namely which effect power-sharing
coalitions have on government durability. A second set of models then compares government
characteristics to institutions directly, and tries to shed some light on the second research
question: which institutional interventions influence the stability of the ethnic composition
in the executive.
Table 5.1 presents estimates of the effect of my main governmental characteristic variables on government survival. Models 5.1 and 5.2 introduce the main explanatory variables,
Models 5.3 and 5.4 add various controls. Starting on the left, Model 5.1 tests whether
or not mono-ethnic governments are more stable than power-sharing coalitions (Hypothesis 1a). Model 5.2 introduces three variables that characterize the ethnic composition of the
government in more detail. First, the share of government groups assesses whether more
inclusive coalitions are more prone to breakdown (Hypothesis 1b). Second, the number of
cleavage dimensions a government encompasses proxies its vulnerability to defections from
the government to the opposition. More diverse governments should be more vulnerable to
defections and thus tend to fail earlier (Hypothesis 2). Third, government size reflects the
popular support government elites enjoy. Hypothesis 3 expects that governments survive
longer if more individuals are represented by the ethnic elites in the executive. Finally, the
remaining two models add structural controls and leadership variables.
My theoretical expectations hold up well in these initial models. The positive and statistically significant estimate of the coefficient for the coalition dummy in Model 5.1 indicates
that coalition governments are indeed much more likely to break down than single-member
governments, confirming Hypothesis 1a. This result contradicts studies that link certain
formal institutions to power-sharing, and expect elite coalitions to stabilize governments.
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Table 5.1: Power-sharing constellations and government failure, 1946-2009.

Model 5.1
Ethnic Coalition

Model 5.2

Model 5.3

Model 5.4

1.048∗∗
(0.361)
−2.121∗∗∗
(0.298)
0.384∗∗∗
(0.080)

0.986∗∗
(0.351)
−1.704∗∗∗
(0.318)
0.316∗∗∗
(0.079)
−0.651∗∗
(0.209)
0.364
(1.175)
−0.157
(0.179)
0.566∗∗∗
(0.170)

0.990∗
(0.412)
−1.758∗∗∗
(0.345)
0.416∗∗∗
(0.092)
−0.512∗
(0.226)
1.268
(1.164)
−0.196
(0.159)
0.445∗
(0.173)
1.941∗∗∗
(0.200)
0.265∗∗
(0.091)

6,524
−887.805
69.830∗∗∗

6,522
−874.095
113.120∗∗∗

5,876
−697.245
206.870∗∗∗

0.816∗∗∗
(0.172)

Gov. Group Share
Government Size
No. of Cleavages Dim.
Log(GDP p.c.)
GDP Growth
Log(Population)
Civil War Ongoing
Irr. Leader Change
Log(Leader Tenure)
Observations
`
Wald Test

6,524
−907.735
22.510∗∗∗

∗ p<0.05; ∗∗ p<0.01; ∗∗∗ p<0.001

Displayed estimates are coefficients, not hazard ratios.
Country-clustered standard errors in parentheses.
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It therefore supports the behavioral approach this thesis suggests. Turning towards more
refined measures of government make-up in Model 5.2, both the share of all groups in government and the number of cleavages that the government encompasses increases the risk of
government failure as expected by Hypotheses 1b and 2. In contrast, an increase in government support size extends government survival, in line with Hypothesis 3. These insights do
not substantially change once a number of pertinent control variables are taken into account
in Model 5.3, and even hold up as coups and the logarithm of leader tenure are taken into
account in Model 5.4.93 The results in the last Model presented in Table 5.1 support the
assertion that the durability of the ethnic composition of the executive is closely connected
to the durability of other governments or regimes, particularly dictatorships where coups are
far more frequent than in democracies.
Figure 5.1: Predicted hazard ratios of main explanatory variables (90% confidence
intervals).
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The estimated effects of the control variables in Models 5.3 and 5.4 paint a mixed picture
with respect to their expected effects. Economic prosperity, proxied by the natural logarithm
of GDP per capita, increases the durability of the ethnic composition of the government,
93

Alternative variable specifications for the cleavage variable as well as leader change are presented in the
appendix. The main results continue to hold.
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in line with predictions of state capacity and government-worth. Conversely, an ongoing
governmental civil war increases the likelihood of government failure, a result that lends
support to the assumption that fighting destabilizes ethnic power constellations.94 Unlike
these two variables, neither the logarithm of a state’s population size nor changes in economic
performance exert a statistically significant effect on government durability. In both cases,
the effect even runs opposite to the expected direction. The non-result of economic growth
contrasts with studies of both democratic and authoritarian politics that find a negative
correlation between economic growth and stability.95 The surprising outcome might be
explained by Huntington’s hypothesis that quickly modernizing societies mobilize the masses
without having stabilizing institutions in place.96 Put differently, poor but high-growth
societies often do not have the political capacity to absorb the increasing demands made on
them by the public, which leads to government instability. The negative population effect
is more puzzling. One possibility is that a large population is the result of a very powerful
state that supports this population size. While disaffected minorities such as the Tibetans
in China and the Chechens in Russia might challenge the territorial integrity of the state
from time to time, these rebels are not powerful enough to threaten the ethnic composition
of the central government.
To gain a more precise understanding of the effects of the key variables, Figure 5.1 displays
the predicted hazard ratios of four key variables and their respective uncertainty obtained
from simulation. Hazard ratios express how much a variable value moves the estimated
baseline hazard of government failure relative to a baseline value. Figure 5.1 compares
different values of the main explanatory variables to their empirical minimum while all
other variables are set at their means or modes. Values greater than 1 decrease government
durability while smaller values increase it. Moving from a government representing only
one group in a state with many minorities such as Russia or China to a grand coalition
government increases the risk of failure by a factor of almost four. Similarly, increasing the
number of cleavages included in the ethnic coalition from 2 to 18 increases the likelihood
of failure at any given time by almost five. At the same time, increasing government size
94

The appendix shows that this also holds for within-coalition civil wars.
See Warwick (1992a) for democratic regimes; Boix and Svolik (2013) explore the effect of growth on
authoritarian regime survival.
96
Huntington (1968).
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decreases the hazard of failure by about a factor of four. Not surprisingly, size increases
matter more to small governments than large governments, as the decreasing slope in the
top-right panel reveals. In comparison, increases in government size can offset either an
increase in the share of groups represented in government, or an increase in diversity, but
not both at the same time. Thus, if adding an additional group implies adding additional
cleavages, the resistance of a larger government to external challenges cannot offset the
instability induced by increased internal competition. The panel in the lower-left corner of
Figure 5.1 displays the effect of leadership tenure. Moving from the first to the twentieth
year of a leader’s tenure approximately doubles the risk of government failure. As expected,
long-serving leaders are more vulnerable than leaders who have just been installed, but an
additional year of tenure matters more in the first ten to twenty years, after which the rate
of change in the hazard ratio is almost zero.
Figure 5.2: Survival function and hazard rate of coalition and single-member governments.
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The effects shown in Figure 5.1 are based on the modeling assumption that the risk
of government failure remains constant throughout the government’s existence.97 Indeed,
97

This is commonly known as the “Proportional Hazards Assumption.” See Box-Steffensmeier and Jones
(2004, 131).
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formal tests find no evidence for a violation of this assumption in the main models.98 This
implies that Hypothesis 4 – that is, coalition governments become more stable as they endure
– should be rejected. Yet upon closer inspection, this judgment seems premature. Figure 5.2
displays the survival and the hazard rate for coalition and single-member governments. The
former, displayed in the upper panel, simply shows the proportion of governments that have
survived up to a certain time t.99 The latter, displayed in the lower panel, is the rate of failure
at a time t conditional on survival to this point.100 The plot of the survival function shows
that the proportion of surviving governments falls more rapidly for ethnic coalitions than for
single groups in earlier years but slows down over time. After ten years, the coalition hazard
rate – that is, the yearly proportion of failure – slows markedly. Between 20 and 25 years
the estimate for ethnic coalition hazard rates becomes indistinguishable from the estimate of
single group governments. Indeed, when estimating an interaction of the coalition dummy
with time, both coefficients are statistically significant. Ethnic coalition governments become
more stable as the main actors learn to trust one another, thus supporting Hypothesis 4.

Behavior and institutions
The common approach to studying government durability in several political science subfields
focuses on the role of formal institutions to explain power-sharing more generally and ethnic
coalitions in particular. According to this perspective, institutions solve the commitment
problem between various actors and extend the survival of governments above and beyond
a comparable government constellation in which institutions are missing. Returning to the
second question of this chapter – whether or not institutional intervention works – the
following tests incorporate institutional variables into my models. These variables should
weaken the impact of behavioral factors, or at least exhibit an interactive effect with them
that extends the durability of the ethnic composition of the executive.
The Models presented in Table 5.2 show only limited support for the causal power at98

The results of the Therneau-Grambsch test are shown in the appendix to this chapter.
Formally, S(t) = P r(T > t) = 1 − P (t) where T is a random variable of survival times and P (t) is
the cumulative distribution function of survival: P (t) = P r(T ≤ t). In the Cox model this cumulative
distribution function is replaced by non-parametric estimate from the data.
f (t)
100
Formally, h(t) = S(t)
where f (t) is the unconditional rate of failure or the probability density function,
99

i.e. F 0 (t) = f (t) = lim∆t→0

P r(t≤T ≤t+∆t)
.
∆t

See. Box-Steffensmeier and Jones (2004, 12–14).
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tributed to particular institutions in increasing government durability.101 Models 5.5 and
5.6 include leader selection variables from the Democracy and Dictatorship dataset with
monarchies as the baseline.102 The only institution that shows a statistically significant but
destabilizing effect in either model is semi-presidentialism. All other variables cannot be statistically separated from monarchies or each other. Even the effect of semi-presidentialism,
an institution that has not received a lot of attention in the literature on power-sharing, is
hard to separate from many of the other institutional effects.
Models 5.7 and 5.8 incorporate variables on electoral rules in democracies and the institutional basis of authoritarian leaders. The baseline is again monarchies.103 Majoritarian
regimes are the only institution that increases the risk of government failure. Majoritarian democracy reliably differs from other electoral rules within democracies as well as from
monarchies and party-based dictatorships. In line with consociational theory, proportional
representation (PR) stabilizes governments compared to majoritarian regimes but does not
differ significantly from mixed electoral rules or any of the authoritarian regime types in
the analysis. As predicted by the literature, personal dictatorships are associated with more
frequent government break-down compared to monarchies and party-based regimes.104 However, the relationship only holds as long as the models do not take into account government
characteristics. Neither authoritarian parties nor PR electoral rules exert a differential influence on the durability of single-member or coalition governments.
The final test of the power of regimes to stabilize governments concentrates on the number of parties as well as the presence of elected legislatures in dictatorships. The baseline
in Models 5.9 and 5.10 is regimes without established parties. In stark contrast to the
predictions made by the literature on authoritarian power-sharing,105 neither one-party nor
multi-party regimes stabilize governments. The effect does not change once government
characteristics are introduced. In Model 5.9, one institution, elected authoritarian legislatures, exhibits the negative effect on government instability expected by the literature,
101

To be fair not all institutional variables could be tested here. Data on peace agreements with powersharing clauses usually only codes the onset and not the duration of the agreement.
102
Cheibub, Gandhi and Vreeland (2010).
103
Electoral data from Bormann and Golder (2013); authoritarian institutions data from Geddes, Wright
and Frantz (2013).
104
Geddes (2003).
105
Gandhi and Przeworski (2007); Magaloni (2008).

115

Table 5.2: Power-sharing constellations, power-sharing institutions, and government
failure, 1946-2009.
Model 5.5
Gov. Group Share
Government Size
No. of Cleavages Dim.
Log(GDP p.c.)
GDP Growth
Log(Population)
Civil War Ongoing
Parl. Democracy
Semi-Pres. Democracy
Pres. Democracy
Civilian Dictatorship
Military Dictatorship

−1.045∗∗∗
(0.210)
0.530
(1.189)
−0.341
(0.209)
0.654∗∗∗
(0.193)
1.069∗
(0.536)
1.575∗∗
(0.510)
0.712
(0.593)
0.785
(0.473)
0.840
(0.499)

Model 5.6
0.953∗
(0.381)
−1.898∗∗∗
(0.351)
0.320∗∗∗
(0.081)
−0.770∗∗∗
(0.206)
0.467
(1.157)
−0.228
(0.189)
0.582∗∗
(0.183)
1.028
(0.546)
1.781∗∗∗
(0.509)
0.792
(0.571)
0.703
(0.464)
0.682
(0.478)

Majoritarian
PR
Mixed
Party Dictatorship
Personal Dictatorship
Military Dictatorship

Model 5.7

−0.899∗∗∗
(0.211)
0.441
(1.269)
−0.388∗
(0.191)
0.592∗∗
(0.194)

Model 5.8
0.943∗
(0.386)
−1.720∗∗∗
(0.357)
0.296∗∗∗
(0.080)
−0.702∗∗∗
(0.208)
0.389
(1.211)
−0.283
(0.180)
0.533∗∗
(0.186)

0.735∗∗
(0.243)
−0.588
(0.618)
−0.077
(0.329)
−0.063
(0.266)
0.436∗
(0.189)
0.240
(0.301)

0.727∗∗
(0.244)
−0.146
(0.583)
0.135
(0.341)
−0.116
(0.257)
0.310
(0.175)
0.254
(0.276)

Democracy
One-Party Dict.
Multi-Party Dict.
Legislature in Dict.
Observations
`
Wald Test

6,522
−888.057
48.540∗∗∗

6,522
−865.349
142.950∗∗∗

6,522
−885.752
48.460∗∗∗

∗

p<0.05; ∗∗ p<0.01; ∗∗∗ p<0.001
Displayed estimates are coefficients, not hazard ratios.
Country-clustered standard errors in parentheses.
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6,522
−866.672
142.140∗∗∗

Model 5.9

−0.997∗∗∗
(0.185)
0.515
(0.866)
−0.338
(0.133)
0.637∗∗∗
(0.186)

Model 5.10
0.979∗∗
(0.389)
−1.840∗∗∗
(0.315)
0.315∗∗∗
(0.083)
−0.763∗∗∗
(0.188)
0.436
(0.844)
−0.246
(0.143)
0.558∗∗
(0.187)

0.338
(0.232)
0.374
(0.297)
0.439
(0.279)
−0.392
(0.266)

0.509∗
(0.236)
0.368
(0.303)
0.416
(0.281)
−0.352
(0.271)

6,522
−891.918
41.450∗∗∗

6,522
−869.723
123.980∗∗∗

albeit only at the 10% level of statistical significance.106 However, once government characteristics such as its size and the share of included groups are taken into consideration in
Model 5.10, the estimated effect can no longer be distinguished from the base category of
authoritarian regimes without competitive legislatures and parties. Finally, the seemingly
strong destabilizing effect of democracies is a function of both, the base category and the
positive influence of majoritarian and semi-presidential regimes. Democracy introduces the
highest amount of uncertainty, and subsequently instability, into ethnic power constellations
under majoritarian and semi-presidential institutions compared to monarchies.
In sum, formal institutions show only little evidence of impacting the durability of ethnic
power-sharing. The majoritarian-PR distinction is significant, as is the impact of elected
authoritarian legislatures. Party-based dictatorships show a very mixed empirical profile.
Other supposedly more destabilizing institutions such as military regimes do not differ significantly from other categories. Across the board, the effect size of institutional variables is
smaller than the effect of government characteristics. In the appendix, alternative democracy
scales and changes between regime periods do not make a difference for the stability of the
ethnic composition of the government either. This result implies that various power-sharing
institutions do not influence government durability through a power-sharing mechanism.

Variation in government failure
The final empirical section turns to the third research question of this chapter: how durable
inequality between ethnic groups can be overcome. Put differently, it distinguishes between
alternative government failures. On the one hand, the ethnic composition in the executive
can change if elites from one or more groups have to leave the government. I refer to this
event as government expulsion. On the other hand, the ethnic composition can also change
if elites from one or more groups are added to the coalition. I denote this type of “failure” as
government expansion. From a normative vantage point that prefers equality, it is desirable
to increase ethnic inclusion, and expansion is likely to be less detrimental in terms of conflict.
However, it might increase the likelihood of intra-governmental feuds.107 In order to overcome
durable inequality, it is important to identify government characteristics and institutions
106
107

Wright and Escriba-Folch (2012); Boix and Svolik (2013).
Roessler (2011).
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that impact expansion but not expulsion. I code all cases in which representatives from at
least one group enter the government but no elites from other groups leave as government
expansion. Conversely, all cases where ethnic leaders from at least one group lose executive
power are considered as an expulsion. Overall, the data includes 80 cases of government
expansion and 99 cases of government expulsion.
Table 5.3 displays three semi-parametric competing risk models that include the base
model as well as the last two institutional models. Essentially, these models compute the
hazard of government termination given that the government has survived until time t and
has not failed from a competing risk.108 The majority of explanatory variables act exclusively
on government expulsion or breakdown as expected by my theory. Only government size
reduces the probability of government expansion. Support size seems to protect governments
against external challengers that attempt to overthrow the government as well as against
those that aspire to inclusion. A more mundane explanation for the stabilizing influence of
government size is a saturation effect. As the government moves towards encompassing the
entire population, fewer supporters remain to be included. However, if a saturation effect is
at play, a similar result should be observed for the share of groups represented in government.
While the effect of this variable is negative, it is quite weak, and does not significantly impact
the likelihood of government expansion. The protection explanation is thus more likely.
Again, institutional variables exhibit little effect on either type of government failure. If
anything, they influence government expansion. In Model 5.13 democracy exerts a positive
effect on the inclusion of additional groups. This effect seems to derive mainly from a subset
of those regimes that employ majoritarian electoral rules. So-called integrationists argue
that states with majoritarian electoral rules centralize political competition, and thereby
de-emphasize ethnic divisions.109 However, ethnicity usually remains highly salient in states
such as India and Pakistan and in many African countries. As a result, most scholars
including Lijphart and Horowitz reject winner-takes-all majoritarian systems because these
electoral rules supposedly deprive elites from small ethnic groups of any chance to participate
108

Competing risk models with time-varying covariates are discussed by Beyersmann and Schumacher
(2008) and Beyersmann, Allignol and Schumacher (2012). It is also possible to model this process with a
multinomial logit specification. See, for example, Wucherpfennig et al. (2012, 106). However, the latter
strategy does not allow for a flexible estimation of the hazard.
109
Roeder (2005); Reilly (2005).
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Table 5.3: Competing risk models of government expansion and expulsion, 1946-2009.
Model 5.11
+
−
Gov. Group Share
Government Size
No. of Cleavage Dim.
Log(GDP p.c.)
GDP Growth
Log(Population)
Civil War Ongoing

−0.040
(0.584)
−1.472∗∗
(0.449)
−0.157
(0.144)
−0.088
(0.285)
1.424
(1.491)
0.088
(0.197)
0.388
(0.296)

1.706∗∗∗
(0.486)
−1.354∗∗
(0.465)
0.435∗∗∗
(0.122)
−0.457∗
(0.232)
−0.572
(1.060)
−0.042
(0.229)
0.469∗
(0.221)

Majoritarian
PR
Mixed
Party Dictatorship
Personal Dictatorship
Military Dictatorship

Model 5.12
+
−
−0.016
(0.608)
−1.725∗∗∗
(0.499)
−0.146
(0.153)
−0.172
(0.261)
1.424
(1.608)
0.002
(0.188)
0.317
(0.311)
0.695∗∗
(0.243)
−0.021
(0.998)
0.480
(0.374)
0.023
(0.274)
−0.029
(0.387)
0.576
(0.346)

1.669∗∗
(0.547)
−1.282∗∗
(0.493)
0.411∗∗
(0.132)
−0.413
(0.255)
−0.610
(1.011)
−0.053
(0.232)
0.447∗
(0.223)
0.184
(0.336)
0.137
(0.830)
−0.171
(0.379)
−0.064
(0.342)
0.286
(0.311)
0.028
(0.434)

Democracy
One-Party Dict.
Multi-Party Dict.
Legislature in Dict.
Observations

6,522

6,522

6,522

∗

6,522

+

Model 5.13
−

0.046
(0.588)
−1.730∗∗∗
(0.483)
−0.155
(0.151)
−0.243
(0.277)
1.442
(1.552)
0.085
(0.193)
0.371
(0.306)

1.696∗∗∗
(0.475)
−1.380∗∗
(0.491)
0.440∗∗∗
(0.117)
−0.442
(0.255)
−0.487
(1.083)
−0.072
(0.235)
0.465∗
(0.220)

0.843∗
(0.333)
0.353
(0.509)
0.253
(0.460)
0.131
(0.447)

0.033
(0.315)
0.267
(0.390)
0.299
(0.382)
−0.339
(0.377)

6,522

6,522

p<0.05; ∗∗ p<0.01; ∗∗∗ p<0.001
Displayed estimates are coefficients, not hazard ratios. Country-clustered standard errors in parentheses.
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in government.110
One possible explanation for the counter-intuitive finding in Model 5.12 is uncertainty
among elites about their future support. Chapter 4 showed that this uncertainty leads ethnic
elites to build oversized coalitions because they expect future defection. Under majoritarian
electoral rules, small shifts in voting support can lead to disproportionally large shifts in
election outcomes. Even where ethnic groups are spatially segregated to a large extent, and
majoritarian rules therefore approach proportional outcomes, intra-group competition is still
less predictable than under PR rules. This is both good and bad news. Rapid shifts in power
make conflict more likely.111 However, anticipating uncertainty in election outcomes might
also promote cross-ethnic coalitions.112

5.4

Conclusion

How does the ethnic composition of the executive influence government durability? Existing
research holds that formal institutions such as PR electoral rules and ruling parties in dictatorships induce power-sharing between elites, and thereby increase government durability.
In contrast, this chapter showed that mono-ethnic governments are more stable than ethnic
power-sharing coalitions. The stability of mono-ethnic governments is likely a consequence of
decades of ethnic assimilation and macro-historical processes such as nationalism. Yet such
stable government also comes at a cost: the long-term exclusion of minorities such as the
Roma all over Eastern Europe, the Russians in the Baltic republics, and many indigenous
peoples in Latin American countries.
According to the theoretical arguments of this chapter, the instability of ethnic coalitions is a function of competition between ethnic elites for more influence (P1 ), and their
uncertainty about the true distribution of power (P2 ). As a result ethnic elites fear for their
power position due to defections by rival elites or their own supporters. Indeed, the more
cross-cutting cleavages and the larger the share of included ethnic groups, the smaller the
likelihood of government survival. However, this chapter also has two pieces of good news
for ethnic coalition governments. First, each additional ethnic group represented in the
110

Lijphart (1977, 238); Horowitz (2000, 643); Powell (2000); McGarry and O’Leary (2007, 690).
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government brings with it the support of at least some of its members. As a result, larger
power-sharing coalitions are less likely to be overthrown than more exclusive governments.
Second, the longer elites from different groups manage to stay together, the lesser their risk
of breaking apart. As elites from ethnic coalitions learn to trust each other over time and
their supporters find sufficient benefits in the coalition, these power-sharing pacts become
almost as stable as single-group governments.
The second research question of this chapter asks which institutions actually increase the
stability of the ethnic composition in the executive. The existing literature on power-sharing
proposes a host of institutional rules that supposedly promote power-sharing between elites
and in turn extend government durability. PR electoral rules and parliamentary systems
supposedly increase the pressure on coalition building, and parties or legislatures in authoritarian regimes should alleviate commitment problem within governments by signaling
future cooperation. According to the empirical analyses in this chapter, only authoritarian
legislatures and PR systems are associated with more stable ethnic relations in the executive. However, even this statement requires a caveat: PR elections only increase government
durability relative to majoritarian electoral rules, but not compared to any other institutions. Despite the fact that the ethnic composition of the executive seems to be closely
related to leadership variables that define government durability in the existing literature on
power-sharing, this chapter finds little evidence for the stabilizing effect of institutions.
The third research question asks how durable inequality between ethnic groups can be
overcome. In order to answer this question, I distinguish between government expansion
and expulsion. Testing this difference reveals that my theoretical argument predominantly
explains variation in the breakdown of relations between ethnic elites that lead to the expulsion of one group. On a more positive note, the analysis identifies majoritarian electoral
rules as being conducive to expanding power-sharing coalitions. On the one hand, most
scholars reject the winner-takes-all logic of majoritarian electoral systems for plural societies
because they disproportionally favor elites from larger groups. On the other hand, so-called
integrationists argue that majoritarian electoral rules provide incentives for inter-ethnic elite
coalitions because they supposedly de-emphasize ethnic cleavages.113 I disagree with both
interpretations and follow Sartori who argues that the effect of majoritarian and PR rules
113
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on inclusiveness does not differ significantly in states where ethnic groups live in separate
territories. Instead, I suggest that ethnic elites form more inclusive coalitions under majoritarian regimes because small voter shifts between elites from the same ethnic group can
translate into more radical shifts in the distribution of parliamentary seats. Afraid of losing
their government access, elites reach across ethnic divisions and form oversized government
coalitions that return them to office even if support from their own group declines. In order
to substantiate this claim, more research is needed that assesses why so many institutional
explanations do not seem to matter for the durability of ethnic power-sharing governments.
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5.5

Appendix

Descriptive statistics
Table 5.4: Summary statistics of main variables in government duration analysis.
Statistic
Government Failure
Ethnic Coalition
Gov. Group Share
Government Size
Government Cleavage Dim.
Log(GDP p.c.)
GDP Growth
Log(Population)
Ethnic Gov. Conflict
Irregular Leader Change
Log(Leader Tenure)

N

Mean

St. Dev.

Min

Max

6,524
6,524
6,524
6,524
6,524
6,524
6,522
6,524
6,524
5,876
5,876

0.027
0.395
0.486
0.769
0.719
3.480
0.021
7.003
0.121
0.040
1.731

0.163
0.489
0.270
0.264
1.003
0.542
0.075
0.658
0.326
0.196
0.823

0
0
0.020
0.020
0
2.043
−0.654
5.353
0
0
0.000

1
1
1.000
1.000
3
5.049
0.887
9.120
1
1
3.871
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Robustness tests
This appendix presents additional regression models that demonstrate the robustness of
the empirical results presented above. Table 5.5 displays alternative operationalizations of
the cleavage variable which effectively exhibit the same statistical certainty and substantive
effect. The larger coefficient size in Models 4.15 and 4.16 is due to the scale (ratio) of these
two cleavage operationalizations.
Table 5.6 introduces alternative leader exit types. More specifically, Models 4.17 and 4.19
show a count of leader changes per year to account for times of very high instability. Models 4.18 and 4.19 additionally include not only irregular leadership changes – that is, coups
– but all changes in leadership. The smaller effect in the models that account for all leadership changes indicate that democratic elections have a smaller effect on changes in the
ethnic composition as I argued above. The results of the main power-sharing variables
remain robust.
Table 5.7 reproduces the results from my main analysis in Table 5.1 but adds a frailty
term that controls for unobserved variables. While the confidence in the coalition dummy
in Model 4.20 and the cleavage variables decreases, the general substantive effect continues
to hold, and they are usually statistically significant at the 0.1-level.
Table 5.8 controls for an alternative democracy indicator – the Polity IV scale –, changes
in the regime score of countries, and periods of foreign occupation. Finally, Table 5.9 divides
the sample into democracy and dictatorships and various institutional sub-divisions within
these two major regime types. In all these specifications the main results continue to hold.
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Table 5.5: Robustness tests: Alternative cleavage operationalizations and government
failure, 1946-2009.

Gov. Group Share
Government Size
No. of Cleavages

Model 4.14

Model 4.15

Model 4.16

1.258∗∗
(0.410)
−1.606∗∗∗
(0.337)
0.100∗∗
(0.036)

0.820
(0.437)
−1.576∗∗∗
(0.321)

1.393∗∗
(0.446)
−1.600∗∗∗
(0.345)

0.993∗∗∗
(0.218)

Relative No. of Cleavages

−0.613∗∗
(0.220)
1.197
(1.194)
−0.200
(0.188)
0.456∗
(0.189)
1.925∗∗∗
(0.217)
0.243∗∗
(0.092)

−0.542∗
(0.225)
1.388
(1.161)
−0.211
(0.155)
0.451∗
(0.183)
1.950∗∗∗
(0.207)
0.250∗∗
(0.094)

0.598∗
(0.303)
−0.558∗∗
(0.214)
1.274
(1.214)
−0.029
(0.178)
0.542∗∗
(0.196)
1.878∗∗∗
(0.214)
0.242∗∗
(0.092)

5,876
−704.246
172.030∗∗∗

5,876
−695.315
231.170∗∗∗

5,876
−705.673
165.250∗∗∗

Rel. No. of Cleavage Dim.
Log(GDP p.c.)
GDP Growth
Log(Population)
Civil War Ongoing
Irr. Leader Change
Log(Leader Tenure)
Observations
`
Wald Test

∗ p<0.05; ∗∗ p<0.01; ∗∗∗ p<0.001

Displayed estimates are coefficients, not hazard ratios.
Country-clustered standard errors in parentheses.
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Table 5.6: Robustness tests: Alternative leadership exit variables and government failure,
1946-2009.

Gov. Group Share
Government Size
No. of Cleavage Dim.
Log(GDP p.c.)
GDP Growth
Log(Population)
Civil War Ongoing
No. of Irr. Leader Changes

Model 4.17

Model 4.18

Model 4.19

0.906∗
(0.413)
−1.811∗∗∗
(0.345)
0.430∗∗∗
(0.092)
−0.533∗
(0.229)
0.774
(1.230)
−0.179
(0.170)
0.494∗∗
(0.183)
1.161∗∗∗
(0.159)

0.978∗
(0.408)
−1.798∗∗∗
(0.352)
0.395∗∗∗
(0.090)
−0.771∗∗∗
(0.216)
1.041
(1.216)
−0.273
(0.173)
0.478∗∗
(0.184)

1.016∗
(0.406)
−1.910∗∗∗
(0.350)
0.416∗∗∗
(0.090)
−0.688∗∗
(0.219)
0.881
(1.171)
−0.211
(0.171)
0.494∗∗
(0.184)

1.491∗∗∗
(0.197)

Regular & Irr. Leader Change

0.243∗∗
(0.093)

0.317∗∗∗
(0.088)

0.811∗∗∗
(0.095)
0.304∗∗∗
(0.091)

5,876
−708.084
154.550∗∗∗

5,876
−699.223
153.750∗∗∗

5,876
−704.463
152.730∗∗∗

No. of Reg. & Irr. Leader Changes
Log(Leader Tenure)
Observations
`
Wald Test
∗ p<0.05; ∗∗ p<0.01; ∗∗∗ p<0.001

Displayed estimates are coefficients, not hazard ratios.
Country-clustered standard errors in parentheses.
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Table 5.7: Robustness tests: Power-sharing constellations and government failure with a
frailty term, 1946-2009.

Model 4.20
Ethnic Coalition

Model 4.21

Model 4.22

Model 4.23

−2.850∗∗∗
(0.846)
2.237∗∗
(0.712)
0.231
(0.120)

−2.616∗∗
(0.920)
2.109∗∗
(0.703)
0.157
(0.137)
−1.022
(0.791)
0.512
(1.400)
−0.145
(0.720)
0.975∗∗∗
(0.273)

−2.040∗
(0.972)
1.851∗
(0.746)
0.256∗
(0.114)
−1.770∗
(0.871)
−0.260
(1.877)
−0.647
(0.949)
0.803∗
(0.405)
1.594∗∗∗
(0.317)
0.194
(0.146)

6,524
−160.702
12.020∗∗

6,522
−155.384
21.460∗∗

5,876
−108.288
90.760∗∗∗

0.345
(0.176)

Gov. Group Share
Government Size
No. of Cleavage Dim.
Log(GDP p.c.)
GDP Growth
Log(Population)
Civil War Ongoing
Irr. Leader Change
Log(Leader Tenure)
Observations
`
Wald Test

6,524
−165.489
3.830

∗ p<0.05; ∗∗ p<0.01; ∗∗∗ p<0.001

Displayed estimates are coefficients, not hazard ratios.
Country-clustered standard errors in parentheses.
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Table 5.8: Robustness tests: Alternative democracy variables and government failure,
1946-2009.

Gov. Group Share
Government Size
No. of Cleavage Dim.
Log(GDP p.c.)
GDP Growth
Log(Population)
Civil War Ongoing
Log(Leader Tenure)
Irr. Leader Change
Democracy (Polity IV)

Model 4.24

Model 4.25

Model 4.26

1.024∗

0.983∗

(0.424)
−1.838∗∗∗
(0.356)
0.397∗∗∗
(0.094)
−0.586∗
(0.228)
1.266
(1.191)
−0.208
(0.160)
0.451∗
(0.176)
1.950∗∗∗
(0.200)
0.311∗∗
(0.095)
0.021
(0.013)

(0.436)
−1.810∗∗∗
(0.362)
0.408∗∗∗
(0.097)
−0.580∗
(0.228)
1.302
(1.218)
−0.212
(0.161)
0.475∗
(0.191)
1.938∗∗∗
(0.201)
0.305∗∗
(0.095)
0.020
(0.014)
−0.823
(1.169)

0.984∗
(0.414)
−1.760∗∗∗
(0.345)
0.417∗∗∗
(0.092)
−0.514∗
(0.227)
1.266
(1.167)
−0.196
(0.159)
0.444∗
(0.173)
1.947∗∗∗
(0.201)
0.267∗∗
(0.091)

Foreign Occupation
Democratic Change (Polity IV)
Observations
`
Wald Test

0.030
(0.045)
5,876
−696.108
210.980∗∗∗

5,876
−695.686
227.230∗∗∗

∗ p<0.05; ∗∗ p<0.01; ∗∗∗ p<0.001

Displayed estimates are coefficients, not hazard ratios.
Country-clustered standard errors in parentheses.
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5,876
−696.895
210.330∗∗∗

129

Model 4.30

1,256
−43.328
846.430∗∗∗

1.412∗∗
(0.521)
−3.309∗
(1.628)
−1.128∗
(0.570)
−1.595
(5.602)
0.133
(0.444)
−18.820∗∗∗
(0.736)

PR-systems

1,187
−119.554
45.780∗∗∗

1.124∗∗
(0.392)
−2.712∗∗
(0.877)
−0.545
(0.306)
3.703
(3.432)
−0.501∗
(0.224)
0.718
(0.493)

non-PR-systems

Democracies

Model 4.29

1,976
−162.407
24.880∗∗∗

1.679∗∗∗
(0.438)
−2.403∗∗∗
(0.607)
−0.288
(0.555)
−3.387
(2.135)
−0.452
(0.293)
0.334
(0.475)

Parties

Model 4.31

Model 4.33

2,155
−311.628
79.740∗∗∗

1.128∗∗∗
(0.259)
−1.139∗∗
(0.373)
−1.159∗∗∗
(0.323)
0.869
(1.089)
−0.364
(0.259)
0.559∗
(0.244)

No Parties

3,006
−320.104
61.760∗∗∗

1.263∗∗∗
(0.278)
−1.862∗∗∗
(0.428)
−0.730∗
(0.343)
0.212
(1.369)
−0.525∗
(0.241)
0.679∗
(0.299)

Legislatures

Dictatorships

Model 4.32

Displayed estimates are coefficients, not hazard ratios. Country-clustered standard errors in parentheses.

4,079
−554.417
93.600∗∗∗

1.296∗∗∗
(0.211)
−1.603∗∗∗
(0.325)
−0.935∗∗∗
(0.269)
0.285
(1.283)
−0.413∗
(0.198)
0.563∗∗
(0.201)

1.355∗∗∗
(0.321)
−2.840∗∗∗
(0.726)
−0.772∗∗
(0.264)
2.468
(1.867)
−0.372
(0.233)
0.299
(0.477)

2,443
−198.120
52.180∗∗∗

Dictatorships

Democracies

∗ p<0.05; ∗∗ p<0.01; ∗∗∗ p<0.001

Observations
`
Wald Test

Civil War Ongoing

Log(Population)

GDP Growth

Log(GDP p.c.)

Government Size

Ethnic Coalition

Model 4.28

Regime Type

Model 4.27

Table 5.9: Robustness tests: Government failure in different institutional environments, 1946-2009.

1,073
−155.083
43.470∗∗∗

1.493∗∗∗
(0.336)
−1.283∗∗
(0.481)
−1.142∗
(0.460)
0.630
(1.889)
−0.142
(0.350)
0.513
(0.296)

No Legislatures

Model 4.34
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CHAPTER

6
Ethnic Coalitions and Democracy

Identifying the coalitional underpinnings of democratic reform is a crucial area
of research and represents an important move away from static analyses that only
identify “conditions” of democratization.
– Ziblatt (2006, 326)

The first part of this thesis focused on why ethnic coalitions form and how long they
endure. This chapter turns to the consequences of ethnic power-sharing coalitions. Most
researchers study power-sharing as a conflict resolution tool. Others investigate the effect
of power-sharing on policy performance in advanced democracies or on the survival of the
dictator in authoritarian regimes.1 This chapter returns to an outcome that is central to
Lijphart’s research program on consociationalism and Horowitz’ interest in multiethnic societies, namely democracy. In particular, Lijphart holds that democracy can only survive when
ethnic elites form a grand coalition while Horowitz stresses the importance of electoral rules
that incentivize pre-electoral coalitions between ethnic elites.2 This chapter goes one step
beyond democratic survival, and investigates the emergence of democracy as a function of
ethnic coalitions – an issue that has received little attention in the study of democratization,
as Ziblatt’s quote at the outset makes clear.
The current struggles for democracy in the dictatorships of the Arab World as well as
for democratic survival in Eastern Europe and Sub-Saharan Africa highlight the relevance
of studying the role of ethnic relations in processes of democratization. In ethnically divided
1
2

See the summary in Chapter 2.
Lijphart (1977, 2002b); Horowitz (1991, 1993).
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societies, movements for democracy repeatedly disintegrate into bloody sectarian conflicts
such as in present-day Iraq and Syria, and electoral competition regularly turns violent
when elites of ethnic voting blocs attempt to influence election results through violence.3
Multiethnic states that lack a widely accepted definition of the demos face a particularly
high risk of violence during periods of democratization.4 Despite the serious implications
of ethnic elite cooperation, or its absence, recent studies of democratization and democratic
survival relegate ethnic issues to highly aggregated demographic indicators5 and so-called
power-sharing institutions.6 Instead, this chapter focuses on the actual behavior of ethnic
elites, and asks the following questions:

1. Do ethnic power-sharing coalitions affect the likelihood of democratization?
2. Do ethnic power-sharing coalitions influence democratic survival?

This chapter builds on recent studies by political economists that explain democratization
as the result of the competition between elites and the masses.7 However, instead of analyzing
elites as unitary actors, it explores the role of intra-elite divisions. In particular, the chapter
advances the hypothesis that most political elites are better off under a democratic regime
where they do not have to fear severe oppression at the hand of a dictator. Returning to the
assumption that ethnic elites are power-maximizing actors (P1 ), the theoretical argument in
this chapter states that some ethnic elites believe that they can gain power at the expense of
the autocratic ruler who has the power to remove elites at will under authoritarian rules. In
contrast, democratic rules usually restrain the power of the head of government, and thereby
strengthen the position of other elites. Put differently, losing power in dictatorships might
lead to imprisonment, torture, or even death, but losing power in democracies usually implies
having to sit on opposition benches. Moreover, in the event of popular reform demands,
governments that include elites from multiple ethnic groups and represent a majority of the
population are less afraid of a transition to democracy because they need not fear electoral
losses (P3 ). Conversely, ruling elites in authoritarian regimes that only enjoy the backing of a
3

Wilkinson (2004); Vogt (2013, 148–153); Cederman, Gleditsch and Hug (2013).
Snyder and Ballentine (1996); Mann (2005).
5
Cf. Przeworski et al. (2000); Boix and Stokes (2003); Norris (2008); Kennedy (2010).
6
See, for example, Wright and Escriba-Folch (2012).
7
Boix (2003); Acemoglu and Robinson (2006).
4
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minority of the population are strongly opposed to democratic reforms, and democratization
should be less likely in these states.
In democracies, large ethnic elite coalitions improve the chances of regime survival because power is more diffuse and extends vertically to a larger share of the population. The
power-centralizing character of dictatorships implies a relative loss in influence for the supporters of ethnic elites who are thus likely to oppose authoritarian tendencies. Of course, elite
cooperation is subject to commitment problems and moral hazard – that is, risky behavior
by some actors who do not have to bear the possible negative consequences of this behavior.
Elites from any one ethnic group can increase their power in single-group hegemonic dictatorships. The costs of this regime change are borne by other ethnic elites and the masses.
However, each additional member to an ethnic coalition acts as a kind of veto player. Larger
ethnic coalitions are therefore more likely to deter these defections than smaller ones and
prevent democratic backsliding (P3 ). Furthermore, exclusion from executive power should
lead to particularly strong grievances in democratic regimes that are by definition associated
with equality norms. Therefore, inclusive ethnic coalitions are effective in preventing the
violent dissolution of democratic regimes. Finally, democratic regimes face a higher risk of
failure when the electoral process leads to the exclusion of a subset of groups, and therefore
to the dissolution of former coalitions. Newly excluded ethnic elites are likely to use extrainstitutional means to regain power and thereby contribute to the breakdown of democratic
rule.
This chapter links ethnic power-sharing to democratization and democratic survival.
Since I have not discussed those concepts in detail until now, this chapter begins with a
brief literature review that discusses major theories of democratization. It then proceeds
in the usual fashion by outlining a theoretical argument that links the propositions about
ethnic elite preferences and constraints from Chapter 3 to elite behavior with respect to
the outcomes of interest. Subsequently, I introduce the data used to test the theoretical
arguments and present my methodological strategy that encompasses standard binary choice
and event-history models. Finally, the analytical section models elite behavior directly rather
than replacing it with so-called power-sharing institutions. It thereby goes beyond the
unitary actor assumption held by prominent political economy models of democratization.
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6.1

Mechanisms of Democratization and Democratic Survival

The study of democratization and democratic survival has been dominated by structural
factors. Whether or not democracy requires economic development, education, and a strong
middle class in order to emerge and succeed has been the subject of incessant scholarly
scrutiny since Lipset formulated modernization theory in 1959.8 Democratization researchers
have proposed various mechanisms that link economic development to democratization.9
However, the modernization thesis has also been met with strong criticism, most notably
articulated by Przeworski and his colleagues. They demonstrate that democratic transitions
occur at all levels of economic development, but democracy is more likely to survive in
wealthier states.10 Early studies of democratization and democratic stability also focused on
the challenge of overcoming collective action problems in large states.11 In particular, these
studies identified ethnic divisions as barriers to full-fledged democratic rule.12
More recent studies have turned away from contemporaneous, structural explanations.
Some scholars stress the importance of historical legacies such as colonialism. Specifically,
the variance in the quality of colonial institutions explains the different trajectories of democracies and dictatorships.13 Another set of studies traces the spread and survival of democracy
to international factors. The more democratic neighboring states there are on average, the
more likely full democratization and the less likely authoritarian reversals are.14
Over the past three decades, actor-centric theories have gained popularity in explaining
democratization. Prominent formal models from political economists describe a conflict
between elites and the masses. According to these studies, elites prefer to restrict the power
of the masses out of fear of having to share their wealth. The masses favor control over
elite choices and redistribution of resources from the rich to the poor.15 In Boix’ account,
democracy is most likely when economic assets are mobile and elites do not suffer as much
from progressive taxation that presumably characterizes democratic regimes. Acemoglu
8

Lipset (1959).
Boix and Stokes (2003); Inglehart and Welzel (2005); Epstein et al. (2006); Kennedy (2010).
10
Przeworski and Limongi (1997); Przeworski et al. (2000).
11
Dahl and Tufte (1973); Lijphart (1977, 65–70).
12
Rabushka and Shepsle (2008); Powell (1982, 44–46).
13
Acemoglu, Johnson and Robinson (2001); Mahoney (2001).
14
Gleditsch (2002); Schimmelfennig (2003); Brinks and Coppedge (2006); Gleditsch and Ward (2006);
Levitsky and Way (2010).
15
Boix (2003); Acemoglu and Robinson (2006).
9
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and Robinson focus on the threat of revolution and the commitment problem inherent in
redistributive policies without popular control. Elites prefer democratization over revolution
which is most likely when inequality is high enough to cause grievances but low enough to
give the masses a fighting chance to succeed. While the political economy approach provides
more dynamic explanations of democratization than modernization accounts, it does not
receive clear-cut support in empirical evaluations.16
In keeping with the focus of this thesis, I emphasize the role of elites as central actors in
explanations of democratization, but question the assumption that elites are unitary actors.
Others have done so before me. In 1968 Huntington argued that economic modernization
without political modernization would lead to violent competition between traditional and
newly mobilized social factions, and not at all, to democracy.17 Two years later, Rustow
suggested that the lack of national consensus among elites hinders democratization in many
developing states.18 In response to the third wave of democracy, the so-called transition
literature emerged. Scholars such O’Donnell, Schmitter and Whitehead and Przeworski
identified elite consensus as a precondition for successful democratization and downplayed
the role of mass demands for democratic reform that was at the heart of earlier accounts
based on modernization theory.19
While these early studies were restricted to periods of democratic transition, political
scientists have recently begun to study power-sharing between a dictator and the ruling
coalition as a central feature of authoritarian regimes. The central hypothesis of the authoritarian power-sharing perspective is that dictatorships survive longer when the ruler can
credibly commit continuous cooperation with supporting elites via institutions such as parliaments or parties.20 In other words, elite cooperation in authoritarian regimes decreases
the likelihood of democratization. This diagnosis contradicts Lijphart’s claim that elite
power-sharing is conducive to the emergence and survival of democracy in ethnically divided
societies.21 It is this contradiction that I address in the remainder of this chapter.

16

See Houle (2009); Freeman and Quinn (2012).
Huntington (1968).
18
Rustow (1970).
19
O’Donnell, Schmitter and Whitehead (1986); Przeworski (1992).
20
Geddes (2003); Gandhi and Przeworski (2007); Magaloni (2008); Boix and Svolik (2013).
21
Lijphart (1977, 238).
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6.2

Generating Hypotheses

Before engaging with each of the two research questions that structure this chapter, this
section discusses the differences between democratic and autocratic regimes from the perspective of political elites. In doing so, it links the theoretical propositions of this thesis to
elites in authoritarian and democratic regimes.
The last section introduced two theoretical perspectives on the role of elites in authoritarian regimes that nonetheless lead to the same conclusion about the potential for democratization. The political economy perspective states that elites are afraid of sharing power and
resources with the masses. The authoritarian power-sharing perspective holds that political
actors are mostly afraid of other elites with whom they compete for power. The first point of
view implies that elites should unite against the threat posed by the masses, and only yield
to popular demands for democracy and redistribution when absolutely necessary.22 More
precisely, elites give in to the masses when they are weak, or can avoid crippling taxation
by moving capital outside the country. If elites join forces in power-sharing coalitions they
should be strong enough to resist demands for democratization. The second theoretical approach outlined above also holds that elite cooperation strengthens the incumbent regime.
Here the main threat to power-holders are rival elites who are assumed to continuously plot
for their relative advantage, and overthrow the sitting dictator as soon as they can. Strong
power-sharing institutions solve the commitment problem, thereby improve the stability of
the incumbent regime, and hence, preclude democratization.23
The theoretical argument of this thesis agrees with two assumptions about elites in
dictatorships. First, like political elites more generally, ethnic elites are power-maximizing
actors (P1 ). They strive for greater political influence relative to supporters from their
own ethnic group and to other ethnic elites. In Chapter 3, I distinguished democratic and
authoritarian regimes by the extent to which they balance the power between elites and
the masses. In dictatorships, the masses enjoy more influence relative to the elites than
in democracies.24 It is therefore plausible that elites who benefit from power access in
ethnic coalitions generally prefer authoritarian rule over democratic constraints. Second,
22

Boix (2003); Acemoglu and Robinson (2006).
Geddes (2003); Gandhi and Przeworski (2007); Magaloni (2008); Boix and Svolik (2013).
24
Cf. Bueno de Mesquita et al. (2003); Cederman, Gleditsch and Buhaug (2013, 147–148).
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my theoretical argument also embraces the notion that power-sharing makes the current
government stronger. As the number of members in the ruling coalition increases, so do its
power resources that are necessary to defend its position against external challenges (P3 ).
These assumptions help explain a range of dynamics in authoritarian regimes, yet they
disregard the “brutish character” of dictatorships. Power-vying elites play a very high-stakes
game in authoritarian regimes. Losing power can simply imply a loss of the comforts of
government office. However, other possible outcomes are public humiliation, harassment by
state authorities, imprisonment, physical harm, and loss of life.25 While democratic rule
does not provide a complete guarantee against these fates, it usually correlates with lower
stakes in the competition for power. Most opposition benches in democratic regimes are
still quite comfortable, and losing an election usually does not result in one of the brutal
outcomes described above. Bueno de Mesquita, Smith, Siverson and Morrow support this
view:
If leaders in any political system lose the support of key backers, then the incumbent – and perhaps the regime – is turned out of office. In a democracy,
the incumbent lives to run again another day. In many authoritarian systems
defeated incumbents are lucky if they can retreat into exile. Sometimes their loss
of office is accompanied by the loss of their life.26
Put simply, democratic rules complicate power access and its abuse for elites. At the
same time, elites face lower risks under the same rules. They do not need to fear losing
their life, property, or freedom. Yet political economy models posit that elites prefer dictatorship over democracy because the latter leads to a more equitable distribution of financial
resources between elites and the masses. In contrast, my argument suggests that democratic
rule does not automatically entail such financial restrictions as assumed by these models.
Corruption and personal aggrandizement are less rampant in a number of northwestern European democracies but part and parcel of democratic regimes in Africa or Asia.27 Chandra,
for example, conceptualizes democratic regimes in which elected officials have the power “to
distribute the vast resources controlled by the state to voters” as “patronage democracies.” 28
25

See, for example, the discussion in Wright and Escriba-Folch (2012, 290).
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Along these lines, Fukuyama suggests that kinship ties continue to dominate less personal
contractual interactions in non-European societies irrespective of regime type.29
To sum up, democracy does not necessarily entail massive financial disadvantages for
political elites, but it usually leads to a reduction of the absolute risk faced by elites when
they leave office. In the following, I relate elites’ costs and benefits under democratic and authoritarian rule to this chapter’s two outcomes of interest: democratization, and democratic
survival.

Democratization
Returning to the first question of this chapter, whether or not ethnic elite coalitions influence democratization, I discuss two transition scenarios: On the one hand, the political
economy perspective highlights the role of exogenous shocks that trigger popular demands
for democratization.30 On the other hand, scholars who study the transition process itself
point to the role of elites in passing democratic reforms.31 When elites are surprised by mass
demands for democracy, due to democratic transitions in neighboring countries or domestic
events such as surprising election outcomes, they fear losing their own power and privilege
(P1 ). This fear increases proportionally with the amount of influence that is at stake. If
the current ruling elites represent only a very small part of the population, they strongly
resist change. Ethnic minority regimes simply have no chance of winning future elections
held under majority rule. Moreover, ethnic minority governments are unlikely to be popular
with members of excluded groups. In order to secure their rule against a numerically superior opposition, ethnic minority governments such as Assad’s Syria rely on brutal oppression
tactics. As a result, the prospect of inclusion in a more inclusive post-transition coalition is
small for incumbent elites of minority governments. Instead, legal prosecution and possibly
even the death sentence awaits the likes of Saddam Hussein and Idi Amin.
In contrast, the cost-benefit calculations of elite actors facing popular pressures for democratization change when a state is governed by a coalition of elites that represent multiple
ethnic groups. Where ethnic coalitions rule the state, resistance to mass demands for democratization is less likely for two reasons. First, when there is a precedent of sharing power, and
29

Fukuyama (2011, 229–241).
Boix (2003); Acemoglu and Robinson (2006).
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O’Donnell, Schmitter and Whitehead (1986); Przeworski (1992).
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at least a modicum of trust between diverse elites, tight-knit coalitions are able to survive
transition periods and thrive under democracy. Second, in less cohesive ethnic coalitions,
elites from one group always have the incentive to defect from the coalition to the opposition camp. The first argument pertains in particular to sizable coalitions that represent a
majority of the population. Often such regimes are found in capable states that are able to
uphold oversized coalitions by extending privileges to different members.32 Slater identifies
so-called “strong-state democratization” in Malaysia where an oversized ethnic coalition that
consists of Malays, Chinese, and East Indians gave in to popular demands for democracy
in the 2000s.33 More generally, Slater and Wong argue that strong, often multiethnic authoritarian ruling parties are likely to concede to popular pressures for democratization in
order to appear to be on the right side of history.34 In terms of costs and benefits, elites of
these dominant coalitions prefer to give up some of the financial advantages of unchecked
authoritarian rule to eventually being overthrown in a democratic revolution.
Another mechanism applies to less cohesive and powerful ethnic coalitions. If popular
protests become sufficiently strong, the already existing uncertainty of ethnic elites about the
distribution of power increases (P2 ). Rival elites within one ethnic group might strengthen
their position by appearing to be reformers and therefore threaten to take away the support
of the co-ethnic masses from the incumbent elites. What is worse, ethnic coalition partners
might aim to preempt these intra-group challenges by defecting to the opposition with their
entire group. In particular, this dynamic should unfold when the incumbent ethnic coalition
is not massively superior to the opposition, or when it only represents a minority of the
population. The reason is that the power position of these coalitions is tenuous (P3 ) even
without democratization pressures, and under democratic rule they are almost certain to
lose elections. These coalitions are more likely to fall apart than more cohesive mono-ethnic
governments.
As discussed in the literature review, the transition literature downplays the role of
popular protests in bringing about democratization and instead points to inter-elite dynamics as an explanation of successful transitions.35 I argue that even without mass demands,
32

Langston (2006, 57).
Slater (2012).
34
Slater and Wong (2013).
35
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political elites might prefer the softer cushion of democracy to the brutish nature of dictatorships. The literature on authoritarian politics argues that autocratic regimes are sometimes
characterized by a power imbalance between the ruling coalition and the dictator.36 In all
authoritarian regimes, the latter has the “ability and desire to acquire more power at the
expense of the ruling coalition.” 37 In turn, included elites either want to replace the dictator
to gain more power themselves (P1 ), or they strive to remove the imbalance because they
fear the consequences of losing their post as illustrated above.
One strategy to constrain the power of the dictator is to opt for democratic institutions
that limit the power of the ruler. Again, this mechanism should mostly apply when included
ethnic elites represent a large swath of the population because they expect to win future
elections and retain their access to power. In contrast, elites in ethnic minority regimes are
likely to be turned out of office along with the dictator in elections. Thus, democratizing
reforms are not a viable strategy for elites that only represent a minority of the population.
Finally, in mono-ethnic governments elites from a majority group who attempt to constrain
the dictator do not fear future elections. Yet without the autonomy of a distinct ethnic
support basis, these elites might be too dependent on the dictator to initiate democratic
reforms. The preceding discussion leads me to the following expectations:
H1a Democratization is more likely to occur when ethnic elites are allied in government
coalitions than under mono-ethnic regimes.
H1b Democratization is more likely to occur when ethnic elites are allied in majority government coalitions than if elites only represent a minority.
H1c The more inclusive ethnic coalitions are, the more likely democratization is.
Democratic survival
Moving on to the second research question of this chapter, this section argues that ethnic
coalitions help to ensure democratic survival. In Chapter 3, I argued that political elites’ motivations are the same in democracies and dictatorships. Ethnic leaders still want to increase
their relative power (P1 ). However, this chapter holds that the consequences of exclusion
36
37
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from government power for elites are likely to differ by regime type. In democracies, elites
face opposition benches in parliament. In dictatorships they might face prison, torture, or
even death. The argument for democratization is the sum of elites’ preferences for lower risks
and continued, or possibly even improved, access to power. These considerations continue
to be valid under democratic rule. Elites still prefer the lower risks they face in the event of
losing government power. At the same time, political economists have overstated the redistributive effects of democracy, and elites have less reason to return to authoritarian rule. Of
course, a subset of elites can always gain by defecting and establishing ethnic minority rule.
However, larger coalitions should be more resistant to such defections, as the power of elites
from single ethnic groups becomes smaller. Coalitions between elites from multiple ethnic
groups act as additional non-institutional checks on other coalition members.
The analysis in Chapter 4 demonstrated that democratic rule does not guarantee complete ethnic inclusion. Israel, the United States, Turkey, Estonia, and Latvia are examples
of ostensibly democratic regimes that have categorically denied political rights to members
of specific ethnic groups in the past, and sometimes continue to do so. Mann even argues
that democratization processes in the modern era often bring about an ethnically exclusive
demos and characterizes such effects as the “dark side of democracy.” 38 However, democratic ideals delegitimize exclusive practices. While they are not always upheld in reality,
categorically excluded challengers in democracies refer to equality norms to call attention
to their unjust treatment.39 The Civil Rights Movement in the United States, for example,
appealed to higher democratic principles and achieved the end of systematic discrimination
against Blacks.40 In other contexts, excluded ethnic elites use democratic ideals of political
equality for less peaceful purposes. Highlighting the deviation of ethnic exclusion from these
democratic norms helps elites to transform horizontal political inequalities into grievances.
Shared grievances serve as a motivation to mobilize for violent civil wars.41 As shown in
the previous chapter, civil wars can bring down incumbent ethno-political regimes, and it
is likely that they also severely damage democratic rules. Lacina, for example, describes
how the Indian government has effectively abolished democratic rule in the northeastern
38
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province of Nagaland which is beset by multiple insurgent movements.42 The larger the
ethnic power-sharing coalition, the more legitimate ethnic elites and ordinary citizens find
the current democratic order. They thus have less reason to bring it down violently.
Multiple representatives of the pessimistic view of power-sharing predict that multiethnic
societies inevitably slide towards the partition of the political arena along ethnic lines. The
logic of the “politics of outbidding” undermines any attempts by elites to sustain inter-ethnic
coalitions and leads to the eventual demise of democracy because the losing ethnic groups
cease to accept the rules of the game that exclude them from power.43 While the theoretical
argument and the empirical results of Chapter 4 do not support such a radically negative
conclusion, ethnic coalitions are certainly not immune to failure, as the previous chapter
revealed. Moreover, recent studies that investigate the risk of ethnic civil war identify the
“downgrading” of individual ethnic groups as a strong threat to peace.44 Similarly, I expect
that the dissolution of the governing ethnic coalition leads the newly excluded elites to
question the democratic process. If they find no way back into government, they are likely
to try unconstitutional means such as coups or violent conflict that undermine democracy.
In contrast, coalition stability decreases the risk of democratic failure. I summarize the
theoretical arguments that link ethnic coalitions to democratic survival in two hypotheses:

H2a The more inclusive ethnic elite coalitions are, the longer democracies survive.
H2b Democracies are likely to fail after the ethnic composition of the government breaks
down.

Alternative explanations: endogeneity
The theoretical link I have drawn from ethnic power-sharing to institutional change – that is
democratization – differs from existing accounts of democratization. The literature on powersharing reviewed in Chapter 2 usually identifies institutions as the origin of power-sharing
coalitions. In particular, Horowitz holds that democratic elections force ethnic elites to
coalesce with leaders of other ethnic groups.45 Cederman, Gleditsch and Buhaug ostensibly
42
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support this assertion when they make the following observation: “Just as the degree of
democracy has increased over the last couple of decades, a similar improving trend can
be detected in terms of the power access of ethnic groups.” 46 While this thesis argues
that institutional theories of power-sharing have overstated their case, this section discusses
concerns of reverse causation.
There are two theoretical possibilities by which democratization may be the cause of
ethnic coalitions rather than the other way around. On the one hand, democratic institutions might indeed be more effective in bringing about ethnic coalitions than authoritarian
institutions. On the other hand, ethnic elites might anticipate future democratic change and
form larger elite coalitions in order to resist it, or to survive early elections. Regarding the
first alternative, Chapter 4 found no evidence that elites are more likely to form coalitions
in democracies relative to dictatorships. If at all, the probability of coalition formation was
slightly higher in authoritarian regimes. Cederman, Gleditsch and Buhaug also reach the
conclusion that “democracy does not immunize countries against [ethnic] discrimination of
large parts of the population.” 47 While their statement does not imply that democracy has
no effect on power-sharing, it questions a strong direct causal effect. Moreover, it points to
cases like the United States prior to 1965 or present-day Israel that are commonly identified
as democracies, but which are clearly not ethnic power-sharing regimes.
The alternative possibility of reverse causation states that elites form coalitions in anticipation of democratic demands because they want to resist democratization. If it were
correct, it would weaken the support for my hypotheses. This is therefore an empirical
question. Elites might also form coalitions prior to democratization in order to survive later
elections. This motive and its empirical implications are more difficult to detect, yet two
points weaken its plausibility. First, excluded elites might not want to board a sinking ship
and would rather side with the opposition. Second, Slater develops his “strong-state democratization” thesis that my theoretical argument is based on in a careful reading of historical
cases that open up the black-box of causality.48 In cases such as Malaysia, Slater and his coauthors identify older and tight-knit elite coalitions as the originator of democratization. In
contrast, haphazard coalitions assembled in fear of losing an election probably lack cohesion
46
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and strength to ensure the survival at the ballot box. While these theoretical considerations
cannot rule out endogeneity problems, they at least weaken them to some extent.

6.3

Case Selection and Key Variables

Having derived the main hypotheses that link ethnic power-sharing coalitions to democratization and democratic survival, I now describe the case selection and the main variables
necessary to test my theoretical argument. In particular, the analysis of democratization
requires a sample of countries that are not yet democratic while the investigation of democratic survival only extends to democracies. This section therefore establishes the criteria
that different sample definitions and outcome variables must fulfill to answer the two research questions and selects two datasets that do so. Although both democratization and
democratic survival are possible in ethnically homogeneous states, my theoretical argument
only extends to countries where ethnicity is politically relevant. This is why I constrain
my analytical scope to states where political actors make claims on behalf of ethnic groups.
After describing the explanatory variables, this section builds on the literature review above
to identify important controls.

Coding democratization and democratic survival
With the expansion of democratic regimes during the third wave of democracy came the proliferation of democratic types.49 The development of quantitative indicators initially lagged
behind this trend, but today political scientists have at least ten different datasets at their
disposal that code the level or type of democracy on a global basis.50 Although most scholars
invoke Dahl’s definition of democracy that distinguishes between two basic characteristics –
competition and participation51 – most data collection efforts differ in their conceptualization
between minimalist and extensive approaches. The situation is complicated by the fact that
students of authoritarian politics correctly assert that the definition of authoritarian regimes
is not the same as the residual category of non-democracies.52 Moreover, there is considerable disagreement about the classification of individual cases and various operationalizations
49
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of democracy lead to different empirical results.53 Which dataset, then, is appropriate for
the analysis of democratization and democratic survival?
There are a number of criteria that the data need to fulfill in order to offer valid answers
to the two questions of interest. First, they should cover a wide range of states and dates to
maximize external validity. Second, the data need to offer a clearly identifiable cut-off point
that distinguishes democracies from autocracies. Third, regime transitions require an exact
date because ethnic coalitions are a dynamic measure that can change during transition
periods as, Chapter 4 argued.
This chapter employs two data sources to identify democratic transitions that fulfill the
above mentioned criteria and provide different at-risk samples.54 First, the Polity IV dataset
includes all states of the international system between 1800 and 2010 and identifies the degree
of democracy for each country-year on a scale from −10 to 10 where higher scores indicate
that a state is more democratic.55 The scale consists of five mainly institutionally defined
sub-dimensions and offers cut-off points for democratization events with the exact date of
transitions.56 This chapter codes a democratic transition in each year in which a country
obtains a Polity score of 6 or higher. Apart from transition-years, the sample of potential
democratizing states only includes non-democracies – that is, those states with a Polity score
below 6.57
Second, the chapter employs a dataset by Geddes, Wright and Frantz (from here on:
GWF) that restricts its reach to clearly authoritarian regimes between 1946 and 2010 and
therefore excludes “provisional governments and warlordism.” 58 In contrast to the more complex Polity IV coding, GWF use a minimalist definition of democracy that is more inclusive
than the Polity IV definition. Democratization occurs when a state holds competitive and
fair election in which at least ten per cent of the total population is eligible to vote, and the
53
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government is able take power without interference by outside forces.59 Using these alternative definitions allows me to arrive at more robust answers to the first research question
of this chapter. In total, my data include 85 Polity IV transitions and 100 democratization
events in the GWF data between 1946 and 2009.
To answer the second research question – what effect ethnic coalitions have on the survival
of democracies – there are fewer data sources to choose from. The analysis in this chapter
relies entirely on the Polity IV data for the analysis of democratic survival.60 I follow
Pevehouse and measure democratic duration by assessing the time from when a regime has
a Polity score greater than 6 until the moment it falls below this threshold.61 The Polity IV
data does not provide regular scores during periods of “foreign occupation,” “interregnum,”
or “transition.” In the analysis below, all of these periods automatically imply a failure of
democratic regimes.62 As the Polity IV data provides the exact dates at which these changes
occur, it is possible to compute the duration of democratic survival in days. In sum, the
data on democratic survival include 93 states and 43 democratic failures.

Explanatory and control variables
As in previous chapters, the empirical analysis below relies on the Ethnic Power Relations
dataset (EPR-ETH).63 To gauge the effect of ethnic elite coalitions on the emergence and
survival of democracy, I rely on four different operationalizations that describe coalitions
in increasing detail. The first indicator is a dummy variable that records whether or not
the government includes representatives from more than one ethnic group.64 Hypothesis 1b
stresses the importance of majority support for a government in explaining democratization. Thus, a second set of explanatory variables distinguishes single-group and coalition
governments as well as their minority and majority status. Ethnic coalitions enjoy majority
support when their members constitute more than 50% of the ethnically relevant population.
Finally, Hypotheses 1c and 2a suggest that more inclusive coalitions are conducive to democ59
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ratization and democratic survival. In order to measure the degree of inclusiveness of the
coalition, the chapter employs the relative and absolute number of ethnic groups represented
in the central government. Hypothesis 1a predicts a positive effect of the mere presence of
ethnic coalitions on the probability of democratization. It is therefore likely that the move
from single-group regimes to coalitions and the initial expansion of the latter impact democratization more than the addition of more groups to already existing, large coalitions.
Therefore, I log both the absolute and relative number of groups in the coalition.
Hypothesis 2b identifies instability in the ethnic composition of the government as a cause
of democratic breakdown. The government dissolution variable measures the expulsion of at
least one coalition member, or the complete breakdown of the government within the past
five years. Although the codebook of EPR-ETH claims to code the ethnic composition of
the government at the beginning of each calendar-year, I lag all four coalition indicators in
order to alleviate concerns of reverse causality.65 This conservative approach weakens my
results.
As shown above, the literature on democratization focuses primarily on structural countrylevel characteristics. To account for these confounding influences, I rely on a number of
control variables. GDP per capita and economic growth proxy modernization effects and are
lagged by one and two years, respectively. Higher economic development is expected to increase the chances of both democratization and democratic survival. High growth is likely to
stabilize existing regimes and should thus stabilize dictatorships and democracies alike. To
account for collective action problems that might delay democratization and threaten democratic survival, all analyses include an ethnic fractionalization index and a logged population
variable.66
Political economy explanations of democratization point to the central role inequality
plays in the transition to democratic regimes. Although cross-national inequality data is
generally of poor quality, robustness tests in the appendix to this chapter add a Gini index of
interpersonal inequality.67 Political economists have also stressed the importance of historical
65
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legacies in bringing about and maintaining democracy. As a rough proxy for the various
mechanisms, I include a count of past democratic transitions.
Students of authoritarian politics argue that different institutions such as dominant parties or legislatures stabilize dictatorships and even have a lasting impact on subsequent democratic regimes. They supposedly decrease the likelihood of democratization but increase the
likelihood of democratic survival.68 There are also differences in democratic institutions.
Linz, for example, suggests that presidential rule is more unstable than other type of democratic regimes.69 Additional models in the appendix to this chapter control for the effect of
institutional variation on democratic survival.70
The outbreak of violence constitutes a more dynamic explanation of democratic breakdown than slow-moving institutional measures. Following previous analyses of democratic
survival, I control for the incidence of civil war.71 Unlike these earlier studies, my analysis
focuses on governmental civil war as the greatest danger to a democratic regime.72
International explanations of democratization suggest that the average level of democracy
and democratic transitions in neighboring states vastly increase the likelihood of democracy.
All analyses of democratization therefore include a spatial lag of the dependent variable as
well as the average level of democracy of states within a 750-kilometer radius around the
state “at risk” of democratization.73 Both indicators are lagged by one year to alleviate
concerns about reverse causation.74

6.4

Explaining Democratization and Democratic Survival

Prior to testing the proposed hypotheses, a few words on methodology are in order. All
analyses of democratization employ logistic regression models and include a cubic polynomial
of years since the last transition to account for temporal correlation.75 The empirical strategy
68

All institutional data are taken from Geddes, Wright and Frantz (2013).
Linz and Valenzuela (1994).
70
All data from Cheibub, Gandhi and Vreeland (2010). I updated the data to match the Polity IV
democracy periods.
71
Pevehouse (2002, 619); Gleditsch and Ward (2006, 923).
72
Data are from the UCDP/PRIO Armed Conflict Database by Gleditsch et al. (2002) and Harbom and
Wallensteen (2010).
73
In order to calculate these variables, I relied on the CShapes data by Weidmann, Kuse and Gleditsch
(2010).
74
These variables are not included in analyses of democratic survival because few scholars suggest that
they are important and existing studies find no effect for diffusion effects. See Pevehouse (2002, 620).
75
See Carter and Signorino (2010).
69

148

to answer the second research question is very similar to the one in the previous chapter and
uses the event-history approach that estimates the time to democratic breakdown.76 Since
my theoretical argument does not specify the functional form of the baseline hazard of
democratic failure, I rely once more on the semi-parametric Cox proportional-hazard model.
Furthermore, it is likely that the units of analysis, country-years, violate the assumption of
independence that the statistical models employed here require. To avoid overly optimistic
estimates of the standard errors, all analyses use country-clustered standard errors.

Democratization
The first research question of this chapter asks whether or not ethnic elite coalitions affect the
likelihood of democratization. Table 6.1 presents four models that assess Hypotheses 1a − c
on the basis of the Polity IV sample. The included specifications become more nuanced from
left to right with respect to the explanatory variable. Model 6.1 tests whether the mere
presence of any inter-ethnic coalition influences the probability of democratic transitions.
Model 6.2 distinguishes different ethnic constellations according to their coalition status and
size. Finally, Models 6.3 and 6.4 evaluate the impact of the relative share and absolute count
of groups included in the central government on democratization.
Across all four models, the coalition indicators exhibit a positive correlation with democratization. Moreover, the estimated effects are, with one exception, statistically significant.
The coalition dummy in Model 6.1 only surpasses the 10% level. The evidence for Hypothesis
1a that ascribes a higher potential for democratization to states governed by ethnic coalitions is therefore less certain than the evidence for the remaining hypotheses. Model 6.2,
which takes single-group minority rule as its baseline, offers a possible explanation. Disaggregating the types of ethnic compositions in the executive reveals that the coalition effect is
mostly due to coalitions with majority support (Hypothesis 2b). While minority coalitions
also exert a substantively strong and positive influence on the likelihood of democratization,
the effect is not estimated with sufficient statistical precision. It is therefore questionable
whether democratization becomes more likely because ethnic coalitions break apart more
easily when facing popular demands for democratization than mono-ethnic governments.
The positive estimate of single-group majority governments reinforces this doubt. Although
76
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a lack of statistical significance again makes it difficult to separate the single-group majorities from single-group minorities, the former do not differ significantly from majority ethnic
coalitions either.77 The “strong-state democratization” thesis, according to which incumbent
governments embrace democratization because they can expect to win future elections, is
also supported by the results in Model 6.3 and 6.4. Both a higher relative share of included
elites and their absolute count increases the likelihood of democratization (Hypothesis 1c).
Table 6.1: Democratization Probability in Plural Societies, 1946-2009 (Polity IV definition).

Model 6.1
Coalition

Model 6.2

Model 6.3

0.523
(0.300)

Minority Coalition

0.982
(0.797)
0.902∗
(0.428)
0.612
(0.439)

Majority Coalition
Single-Group Majority

0.506∗∗
(0.191)

Log(Gov. Group Share)

0.221
(0.286)
−3.754∗∗
(1.444)
0.075
(0.183)
−1.148∗
(0.525)
0.163∗∗∗
(0.027)
0.700
(1.104)
1.669∗∗∗
(0.474)
−4.745∗∗
(1.546)

0.205
(0.291)
−3.754∗
(1.458)
0.012
(0.199)
−0.792
(0.585)
0.160∗∗∗
(0.028)
0.727
(1.130)
1.703∗∗∗
(0.464)
−4.896∗∗
(1.551)

0.294
(0.284)
−3.843∗∗
(1.483)
0.305
(0.202)
−0.689
(0.436)
0.166∗∗∗
(0.027)
0.663
(1.088)
1.607∗∗∗
(0.457)
−6.115∗∗∗
(1.589)

0.188∗
(0.087)
0.188
(0.299)
−3.621∗
(1.416)
0.103
(0.192)
−1.222∗
(0.479)
0.165∗∗∗
(0.027)
0.689
(1.122)
1.623∗∗∗
(0.472)
−4.921∗∗
(1.605)

Yes
3,994
−344.839
713.678

Yes
3,994
−343.897
715.794

Yes
3,994
−343.106
710.212

Yes
3,994
−344.321
712.642

Log(Gov. Group Count)
Log(GDP p.c.)
GDP Growth
Log(Population)
Ethnic Fractionalization
Neighborhood Dem. Level
Neighborhood Dem. Transition
Past Transitions
Constant
Cubic Regime Years
Observations
`
AIC

Model 6.4

∗ p<0.05; ∗∗ p<0.01; ∗∗∗ p<0.001

Country-clustered standard errors in parentheses.
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The control variables exhibit mixed effects. Higher economic development is more likely
to lead to democratization but is statistically insignificant. In contrast, economic growth
stabilizes dictatorships and prevents regime change. Population size does not affect democratization at all and, in contrast to the expectations by the literature, the estimated effect
even suggests that larger states are more likely to transition to democracy. One explanation for this unexpected result could be that smaller states can be more easily controlled
and monitored by a dictator and other ruling elites. Protest against the regime is therefore easier to subdue. As expected by Dahl and others, ethnic fractionalization reduces the
likelihood of democratization and surpasses the 5% level of significance in two out of four
specifications.78 Theories of diffusion are generally supported in the Polity IV sample as the
average democracy level and transitions in neighboring states in the previous year correlate
positively with the likelihood of democratization. Yet, the fact that only the democracy
level-variable is statistically significant suggests that slow-moving norms-based explanations
are more important than events-based accounts. Finally, past experiences with democracy
show a robust and positive effect on additional transitions.
The GWF dataset employs an alternative definition of democratization and a includes
slightly different set of cases than the Polity IV data. It thus offers a useful robustness check.
More importantly, it adds information on authoritarian institutions. Recall that students of
authoritarian regimes argue that dictatorships are more stable in the presence of so-called
power-sharing institutions such as political parties. Table 6.2 presents the results of four
models that include three authoritarian regime type variables, but otherwise do not differ
from Models 6.1 to 6.4.
None of these changes cast doubt on the positive evaluations of Hypotheses 1b and 1c.
On the contrary, even Hypothesis 1a that distinguishes mono-ethnic from coalition governments is supported in the new sample as the coalition dummy in Model 6.5 is positive and
statistically significant. Moreover, the difference between single-group majority and ethnic
coalition rule in Model 6.6 is now also statistically significant at the 10% level (p = .061).
Nevertheless, majority support highlighted by Hypothesis 1b still seems to be the driving
force behind the positive effect of coalitions. Elite coalitions that only represent a minority
of the population on democratization still do not differ significantly from mono-ethnic mi78
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nority governments. Once more, there is no support for the defection effect. In contrast,
the support for Hypothesis 1c becomes even stronger as the estimated effect of the absolute
count of groups in Model 6.8 increases in strength and precision. This supports Slater’s
“strong-state democratization” mechanism which holds that large and inclusive ethnic coalitions are likely to concede to popular demands for democratization in order to thrive under
democratic rule.79
The GWF models also assess authoritarian institutional accounts of regime stability.
Compared to monarchies, only military rule significantly increases the probability of democratization as expected by the authoritarian power-sharing literature.80 Party rule has
a positive but non-significant effect on the chances of democratization. However, parties
do stabilize authoritarian regimes compared to less institutionalized personalist and military rules.81 Nonetheless, this result questions the interpretation of authoritarian parties as
power-sharing institutions. Not only do actual power-sharing measures influence the likelihood of democratization positively, party-based regimes do not differ significantly from the
highly exclusive monarchies that are predominantly located in the Middle East.82 This result further strengthens the conclusion of Chapter 5 that institutions in dictatorships proxy
regime strength rather than power-sharing.
The remaining control variables differ only slightly from the Polity IV sample. Ethnic
fractionalization and past transitions cease to be significantly related to democratization.
The variable that flags democratic transitions in neighborhood continues to exhibit a positive
effect on the probability of democratic transitions and is now also statistically significant.
All other controls show effectively the same effects as in Table 6.1.

Democratic survival
Moving from dictatorships to democracies and from democratization to democratic durability, this section investigates the second research question of this chapter. Table 6.3 presents
four models that explain the variation in democratic regime duration. Unlike in the previous
section, positive coefficients do not provide good news for democracy but actually indicate an
79
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Table 6.2: Democratization Probability in Plural Societies, 1946-2009 (Geddes, Wright,
and Frantz definition).

Model 6.5
Coalition

Model 6.6

Model 6.7

0.760∗
(0.325)

Minority Coalition

0.907
(0.593)
0.920∗
(0.393)
0.315
(0.461)

Majority Coalition
Single-Group Majority

0.456∗
(0.204)

Log(Gov. Group Share)

1.257
(1.228)
2.274
(1.338)
4.094∗∗
(1.404)
−0.016
(0.351)
−4.249∗∗
(1.637)
−0.230
(0.220)
−0.391
(0.696)
1.656∗
(0.710)
2.790∗
(1.207)
0.572
(0.352)
−5.918∗∗
(1.959)

1.254
(1.238)
2.272
(1.375)
4.077∗∗
(1.447)
−0.020
(0.360)
−4.307∗∗
(1.636)
−0.255
(0.213)
−0.155
(0.799)
1.582∗
(0.750)
2.809∗
(1.220)
0.541
(0.369)
−5.996∗∗
(2.003)

1.296
(1.152)
2.212
(1.273)
4.022∗∗
(1.338)
−0.094
(0.344)
−3.964∗
(1.710)
−0.054
(0.224)
0.298
(0.610)
1.660∗
(0.690)
2.591∗
(1.189)
0.623
(0.341)
−6.470∗∗∗
(1.905)

1.121∗∗∗
(0.288)
0.859
(1.173)
2.063
(1.293)
3.987∗∗
(1.355)
−0.108
(0.344)
−4.408∗∗
(1.684)
−0.229
(0.217)
−1.197
(0.802)
1.948∗∗
(0.703)
2.547∗
(1.177)
0.534
(0.346)
−5.309∗∗
(1.897)

Yes
3,532
−314.569
659.139

Yes
3,532
−314.292
662.584

Yes
3,532
−314.708
659.416

Yes
3,531
−311.107
652.214

Log(Gov. Group Count)
Party Dictatorship
Personalist Dictatorship
Military Dictatorship
Log(GDP p.c.)
GDP Growth
Log(Population)
Ethnic Fractionalization
Neighborhood Dem. Level
Neighborhood Dem. Transition
Past Transitions
Constant
Cubic Regime Years
Observations
`
AIC

Model 6.8

∗ p<0.05; ∗∗ p<0.01; ∗∗∗ p<0.001

Country-clustered standard errors in parentheses.
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increased risk of democratic breakdown. Hypothesis 2a predicts that more inclusive ethnic
coalitions reduce this risk. Moreover, Hypothesis 2b asserts that a dissolution of the ethnic
composition of the executive makes democratic failure more likely.
As stipulated by my theoretical argument, ethnic minority rule quickly results in democratic failure. It does not matter whether governments that only represent a minority of the
population are mono-ethnic or consist of ethnic coalitions (Model 6.9). Moreover, while the
estimated effect of majority coalitions is significantly different from minority regimes at the
10% level in Model 6.10 and exhibits a substantially larger effect on democratic durability
than single-member majority rule, the difference between single-member and coalition majorities is not statistically significant. However, the more inclusive the government becomes
in relative or absolute terms, the longer the democratic regime survives (Models 6.11 and
6.12). Across all four Models, a dissolution of ethnic composition of the government in the
past five years implies a higher risk of democratic breakdown. In fact, the dissolution of the
government doubles the baseline hazard of democratic failure. The results thus also support
Hypothesis 2b.
Once again the control variables exhibit mixed effects. With the exception of GDP per
capita, no other control explains the variation in the duration of democratic regimes at
conventional levels of statistical significance across all four models. While both economic
variables at least exhibit the expected stabilizing effects, the population variable points again
into the wrong direction. However, just like the estimated effect for economic growth, the
estimated effect for population size does not significantly differ from zero. In contrast, intrastate government conflict significantly increases the risk of democratic breakdown in two out
of four model specifications. Additional robustness tests in the appendix to this chapter find
no systematic evidence for theories that link other variables such as ethnic fractionalization
or different democratic institutions to the duration of democracy. Similarly, other models of
democratic survival usually fail to uncover many significant correlations.83
The theoretical argument of this chapter suggests that ethnic exclusion contrasts starkly
with democratic norms of equality. This gap between expectations and reality makes it easier
for excluded elites to mobilize support for a violent response to the existing order. Similarly,
ethnic elites that were recently removed from the executive are more likely to resort to extra83

See, for example, Pevehouse (2002, 620) and Epstein et al. (2006, 526).
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Table 6.3: Ethnic Coalitions and Democratic Failure, 1946-2009.

Model 6.9
Coalition

Model 6.10

Model 6.11

−0.482
(0.347)
−0.034
(0.802)
−1.039
(0.609)
−0.647
(0.608)

Minority Coalition
Majority Coalition
Single-Group Majority

−0.530∗
(0.230)

Log(Gov. Group Share)

0.770∗
(0.310)
−1.401∗∗∗
(0.308)
−3.403
(2.466)
0.131
(0.259)
1.048∗
(0.494)

0.697∗
(0.313)
−1.397∗∗∗
(0.302)
−3.312
(2.556)
0.161
(0.278)
0.586
(0.425)

0.660∗
(0.288)
−1.306∗∗∗
(0.339)
−3.291
(2.372)
0.020
(0.253)
0.815∗
(0.405)

−0.545∗
(0.262)
0.704∗
(0.296)
−1.549∗∗∗
(0.318)
−3.200
(2.480)
0.189
(0.257)
0.855
(0.473)

2,319
−170.744
44.820∗∗∗

2,319
−170.004
93.190∗∗∗

2,319
−169.257
44.960∗∗∗

2,319
−169.584
47.580∗∗∗

Log(Gov. Member Count)
Ethnic Gov. Dissolution
Log(GDP p.c.)
GDP Growth
Log(Population)
Ethnic Gov. Conflict
Observations
`
Wald Test

Model 6.12

∗ p<0.05; ∗∗ p<0.01; ∗∗∗ p<0.001

Country-clustered standard errors in parentheses.
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Table 6.4: Ethnic Coalitions and Competing Risks of Democratic Failure, 1946-2009.
Model 6.13

Log(Gov. Group Share)
Ethnic Gov. Dissolution
Log(GDP p.c.)
GDP Growth
Log(Population)
Observations

Peaceful

Coup d’etat

Civil War

0.142
(0.293)
−1.245
(0.899)
−1.242∗∗
(0.445)
1.279
(6.864)
0.394
(0.349)

−0.133
(0.460)
1.461∗
(0.707)
−1.074
(0.590)
−4.891∗∗∗
(1.406)
−1.021
(0.706)

−1.094∗∗∗
(0.266)
0.723
(0.613)
−0.868
(0.462)
−4.133
(3.043)
0.286
(0.318)

2,319

2,319

2,319

∗ p<0.05; ∗∗ p<0.01; ∗∗∗ p<0.001

Country-clustered standard errors in parentheses.

constitutional strategies to regain their position. Table 6.4 assesses these mechanisms in a
competing risk framework. Democracies can fail due to a coup, a violent uprising against
the state, or by other peaceful means. In line with the suggested mechanism, the effect of
ethnically more inclusive governments only reduces the likelihood of democratic breakdown
due to civil war. Similarly, a dissolution of the existing ethnic composition in the government
primarily affects the risk of democratic failure due to coups. Since these two failure types
constitute almost 60% of all democratic breakdowns, the importance of ethnic power-sharing
in explaining democratic breakdown cannot be underestimated.

6.5

Conclusion

Almost four decades ago, Lijphart asserted that the only chance for democracy to take
root in plural societies was the accommodation of ethnic elites in coalition governments.84
This chapter investigates Lijphart’s claim from two angles. It first asks whether or not
ethnic power-sharing coalitions improve the chances of democratization, and secondly, probes
whether ethnic coalitions also improve the chances of democratic survival. Going beyond
the unitary actor assumption of political economy models, and by modeling elite behavior
instead of relying on power-sharing institutions only, this chapter answers to both questions
84

Lijphart (1977, 238).
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in the affirmative. In contrast to the expectation of political economy models that highlight
the general aversion of elites to any type of democratic reform and the claims of students of
authoritarian politics that point to the regime-stabilizing effect of power-sharing institutions,
inter-ethnic coalitions improve the chances of democratization. Moreover, the effect increases
as the coalition becomes more inclusive and extends to the survival of democratic regimes.
In particular, the breakdown of ethnic coalitions precedes the end of democratic regimes.
At the beginning of my theoretical argument, I argue that elites might actually prefer
democracy to dictatorship because of the high stakes of the political game in authoritarian regimes that can result in the dispossession of personal property, physical harm, or
even death. I then suggest two mechanisms that link ethnic power-sharing to an increased
probability of democratization. On the one hand, strong inter-ethnic coalition governments
embrace popular pressures for democratization because they want to be on the right side
of history. In the long run popular pressures for democratization can endanger their power
position, and remove them from office. On the other hand, elites might push for democratic
reform themselves because it levels the imbalance between the ruling elites and the dictator.
It therefore decreases the dangerous risks political elites face when losing office in “brutish”
authoritarian systems. Finally, the empirical tests in this chapter reveal only limited evidence for the notion that members of less cohesive minority coalitions defect more easily to
the opposition camp during popular demands for democratization.
If elites prefer democracy to dictatorships due to lower personal risks, they are unlikely to
give up democratic rule once they have achieved it. High levels of ethnic inclusion therefore
do not simply imply regime instability. On the contrary, the analysis reveals that more
inclusive coalitions increase the probability of democratic survival. Conversely, exclusive
democratic regimes are more likely to fail because democratic norms of equality magnify
grievances among the excluded ethnic actors. They are therefore likely to rebel against the
unjust order or undermine it through unconstitutional means. To my knowledge, the analysis
in this chapter is not only the first that explores what Ziblatt refers to as the “the coalitional
underpinnings of democratic reform” from an ethnic perspective,85 but it is also the first one
that disaggregates democratic breakdowns. The important role violence plays in bringing
down democratic regimes is an important motivation to investigate another proposed effect
85

Ziblatt (2006, 326).
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of ethnic power-sharing: Its influence on the outbreak of ethnic civil war is the topic of the
next chapter.
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6.6

Appendix

Descriptive statistics
Table 6.5: Summary Statistics (Polity IV democratization sample).
Statistic
Democratization
Coalition
Minority Coalition
Majority Coalition
Single-Group Majority
Log(Gov. Group Share)
Log(Gov. Group Count)
Log(GDP p.c.)
GDP Growth
Log(Population)
Ethnic Fractionalization
Neighborhood Dem. Level
Neighborhood Dem. Transition
Past Transitions
Regime Years

N

Mean

St. Dev.

Min

Max

4,438
4,135
4,135
4,135
4,135
4,135
4,224
4,345
4,251
4,345
4,438
4,333
4,286
4,438
4,438

0.019
0.379
0.029
0.350
0.409
−0.952
0.423
3.317
0.020
6.954
0.522
−2.493
0.017
0.072
55.498

0.137
0.485
0.167
0.477
0.492
0.741
0.595
0.476
0.082
0.630
0.254
3.612
0.064
0.233
56.117

0
0
0
0
0
−3.892
0.000
2.043
−0.654
5.353
0.039
−10.000
0.000
0.000
0

1
1
1
1
1
0.000
1.946
5.049
0.887
9.120
0.939
9.053
1.000
1.386
209

Table 6.6: Summary Statistics (GWF democratization sample).
Statistic
Democratization
Coalition
Minority Coalition
Majority Coalition
Single-Group Majority
Log(Gov. Group Share)
Log(Gov. Group Count)
Log(GDP p.c.)
GDP Growth
Log(Population)
Ethnic Fractionalization
Neighborhood Dem. Level
Neighborhood Dem. Transition
Past Transitions
Regime Years

N

Mean

St. Dev.

Min

Max

3,902
3,708
3,708
3,708
3,708
3,707
3,735
3,874
3,799
3,874
3,902
3,841
3,749
3,902
3,902

0.023
0.403
0.032
0.372
0.392
−0.966
0.450
3.303
0.021
6.992
0.527
0.307
0.020
0.104
18.729

0.151
0.491
0.175
0.483
0.488
0.769
0.600
0.473
0.078
0.611
0.253
0.218
0.067
0.284
17.171

0
0
0
0
0
−3.892
0.000
2.043
−0.646
5.512
0.039
0.000
0.000
0.000
1

1
1
1
1
1
0.000
2.565
5.049
0.887
9.120
0.939
1.000
1.000
1.386
105
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Table 6.7: Summary statistics (Polity IV democratic consolidation sample).
Statistic
Democratic Failure
Coalition
Minority Coalition
Majority Coalition
Single-Group Majority
Log(Gov. Group Share)
Log(Gov. Group Count)
Government Failure (Past 5 Yrs.)
Log(GDP p.c.)
GDP Growth
Log(Population)
Ethnic Gov. Conflict

N

Mean

St. Dev.

Min

Max

2,319
2,319
2,319
2,319
2,319
2,319
2,319
2,319
2,319
2,319
2,319
2,319

0.019
0.415
0.002
0.413
0.544
−0.854
0.449
0.033
3.823
0.023
7.097
0.008

0.135
0.493
0.046
0.492
0.498
0.589
0.641
0.179
0.500
0.058
0.695
0.088

0
0
0
0
0
−3.664
0.000
0
2.212
−0.567
5.615
0

1
1
1
1
1
0.000
2.639
1
4.640
0.863
9.057
1
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Robustness tests
This appendix presents additional regression models that demonstrate the robustness of the
empirical results presented above. Tables 6.8, 6.9, and 6.10 add additional democratization
models while Tables 6.11 and 6.12 present alternative specifications of democratic survival.
In the interest of space, I only present results for the share of included groups.
Table 6.8 adds linear and squared terms of the Gini index of economic inequality in
the Polity IV and GWF samples. Economic inequality neither has a discernible effect by
itself nor on the power-sharing variable. Table 6.9 adds indicators of past and ongoing
intrastate conflicts. While violence has no effect on its own, it increases the confidence
in the power-sharing explanation in the Polity IV sample while decreasing it in the GWF
sample. Nevertheless, the results remain significant at the 0.1 level in the GWF sample.
Table 6.10 introduces a cold war indicator or regional dummies. Democratization is less
likely during the cold war but power-sharing still increases democratization.
Table 6.11 presents four additional models of democratic consolidation that control for
the last authoritarian institution, the present democratic regime (baseline: parliamentary
regimes), past wars, and an alternative ongoing war indicator. While the estimated effect
for the share of included group variables becomes less precise in Models 6.26 and 6.29, its
substantive effect remains virtually unchanged. Similarly, the influence of a dissolution of
the government on democratic failure remains robust. In Table 6.12, I additionally control
for economic inequality, ethnic fractionalization, a cold war dummy, and various regions.
None of these controls exhibits a statistically significant effect on democratic stability, and
they do not affect the estimated effects of the power-sharing variables either.
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Table 6.8: Robustness tests: Inequality and democratization probability in plural societies,
1946-2009.
Polity IV Sample
Model 6.14 Model 6.15
Log(Group Share)

0.432∗
(0.180)

0.426∗
(0.178)

0.359
(0.334)
−3.961∗∗
(1.492)
0.338
(0.228)
−0.548
(0.454)
0.014
(0.010)

0.158∗∗∗
(0.029)
0.714
(1.141)
1.723∗∗∗
(0.474)
−7.505∗∗∗
(1.876)

0.340
(0.335)
−3.960∗∗
(1.474)
0.354
(0.228)
−0.580
(0.446)
0.087
(0.063)
−0.001
(0.001)
0.160∗∗∗
(0.028)
0.758
(1.130)
1.705∗∗∗
(0.471)
−9.060∗∗∗
(2.298)

1.583∗
(0.683)
2.608∗
(1.186)
0.630
(0.363)
−6.435∗∗∗
(1.904)

0.446∗
(0.199)
0.660
(1.036)
1.634
(1.155)
3.359∗∗
(1.205)
−0.114
(0.363)
−4.241∗
(1.776)
−0.007
(0.231)
0.367
(0.634)
−0.040
(0.074)
0.001
(0.001)
1.573∗
(0.692)
2.642∗
(1.185)
0.639
(0.360)
−5.407∗
(2.463)

Yes
3,552
−324.626
675.252

Yes
3,552
−324.204
676.408

Yes
3,190
−306.970
645.941

Yes
3,190
−306.817
647.634

Party Dictatorship
Personalist Dictatorship
Military Dictatorship
Log(GDP p.c.)
GDP Growth
Log(Population)
Ethnic Fractionalization
Gini
Gini2
Neighborhood Dem. Level
Neighborhood Dem. Transition
Past Transitions
Constant
Cubic Regime Years
Observations
`
AIC
∗ p<0.05; ∗∗ p<0.01; ∗∗∗ p<0.001;

GWF Sample
Model 6.16 Model 6.17
0.443∗
(0.199)
0.704
(1.038)
1.635
(1.149)
3.363∗∗
(1.198)
−0.122
(0.365)
−4.212∗
(1.767)
−0.006
(0.231)
0.354
(0.631)
0.009
(0.012)

Country-clustered standard errors in parentheses.
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Table 6.9: Robustness tests: Violence and democratization probability in plural societies,
1946-2009.
Polity IV Sample
Model 6.18 Model 6.19
Log(Group Share)

0.515∗∗
(0.198)

0.518∗∗
(0.195)

0.295
(0.282)
−3.911∗∗
(1.475)
0.289
(0.212)
−0.706
(0.454)
0.165∗∗∗
(0.027)
0.639
(1.093)
1.605∗∗∗
(0.456)
0.025
(0.056)
−0.207
(0.408)

0.313
(0.284)
−3.769∗
(1.470)
0.283
(0.218)
−0.723
(0.449)
0.163∗∗∗
(0.028)
0.706
(1.088)
1.620∗∗∗
(0.465)
0.002
(0.066)

Party Dictatorship
Personalist Dictatorship
Military Dictatorship
Log(GDP p.c.)
GDP Growth
Log(Population)
Ethnic Fractionalization
Neighborhood Dem. Level
Neighborhood Dem. Transition
Past Transitions
Past Wars
Ongoing Gov. Civil War
Ongoing Civil War
Constant

−5.985∗∗∗
(1.618)

0.181
(0.343)
−6.050∗∗∗
(1.648)

Cubic Regime Years
Observations
`
AIC

Yes
3,994
−342.912
713.824

Yes
3,994
−342.910
713.820

∗ p<0.05; ∗∗ p<0.01; ∗∗∗ p<0.001

Country-clustered standard errors in parentheses.
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GWF Sample
Model 6.20 Model 6.21
0.339
(0.198)
1.328
(1.148)
2.251
(1.275)
4.122∗∗
(1.355)
−0.230
(0.360)
−3.960∗
(1.861)
0.029
(0.223)
0.380
(0.592)
1.685∗
(0.701)
2.664∗
(1.192)
0.655
(0.344)
−0.085
(0.063)
−0.130
(0.380)

0.335
(0.197)
1.313
(1.133)
2.203
(1.260)
4.061∗∗
(1.325)
−0.235
(0.361)
−3.828∗
(1.851)
0.038
(0.225)
0.394
(0.594)
1.682∗
(0.705)
2.649∗
(1.205)
0.725∗
(0.348)
−0.114
(0.070)

−6.719∗∗∗
(1.854)

0.246
(0.368)
−6.816∗∗∗
(1.897)

Yes
3,532
−313.231
660.462

Yes
3,532
−313.014
660.028

Table 6.10: Robustness tests: Spatio-temporal variation and democratization probability in
plural societies, 1946-2009.
Polity IV Sample
Model 6.22 Model 6.23
Log(Group Share)

0.461∗
(0.183)

0.495∗
(0.203)

0.392
(0.275)
−3.468∗
(1.404)
0.259
(0.209)
−1.043∗
(0.486)
0.117∗∗∗
(0.029)
0.495
(1.091)
1.434∗∗
(0.502)
−1.022∗∗
(0.325)

0.455
(0.376)
−4.150∗
(1.677)
0.291
(0.207)
−0.607
(0.491)
0.155∗∗∗
(0.031)
0.618
(1.128)
1.682∗∗
(0.521)

Party Dictatorship
Personalist Dictatorship
Military Dictatorship
Log(GDP p.c.)
GDP Growth
Log(Population)
Ethnic Fractionalization
Neighborhood Dem. Level
Neighborhood Dem. Transition
Past Transitions
Cold War

Constant

−5.363∗∗
(1.709)

−0.624
(0.484)
−0.698
(0.485)
−0.516
(0.413)
−1.493
(0.836)
−0.418
(0.581)
−6.193∗∗∗
(1.715)

Cubic Regime Years
Observations
`
AIC

Yes
3,994
−336.350
698.700

Yes
3,994
−339.524
713.049

Asia
Eastern Europe
Latin America
N. Africa and Mid. East
Sub-Saharan Africa

∗ p<0.05; ∗∗ p<0.01; ∗∗∗ p<0.001

Country-clustered standard errors in parentheses.
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GWF Sample
Model 6.24 Model 6.25
0.378
(0.208)
1.227
(1.186)
1.998
(1.330)
3.945∗∗
(1.380)
0.044
(0.340)
−3.841∗
(1.575)
−0.134
(0.236)
0.062
(0.625)
1.283
(0.683)
2.416∗
(1.182)
0.578
(0.337)
−0.726∗∗
(0.275)

0.567∗∗
(0.219)
1.040
(1.343)
2.001
(1.447)
3.935∗
(1.531)
−0.283
(0.401)
−4.362∗
(1.767)
−0.122
(0.219)
0.623
(0.695)
1.459
(0.804)
2.773∗
(1.167)
0.703∗
(0.349)

−5.504∗
(2.149)

−1.014
(0.746)
−0.506
(0.691)
−1.109
(0.671)
−1.549
(1.008)
−1.408
(0.770)
−4.063
(2.379)

Yes
3,532
−311.244
654.487

Yes
3,532
−312.288
664.576

Table 6.11: Robustness tests: Ethnic coalitions, institutions, violence, and democratic
failure, 1946-2009.

Model 6.26

Model 6.27

Model 6.28

Model 6.29

−0.474
(0.267)
0.606∗
(0.295)
−1.374∗∗∗
(0.378)
−2.783
(2.566)
−0.045
(0.300)
0.558
(0.459)
−0.273
(0.651)
−0.577
(0.540)
0.345
(0.481)

−0.503∗

−0.609∗

(0.240)
0.684∗
(0.278)
−1.246∗∗∗
(0.360)
−3.436
(2.425)
0.006
(0.256)
0.737
(0.420)

(0.293)
0.684∗
(0.279)
−1.401∗∗∗
(0.360)
−3.043
(2.307)
0.102
(0.262)
0.806∗
(0.407)

−0.501
(0.266)
0.721∗
(0.305)
−1.184∗∗
(0.375)
−3.126
(2.365)
0.011
(0.263)

Log(Gov. Group Share)
Ethnic Gov. Dissolution
Log(GDP p.c.)
GDP Growth
Log(Population)
Ethnic Gov. Conflict
Party Dictatorship
Personalist Dictatorship
Military Dictatorship

−0.296
(0.516)
−0.161
(0.428)

Semi-Presidential Democracy
Presidential Democracy

−0.107
(0.108)
−0.008
(0.011)

Prior Conflicts
Peace Years
All Government Conflict
Observations
`
Wald Test

0.386
(0.548)
2,319
−167.198
47.710∗∗∗

2,319
−169.024
50.190∗∗∗

∗ p<0.05; ∗∗ p<0.01; ∗∗∗ p<0.001

Country-clustered standard errors in parentheses.
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2,319
−168.516
50.010∗∗∗

2,319
−169.363
34.620∗∗∗

Table 6.12: Robustness tests: Ethnic coalitions, inequality, spatio-temporal variation, and
democratic failure, 1946-2009.

Log(Gov. Group Share)
Ethnic Gov. Dissolution
Log(GDP p.c.)
GDP Growth
Log(Population)
Ethnic Gov. Conflict
Gini

Model 6.30

Model 6.31

Model 6.32

Model 6.33

−0.591∗

−0.529∗

−0.482∗

(0.253)
0.660∗
(0.290)
−1.368∗∗∗
(0.357)
−3.182
(2.944)
0.229
(0.255)
0.898∗
(0.389)
0.010
(0.021)

(0.234)
0.662∗
(0.307)
−1.308∗∗∗
(0.367)
−3.290
(2.400)
0.021
(0.253)
0.817∗
(0.416)

(0.236)
0.691∗
(0.277)
−1.239∗∗∗
(0.349)
−3.352
(2.410)
0.023
(0.252)
0.914∗
(0.412)

−0.591∗∗
(0.225)
0.601∗
(0.277)
−0.711
(0.594)
−3.962
(2.436)
−0.044
(0.335)
0.668
(0.415)

−0.011
(0.741)

Ethnic Fractionalization
Cold War

0.377
(0.349)

Asia

1.206
(1.007)
0.356
(0.780)
0.354
(0.766)
1.371
(0.770)
1.249
(0.916)

Eastern Europe
Latin America
N. Africa and M. East
Sub-Saharan Africa
Observations
`
Wald Test

2,288
−153.706
55.870∗∗∗

2,319
−169.257
44.920∗∗∗

∗ p<0.05; ∗∗ p<0.01; ∗∗∗ p<0.001

Country-clustered standard errors in parentheses.

166

2,319
−168.580
48.470∗∗∗

2,319
−166.763
59.940∗∗∗
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CHAPTER

7
Ethnic Coalitions and Civil War

There is a large literature on ethnic conflict management, but little systematic
work on the timing and conditions conducive to embarking on a course of conflict
management.
– Horowitz (1999, 365)

Throughout this dissertation I have held that power-sharing improves the likelihood of
peace. Chapter 2 presented some prior evidence for this claim, especially for the inclusion of
ethnic group elites and political power-sharing in the aftermath of civil war.1 Yet there are
two major objections to the claim that power-sharing improves the chances of peace. The first
argues that power-sharing coalitions simply shift conflict from the periphery to the center.2
Without a credible external guarantee, the political opponents inside the coalition always
have the incentive to defect from the bargain and increase their own influence. This is the
logic of the commitment problem.3 The second objection claims that granting concessions
to one ethnic challenger creates perverse incentives for other ethnic elites who are left out
of the bargain.4 Governments that invite elites from other ethnic groups into a coalition
signal that they are too weak to rule alone. Ethnic leaders that are left out of the former
power-sharing deal challenge what is perceived to be a weak government in order to improve
their own power position. From this perspective, power-sharing does not prevent civil war
but causes the diffusion of violence. This is the logic of government reputation.
1

See Cederman, Gleditsch and Buhaug (2013) and Mattes and Savun (2009, 2010) respectively.
Roessler (2011).
3
Walter (1997, 2002, 2009a).
4
See Walter (2006, 2009b) and Tull and Mehler (2005).
2
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Although some of my theoretical propositions, such as the conceptualization of elites as
power-thirsty actors, lend support to the general thrust of these critiques, both of them
remain incomplete and miss important aspects. More specifically, they fail to account for
two issues: First, the logic of the commitment problem does not account for changes in the
relationship of ethnic elites within the government. Put differently, it misses that repeated
interactions between ethnic elites can build trust that reduces the threat of defections over
time.5 Second, both critiques mainly treat territorial civil wars and underestimate the risk of
violent revolution that elites face. If their popular support is too small, ethnic elites might be
violently removed from office by ethnic competitors, as my third theoretical proposition from
Chapter 3 holds. By exploring temporal variation in the effect of power-sharing coalitions
and different types of conflict risks, this chapter addresses the points that Horowitz’ quote
raises above. Specifically, the following analysis is guided by two research questions:

1. Does the effect of power-sharing on the risk of civil war change over time?
2. Does executive power-sharing affect the risk of direct governmental challenges differently than indirect territorial challenges?

This chapter advances three arguments: First, in line with two of the three theoretical
propositions of this thesis – that ethnic elites prefer maximizing their own influence and
that they are uncertain about the balance of power – ethnic leaders should be especially
worried about violent challenges to their rule in the early years of their tenure. Initially,
when coalition partners do not know each other well, excluded elites might want to probe
the reputation or strength of the government, and group members might switch allegiance
to gain a better deal. Over time, these events should become less frequent as uncertainty
about the true cohesion and strength of the government decreases.
Second, power-sharing coalitions affect this underlying uncertainty in different ways.
More diverse governments are more vulnerable to infighting, especially when the coalition
partners are uncertain about the distribution of power between them. High uncertainty is
likely at the beginning of a government’s rule and when ethnic elites in a power-sharing
coalition believe they have a realistic shot at defeating their coalition partner. This belief
5
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is likely to trigger governmental conflicts when coalition partners are approximately equally
matched. For example, in 1971 Idi Amin from the Langi/Acholi overthrew his coalition
partner Milton Obote from the almost equally sized North-West Nile group in a bloody coup
that quickly expanded into a civil war.6 In contrast, when elites from a larger ethnic group
share power with a smaller group, the balance of power is so heavily tilted in favor of the
larger group that leaders of the smaller one are likely to lose a direct confrontation. In the
absence of high uncertainty, power-sharing pacts have primarily a grievance-reducing effect
on peripheral minorities that might otherwise fight for their own independence.
Third, ethnic coalitions do not only address the motives and calculations of included
elites. Walter’s reputation logic highlights that power-sharing also affects groups that remain
excluded.7 However, forming a power-sharing coalition does not only signal a low reputation
to observers. Additionally, it increases a government’s capacity by adding supporters and
resources from the new coalition partner.8 Immediately, a coalition partner increases the
power resources of the government, and therefore deters outside challengers from attempting
to overthrow the government. This deterrence effect counterbalances the negative effects of
infighting governmental civil war risk. The deterrence logic also acts on territorial challengers
but sets in only when the government is massively superior and can extend its power to the
periphery. Put differently, an increase in coalition size initially moves conflict risk to the
periphery as predicted by Walter but only as long as the government does not reach a critical
mass. Afterwards, it decreases both governmental and territorial challenges.
Two examples from Nigeria illustrate how deterrence countervails low reputation. According to Walter’s reputation logic, the reintegration of the Igbo in Nigeria’s power-sharing
coalition after the bloody civil war in 1966, and the inclusion of rebellious Ijaw elites in the
central government in 2007 should have signaled to Nigeria’s numerous other ethnic groups
that the respective governments reward rebels with government posts. While the concession
to the Igbo in 1970 only came after the government had prevailed in a very costly civil war,
the Ijaw elites achieved their inclusion with a lesser effort. Following the reputation logic,
the willingness of the government to concede in 2007 should have led to more conflict. How6
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ever, no additional civil wars occurred. Smaller groups such as the Ogoni could not possibly
muster enough military might to challenge the powerful coalition of ethnic groups at the
center.9
The chapter proceeds by revisiting central theories of civil war onset in light of powersharing as a conflict resolution strategy and details the main critiques of power-sharing. It
then outlines the theoretical argument which it later tests on a sample of ethnically divided
countries. The empirical analysis disaggregates territorial and governmental conflicts, yet
concentrates on the overall conflict risk ethnic elites in government face.

7.1

Power-Sharing and the Causes of Intrastate Conflict

Classic theories of political violence often highlight the interplay of motivations and opportunities as the underlying causes of rebellion.10 Several quantitative investigations of the causes
of civil war equate motivations for violence with grievances, and capture those grievances
with measures of ethnic heterogeneity. Ellingsen, for example, tests theories of grievances
such as domination by one group over another, and opportunity factors in a “general model
of major intrastate violence.” 11 Sambanis refines Ellingsen’s approach by distinguishing between the causes of ethnic and non-ethnic civil wars and concludes that “[i]dentity wars are
predominantly caused by political grievance, and they are unlikely to occur in politically free
societies.” 12
Recent studies by political economists downplay ethnic grievances and highlight opportunity factors such as state weakness. In one of the most cited studies in political science,
Fearon and Laitin “find little evidence that one can predict where a civil war will break out
by looking for where ethnic or other broad political grievances are strongest.” 13 Another
widely-read analysis similarly dismisses ethnic grievances as a cause of civil war and emphasizes universal personal greed instead. Collier and Hoeffler conclude that civil war “is not
explained by motive, but by the atypical circumstances that generate profitable opportu9

Horowitz (2000, 244–248) describes the Igbo rebellion. The International Crisis Group (2007) and the
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nities.” 14 If the opportunity for personal enrichment or advancement is the only necessary
condition for violent rebellions, then power-sharing is unlikely to be a successful conflict
resolution strategy. Instead, the policy prescription that follows from opportunity-based
theories implies that “opportunistic predation waged by packs of criminals, bandits, and
thugs . . . could be reduced or substantially eliminated by disciplined police and military
forces.” 15
Different scholars have responded to the one-sided focus on opportunity mechanisms by
highlighting the role of exclusive nationalist projects in creating categorical inequalities between ethnic groups.16 Political elites can tap into the frustration and anger of their aggrieved
co-ethnics that result from inequalities and mobilize fighters for civil war.17 Grievances as
a motive for civil war are not automatically tied to irrational emotions that are impervious
to compromise and reconciliation. On the contrary, Cederman, Weidmann and Gleditsch
point to sociological research that describes how emotions “serve distinctly goal-directed
purposes.” 18 Moreover, fighting to overcome power inequalities is a rational strategy in
incomplete information environments.19 The policy prescription from this theoretical perspective is straightforward: “if ethnic exclusion and inequality lead to conflict, then ethnic
inclusion and a fairer distribution of public goods will offer the best prospects for conflict
prevention.” 20
Two separate critiques have been advanced against the power-sharing prescription that
emerge from theories of grievances. Walter summarizes the first counter-argument:

[S]uccessful negotiations must do more than resolve the underlying issues over
which a civil war has been fought. To end their war in a negotiated settlement,
the combatants must clear the much higher hurdle of designing credible guarantees
on the terms of the agreement.21
14
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This commitment problem logic builds on a combination of two theoretical premises that
also underlie the argument of this thesis. First, ethnic elites always attempt to maximize
their own influence (P1 ) and are therefore intent on improving their own power position
at the expense of rival elites. Second, elites are uncertain about the true distribution of
power (P2 ) and therefore fear defections from other elites within the power-sharing coalition.
According to Roessler, powerful coalition members such as the president aim to prevent
defections in the form of coups or palace rebellions by excluding ethnic rivals, and instead
rely on a more cohesive, mono-ethnic clique of partners. They consciously accept the risk of
future territorial civil war if their own access to the resources of the state is guaranteed.22
Another critique of power-sharing also builds on the notion that ethnic elites are powerseeking actors (P1 ). Expanding the focus beyond the typical government-rebel dyad to a
multiethnic environment, Walter once more highlights a potential drawback of extending
concessions such as power-sharing to a subset of ethnic elites in a state. Applying the
reputation logic to self-determination conflicts, Walter argues that “ethnic groups should be
more likely to seek self-determination if they observe government accommodation toward an
earlier challenger.” 23 Once a government reveals that it is willing to compromise in a powersharing deal with one set of ethnic elites, other power-thirsty elites also want their share of
the pie. “As a result, and irrespective of their effectiveness in any given case, power-sharing
agreements may contribute to the reproduction of insurgent violence,” argue Tull and Mehler
in their analysis of civil wars in Sub-Saharan Africa.
At worst, then, executive power-sharing between ethnic elites does not reduce the risk
of governmental conflicts, and even increases the risk of territorial conflict. It is ineffective
in preventing governmental conflict because it cannot solve the commitment problem. At
the same time, power-sharing concessions to one group signal low reputation to other groups
who later challenge the government. The next section argues that these critiques have only
limited applicability because they do not sufficiently explore the temporal variation in the
effect of power-sharing coalitions and they do not take into account its deterrence effect.

22
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7.2

Generating Hypotheses

Motivated by Horowitz’ critique that we know little about the timing and conditions of conflict management, this chapter asks two questions about the effectiveness of power-sharing:
First, when do ethnic coalitions have the greatest affect on civil war risk? Second, does their
impact differ with regard to conflict types? This theoretical account attempts to provide
an answer to both questions while at the same time responding to Roessler’s and Walter’s
critique.24 This section begins by discussing the role of elite uncertainty due to incomplete
information about the true balance of power (P2 ) in explaining the timing of conflict.

Elite uncertainty and the timing of civil war
Both Roessler and Walter discuss the timing of civil war and build on bargaining theory
and attribute the outbreak of civil war high uncertainty. Put differently, governments or
rebels begin to fight when they believe they can defeat the opponent, and therefore improve
their own power position.25 For Roessler, uncertainty about the coalition partner’s intentions
increases with the age of the power-sharing coalition due to repeated attempts of the coalition
partners to seize power:

Without assurances otherwise, each side maneuvers to protect its share and safeguard against others’ first-strike capabilities. Reciprocal maneuvering, however,
reinforces suspicion within the regime, often triggering an internal security dilemma
that destroys trust and makes eliminating one’s rival a vital imperative.26

Walter offers a more nuanced argument. Her reputation logic stipulates that ethnic
elites should seek self-determination from the government when a leader’s time in office
nears its end, since the current government worries less about its future reputation and
therefore is more likely to grant concessions.27 However, the conclusion is similar to Roessler’s
commitment logic. Challenges should occur later, rather than earlier during a government’s
tenure.
24
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This chapter suggests an alternative explanation that builds on my theoretical assumption
that ethnic elites possess incomplete information about the actual distribution of power (P2 ).
In contrast to Roessler and Walter, I argue that the highest level of uncertainty exists shortly
after ethnic elites have formed a new government. Early during a government’s tenure, little
about its reputation, its internal cohesion, and its true level of support is known to both its
members and excluded elites who attempt to challenge the government by violent means. A
similar logic is advanced by Fearon and Laitin who posit that civil wars are more likely in
the first years of a state’s existence.28
With respect to the internal cohesion of a government, Chapter 4 stated that elites prefer
coalitions that internalize cross-cutting cleavages because they anticipate future defections
from coalition partners and their own supporters. Elites that represent identity segments
from other groups and co-ethnic rivals might want to improve their position by shifting
the loyalty of supporters away from elites who currently hold government positions. One
strategy is to promise selective benefits to supporters of the current government with whom
excluded elites share identity markers along cross-cutting cleavages.29 This strategy is likely
to be successful when government elites have not yet fully consolidated their power position
in their own group through patronage. Such within-government instability is also reflected
in Chapter 5 where one key result was that the ethnic coalition’s failure rate decreases as
the government ages.
The threat of rebellions by government outsiders should also be higher early during a
government’s tenure. When a new ethnic power constellation has just been introduced, it has
yet to be shown how capable the new government is. Chapter 4 showed that ethnic elites use
the advantage of state power to defend their government position. Early on, however, these
elites have not yet fully taken advantage of government power because loyal supporters are
not positioned in important ministry positions, or simply because it takes time to become
familiar with the state arsenal that can be wielded against potential challengers. Knowing
that the new ruling elites have not yet consolidated their position, excluded ethnic elites
fight before the government becomes too powerful.30 The new government might also have
28
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gained their position at the expense of ethnic groups that had been in power before. Groups
that have been removed from government are particularly motivated to reclaim their earlier
position.31
Governments that fail these early tests are replaced or change their composition. Conversely, governments that defeat early challenges, or defuse them peacefully, reveal that they
are capable.32 As a consequence, uncertainty and therefore conflict risk decrease.
A few examples from South Asia illustrate this logic well. In the first thirty years of
India’s existence, the Congress Party managed inter-ethnic relations well and overcame a
number of crises through the creation of linguistic states as well as inter-elite compromise.
However, in 1977 Indira Gandhi declared a state of emergency upon which the dominant
Congress party lost power. In order to regain the post of Prime Minister, Gandhi encouraged
identity politics for backward castes and tribes as well as other regional ethnic groupings.
Rather than seeking compromise within the executive, Gandhi’s new strategy was to bypass
established channels and intervene directly in state politics. Gandhi’s manipulation of ethnic
relations and reshuffling of her power base destroyed what was left of the elite consensus
inherited from her predecessors, and created a much more tenuous basis for ruling. Not long
after Gandhi recaptured government, Gandhi was challenged violently both from outside
and from within her government coalition by Tripuri, Manipuri, and Sikh rebellions.33
India’s northwestern neighbor, Pakistan, further illustrates this logic. After the secession of Bangladesh in 1971, the Pakistani army’s reputation was badly tarnished and it was
unclear how strong the new democratic government under Zulfikar Ali Bhutto was. Only
three years after Bhutto took office, the long-neglected Baluchis rebelled against the government.34 Since it had never become entirely clear to what extent the Pakistani army
supported the democratic government, its capability was in question. Later governments
headed by Bhutto’s daughter Benazir changed the ethnic composition of the cabinet and
provoked violent reactions, for example by the Mohajirs in 1990 and 1995. Both times the
respective government had been in office for just two years.35 I summarize the preceding
31
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argument in the following hypothesis:
H1 The risk of ethnic civil war decreases the longer the ethnic constellation in the government
remains stable.

Elite motivations, government capacity, and power-sharing
Having described when ethnic civil war is likely to erupt, this section turns to the second research question and discusses the effect of power-sharing on the probability of different types
of civil war. Most conflict researchers distinguish between challenges to a state’s territorial
integrity on the one hand, and its government on the other. In the former case, ethnic rebel
actors fight in order to gain more influence over a specific part of a state’s territory – more
concretely, a greater share of local economic resources, cultural autonomy, or even independence. In contrast, government conflicts are fought over control of the entire state with the
aim of revolutionizing the political system or overthrowing the current government.36 This
distinction has repercussions for the effectiveness of elite coalitions to decrease the risk of
civil wars. For one thing, different motivations underlie territorial and governmental civil
wars, and governmental power-sharing does not necessarily address all motives equally. For
another, rebels who attack the government directly are usually stronger than those who
fight for more autonomy.37 Including smaller challengers into the government is therefore
less threatening to the government than coalescing with ethnic elites from more powerful
groups. I begin by discussing how executive power-sharing coalitions affect the motives of
rebels and then turn to the capacity effect.
The literature review above identified two key motivations for civil war: First, political
economists point to the economic motivations of rebels who fight mostly for material gains.
Second, grievance-based accounts suggest that exclusive nationalist projects are the source
of political and economic inequalities that increase the probability of civil war. Chapter 3
argued that both opportunity- and grievance-based mechanisms can be summarized by the
proposition that ethnic elites aim to maximize their relative influence within the state (P1 ).
Power-sharing coalitions hence address the motivation for conflict in two different ways.
Where ethnically excluded elites fight purely for instrumental reasons such as their own
36
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economic interests, gaining a ministerial position provides these elites with access to state
resources. These can be directed into their own pockets as well as those of co-ethnic supporters.38 When the underlying issue is a wider concern for cultural group matters such as
the official recognition of a language or religious practice, being in the government provides
ethnic elites with the bargaining power to enforce these changes. By sharing decision making
power with elites from other groups, government leaders send a particularly strong signal
that they are unlikely to defect from the deal in the future.39
The logic of the commitment problem rejects this conclusion. According to Walter, even
strongly institutionalized power-sharing pacts fail to resolve the problem of future defections.40 Returning to the coalition-based logic of earlier chapters, I argue that the conclusion
differs for territorial and governmental conflicts. This is due to fact that the rebel groups
who fight territorial civil wars tend to be weak while governmental challengers tend to be
strong.41 Similarly, small ethnic groups are more likely to fight for self-determination in
the periphery while larger ethnic groups directly challenge the government.42 Commitment
problems are particularly relevant in governmental conflicts when the challenger is more
powerful relative to the government. The primary reason is provided by Riker and other
formal coalition theorists.43 The inclusion of elites from a large and powerful ethnic group
into government coalition decreases the value of the coalition to its members dramatically.
The logic is easy to understand from a theoretical perspective that highlights the importance of the pecuniary spoils of office.44 Since greed-based rebellions seem to be particularly
prevalent in Sub-Saharan Africa, it is not surprising that Roessler focuses on this region.45
Yet the argument also extends to theories of grievances. In particular, the ongoing competition of two exclusive and equally-valid nationalist visions might lead to a break-up of the
power-sharing pact and renewed conflict.46
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In contrast, power-sharing among elites from a strong group at the center and leaders of
a weaker self-determination movement is likely to reduce the risk of territorial civil war. The
benefits of territorial autonomy are often nested in governmental power-sharing or co-exist
with it, as for example in India where the central government usually coalesces with smaller
groups from various federal states.47 Mattes and Savun confirm this perspective: “In the end,
it is the central government that can undo a promise of autonomy or federalism.” 48 Moreover,
representatives of weaker ethnic groups usually gain disproportionally more influence than
they would hold in their own autonomous state. Chapter 4 demonstrated that most ethnic
coalitions at the center are not grand coalitions. The influence of included groups thus
extends beyond their own power base.
While leaders of smaller groups are likely to welcome their inclusion in a power-sharing
coalition, what keeps elites from larger elites to renege on the promise of cooperation once
rebel forces have disarmed? Fearon and others argue that defections are especially likely if
one group is clearly superior to the other.49 I argue that government elites have two incentives
not to renege on the power-sharing deal. First governments are generally interested in ending
civil wars. If they invite weak challengers to a power-sharing coalition at the center, they
send a particularly strong signal of cooperation that is likely to prevent the recurrence of
the conflict at relatively little cost. Mukherjee makes a similar argument when he discusses
the effectiveness of political power-sharing after military victory when one side has clearly
proven its superior strength:
For one, [political power-sharing] weakens the civilian support base of insurgent
leaders, which, in turn, reduces the insurgents’ ability to fight the government as
insurgents draw their manpower for fighting among their civilian supporters. Furthermore, the government’s strategy of offering power-sharing concessions weakens the credibility of the political platform that insurgent leaders use to mobilize
its civilian supporters against the government.50
Second, government elites only have to share a small amount of power with elites from
smaller groups. The inclusion of peripheral challengers neither strongly increases the risks
47
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of power grabs by the smaller coalition partner, nor does it substantively decrease the value
of the coalition to the incumbents. Put differently, it entails low risks and relatively small
costs. In contrast, continued fighting or conflict recurrence is often quite costly. Although
Chechen rebels were clearly inferior to the Russian army in the Caucasus conflict in the
1990s and early 2000s, they inflicted heavy casualties on Russian troops.51 The alternative
to governmental power-sharing and continued fighting is to grant territorial autonomy. I
argue that governmental elites are skeptical about this power-dividing strategy because they
lose direct control over their former challengers. Granting territorial autonomy to the former
rebels runs the risk of breeding even stronger secessionist tendencies in the long run.52 The
Russian government granted limited autonomy to the Chechens, and split the rebel movement, but the conflict is still ongoing and has even diffused to neighboring regions in the
Caucasus.53
In sum, if governmental elites add a large and powerful ethnic group to their coalition,
they are often unable to address the underlying motivations for civil war, and they decrease
the value of the government coalition below a level that is acceptable to all coalition partners. In contrast, ethnic elites from small and less powerful groups find government access
appealing and are less likely to pose a real threat to the far stronger government. I capture the effects of ethnic power-sharing coalitions with respect to actor motivations in two
hypotheses:
H2a Ethnic power-sharing coalitions face a higher risk of civil war onset over government
power than mono-ethnic governments.
H2b Ethnic power-sharing coalitions face a smaller risk of civil war onset over territory than
mono-ethnic governments.
The motives of those groups that challenge the government constitute just one aspect
of the government’s calculations. Walter points out that governments also care about their
reputation with respect to other excluded groups. Granting a concession to one group
might signal low reputation and invite additional, possibly violent, demands for inclusion.
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Building on the third proposition advanced in Chapter 3, that governments need sufficient
support to survive external challenges (P3 ), I argue that the reputation logic overlooks an
important benefit of power-sharing coalitions: the increase in government capacity that
deters additional challengers.54 When the government invites elites from another ethnic
group into a power-sharing coalition, it gains a new ally that brings along experienced
fighters and local expertise that can be used against spoilers or other ethnic rebels. This
deterrence logic is particularly evident for governmental civil wars. The more crushing the
superiority of the government over potential challengers, the less likely direct rebellions
against the government become. In contrast, when the government is equally matched or
even numerically inferior to excluded groups, direct challenges to its rule become much more
likely. In the same vein, Cederman, Gleditsch and Buhaug argue that the largest excluded
ethnic groups are most likely to rebel, and find that this expectation holds in particular for
governmental conflict.55 Under Saddam Hussein’s Sunni-based minority rule, for example,
majority Shi’a rebellions with the aim of overthrowing the government were frequent. Other
excluded majorities rose up against the minority governments of Zimbabwe (1967, 1973),
Syria (1979), South Africa (1981), and Rwanda (1990).
Walter applied reputation logic primarily to self-determination movements – that is, ethnic elites who wage territorial civil wars.56 However, deterrence logic might not be applicable
to rebels who fight territorial civil wars. It is an oft-repeated observation that many civil
wars are initiated by hopelessly disadvantaged insurgents facing a far more powerful government.57 Similarly, Cederman, Gleditsch and Buhaug find unexpectedly that smaller excluded
groups are more likely to rebel for territorial goals.58 Usually, conflict researchers refer to
Boulding’s notion of a loss-of-strength gradient that posits a decay of military power with
increasing distance to the opponent’s territory in order to explain the ability of very weak
groups to challenge a strong state.59 When ethnic groups that make up only a small percentile of the entire population such as the Naga in northeast India can violently challenge
a capable state what is the value of the deterrence argument?
54

This part borrows heavily from Bormann and Savun (2012).
Cederman, Gleditsch and Buhaug (2013, 146, 156–158).
56
Walter (2006, 2009b).
57
Horowitz (2000, 236–243); Fearon and Laitin (2003, 79–80); Leventoglu and Metternich (2013).
58
Cederman, Gleditsch and Buhaug (2013, 157).
59
Boulding (1962). Buhaug (2006); Buhaug, Gates and Lujala (2009); and Cederman, Buhaug and Rød
(2009) apply Boulding’s theory to civil wars.
55

182

In response to this question, this chapter advances a more nuanced deterrence argument
that also applies to territorial civil wars. When governments are very weak, dissatisfied
excluded elites challenge the government directly. As a government grows stronger by including elites from more groups and their respective supporters, the deterrence effect sets
in and excluded elites find it increasingly difficult to challenge the center directly, as argued
above. Cederman, Gleditsch and Buhaug advance a similar logic to explain why they find a
negative correlation between the size of excluded groups and the risk of territorial civil war:
Excluded groups that are large and relatively strong compared to incumbent ethnic groups are unlikely to settle for self-determination in a limited territory but
instead are likely to perceive that they have a legitimate claim to central governmental power given their relative demographic size.60
However, it is unlikely that the relationship between group size and the risk of conflict over
territory is linear. At some point, the power difference between the government and smaller
groups becomes insurmountable. Put differently, once the government coalition reaches a
critical size and includes political elites from the periphery that provide local resources and,
more importantly, information, territorial civil wars become less likely as well. Theories
that focus on counterinsurgency strategy highlight the importance of local information in
preventing violence. Toft and Zhukov, for example, argue that the lack of local knowledge
and supplies decreases the state’s ability to contain violence, and increases its spread to other
localities.61 By analogy, where government coalitions include elites from local ethnic groups,
they can more easily deter and contain potential challengers. Following a similar logic, Lacina
attributes the use of violence by language groups in India to their status relative to the
central coalition and local rivals. Only those language groups that are not accommodated
by the government and are only marginally inferior to local rivals employ violence as a
strategy to obtain their political goals. In contrast, “[v]ery politically disadvantaged groups
refrain from mobilization, anticipating repression.” 62 Thus, including additional ethnic elites
in the government coalition strengthens government capacity because new power-sharing
partners increase the size of the government coalition. Larger governments in turn deter
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both governmental and territorial challenges to their rule. I summarize deterrence logic in
two hypotheses:

H3a Increasing government size decreases the risk of civil war over government power.

H3b The risk of civil war onset over territory at first increases but later decreases as the
government grows in size.

Let me conclude the theoretical section of this chapter with one final remark. From a
normative perspective, any violent rebellion is undesirable because it invariably causes human suffering. In order to prevent suffering, conflict researchers and policy makers should
therefore identify the government constellation that minimizes the overall risk of territorial
and governmental conflict. Yet from the perspective of an individual government, territorial civil wars that do not directly threaten its members’ perquisite might be preferable to
including more and more members into a power-sharing coalition. Indeed, ethnic groups
fight territorial wars far more frequently than governmental civil wars. One explanation of
this pattern suggests that governments invite elites from those ethnic groups who pose the
biggest threat to their rule into a power-sharing coalition.63 However, the theoretical account
of this chapter suggests that the addition of a large group to the government increases the
risk of governmental conflict because it reduces the value of the coalition to its members
(Hypothesis 2a). In fact, Chapter 4 argued that ethnic elites prefer oversized coalitions in
anticipation of future defections and outside rebellions (P2 ). However, they stop short of
forming grand coalitions exactly because they still want to maximize their own influence
(P1 ). Yet in some states, ethnic elites might have to accept power-sharing agreements with
powerful rivals due to international pressure, or a military stalemate in a civil war. If this
coalition survives a few years, it might be that both sides either become so entrenched within
the state bureaucracy (see Chapter 4), or actually learn to trust one another (see Chapter 5).
As a result, the conflict risk of governmental conflict due to infighting might decrease with
time.
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Although see

7.3

Case Selection and Key Variables

Since the cases under investigation and the key variables are the same as, or very similar to,
those used in previous chapters, this section is very brief. The data include 136 states with
at least two ethnically relevant groups between 1946 and 2009 in the Ethnic Power Relations
dataset.64 While a number of powerful arguments in favor of group-level analysis exist,65
the analysis of this chapter is conducted at the country-level because its central theoretical
construct is the executive coalition of ethnic groups – a country-level concept.
The dependent variable is ethnic civil war onset. The UCDP/PRIO Armed Conflict
Database (ACD) codes a new territorial or governmental civil war onset whenever 25 or
more battle deaths occur within a calendar year.66 A new civil war onset requires a two-year
intermission in fighting in the original government-rebel dyad. Since multiple ethnic civil
wars can occur simultaneously, states with ongoing conflicts remain at risk for new conflicts.
Therefore, I do not drop ongoing civil wars from the analysis. However, in my dataset, a
state can experience at most one territorial and one governmental conflict onset per year.
When a rebel group claims to fight on behalf of a particular ethnic group and recruits its
fighters from that group, a civil war qualifies as ethnic.67
The main explanatory variables in the analysis below capture the age of the government
and its power-sharing characteristics. The age of the government in years is the same as
the dependent variable in Chapter 5. I take the natural log of government age because
an additional year early on reveals more information about a government’s capacity and
reputation than another year after a couple of decades. A power-sharing coalition dummy
takes the value of 1 when the executive includes elites from at least two ethnic groups.
Government size – that is, the share of the population of all included ethnic groups – proxies
its relative capacity.68 Since the Ethnic Power Relations dataset codes the ethnic power
constellation at the beginning of a year, I do not lag these variables in the main analyses.69 Of
course, temporal order does not obviate concerns for endogeneity. For example, it is possible
64

Cederman, Wimmer and Min (2010); Cederman, Gleditsch and Buhaug (2013).
See Cederman and Gleditsch (2009).
66
Gleditsch et al. (2002), Harbom and Wallensteen (2010).
67
Wucherpfennig et al. (2012).
68
See Chapter 5 that discussed both variables in greater detail.
69
Introducing a one-year lag does not change the results.
65
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that governments tend to exclude elites from those rivals that are more likely to rebel in the
first place. As a result, my analyses would overestimate the effect of power-sharing. However,
recent research demonstrates that governments are more likely to accommodate dangerous
rivals.70 Thus, my estimation methods, that do not model the preferential treatment of the
most conflict-prone groups, rather understate the positive effect of power-sharing on peace.
In order to avoid repetitiveness, and because many control variables have been introduced
in previous chapters, I only provide a short list here:
• The two most robust correlates of civil war – GDP per capita and logged population
size – are each lagged by one year.71 Wealthier states should, on average, experience
less conflict while more populous states should see more.72
• While the effect of ethnic divisions on civil war is often weak and fails to represent
theoretical arguments for why ethnic conflict should occur,73 a demographic measure
might reflect the number of potential challengers in a state.74 The models below thus
include an ethnic fractionalization index or the number of relevant ethnic groups in a
given country-year.
• Moreover, the analyses control for the effect of vertical and horizontal economic inequalities by using a Gini index and a measure of the most economically deprived
ethnic group.75
• Countries ravaged by previous conflicts are likely to be more vulnerable to additional
rebellions. All models therefore include the natural log of a count of prior civil wars76
and a cubic polynomial of peace years that account for temporal dependencies.77
• In order to assess institutional effects on civil war, I use the Polity IV data and the
Scalar Index of Polities as proxies for democracy.78 Other institutional measures include electoral rules, democratic regime type, authoritarian legislatures, and parties.79
70

Wucherpfennig (2011b); Wucherpfennig, Hunziker and Cederman (2013).
The data are taken from Hunziker and Bormann (2013).
72
Hegre and Sambanis (2006).
73
Cederman and Girardin (2007).
74
Walter (2009b).
75
All these variables are adopted from Cederman, Gleditsch and Buhaug (2013).
76
See Cederman, Gleditsch and Buhaug (2013, 151).
77
Carter and Signorino (2010).
78
Marshall, Jaggers and Gurr (2011) and Gates et al. (2006).
79
Bormann and Golder (2013) provide data on electoral rules. The remaining variables are from the data
71

186

7.4

Explaining Ethnic Civil War Onset

Before evaluating the hypotheses in a multivariate analysis, it is useful to explore the key
variables descriptively. Table 7.1 displays the mean values of the four main explanatory
variables of this chapter across the different types of ethnic civil war. In accordance with
Hypothesis 1, government duration is on average shorter in country-years with civil war onsets than without them. The next two columns show the ethnic power-sharing variables – a
coalition dummy and the share of included groups. Surprisingly, the proportion of countryyears with coalition governments in third column is slightly higher for territorial civil war
onset cases than for peaceful ones. This pattern seemingly contradicts the expectation that
power-sharing coalitions decrease the risk of ethnic civil war. The fourth column, however,
shows that country-years with territorial civil war onsets are characterized by less inclusive
governments than peaceful years, as expected by Hypothesis 2b. Moving to governmental civil wars, both power-sharing proxies record a higher average for governmental onsets
relative to peaceful years supporting Hypothesis 2a, although the difference is minor for
the continuous measure. Finally, included government size is low for government onsets
(H3a ) but is almost the same for peaceful and territorial onset country-years. The expected
curvilinear relationship cannot be captured by this simple comparison of means (H3b ).
Table 7.1: Mean values of independent variables by civil war type, 1946-2009.
Civil War Type
No Onset
Territorial
Governmental

N Gov. Age Coalition Incl. Groups Gov. Size
6303
20.043
0.400
0.483
0.770
105
18.152
0.438
0.331
0.744
49
13.245
0.551
0.495
0.557

Multivariate results
In order to assess the more complex hypotheses that posit non-linear effects, and to control for confounding factors, I employ a series of logit and multinomial logit models with
country-clustered standard errors. In order to find an answer to the first research question
of this chapter, Table 7.2 presents two models that test the effect of government age on the
likelihood of ethnic civil war onset. Model 7.1 evaluates the effect on all ethnic civil wars
by Cheibub, Gandhi and Vreeland (2010).
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regardless of their type while Model 7.2 distinguishes between governmental and territorial
onsets.80 The results are the same in either model: The likelihood of civil war decreases
with increasing government age and the effect is stronger in the first few years as indicated
by the logarithmic transformation of the variable.81 This result provides strong evidence in
favor of Hypothesis 1.
The difference in the estimated effects of government age on territorial and governmental
civil wars in Model 7.2 is negligible. This eases some of the concerns about endogeneity.
Chapter 5 showed that governments are at a higher risk of breaking up when governmental
civil war is ongoing. Territorial civil war incidence, however, has no effect on government
stability. Since territorial civil war does not threaten the ethnic composition of the government, reverse causality is a less likely explanation for the positive correlation between
government age and civil war risk. Instead, government age reflects the higher uncertainty
about a government’s capacity and reputation shortly after it is formed. This interpretation
receives additional support due to the fact that dropping country-years with ongoing conflicts from the analysis does not alter the effect of government age. In other words, younger
governments are at a higher risk for civil war onset, whether or not they are currently at
peace.
Most of the control variables exhibit the expected effects on the risk of civil war onset.
Ethnic diversity is associated with an increased risk of ethnic civil war but only reaches
statistical significance in Model 7.1. Larger states are at higher risk of experiencing territorial
conflict but are less likely to face challenges to the government by other ethnic groups. One
explanation may be that very populated states are often dominated by one ethnic group –
such as Whites in the United States, the Han Chinese in the People’s Republic, or Russians
in Russia – that is almost invulnerable to direct challenges to its authority by members of
smaller ethnic groups. Fighting in the periphery for autonomy is often the only possibility
for rebels who fight on behalf of aggrieved minority groups to stand a chance against the far
superior center. A similar argument might explain the lack of robustness for one of the most
robust correlates of civil war, GDP per capita. While negatively related to civil war onset
80

Cederman, Gleditsch and Buhaug (2013, 150–160) also consider a third category, namely non-ethnic
civil wars over government power. Since this chapter is exclusively concerned with the consequences of ethnic
power-sharing, I decided against including this category.
81
Linear government age has a negative effect on civil war, too, as Model 7.13 in the Appendix to this
chapter reveals, but the model fit is worse.
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Table 7.2: Government age and ethnic civil war onset , 1946-2009.
Model 7.1
All

Model 7.2
Territorial
Governmental

Log(Ethnic Gov. Age)

-0.279∗∗∗
(0.067)

-0.264∗∗
(0.082)

-0.311∗
(0.143)

Ethnic Diversity

0.711∗
(0.346)

0.574
(0.499)

0.671
(0.710)

Log(Population)

0.447∗∗∗
(0.128)

0.908∗∗∗
(0.179)

-0.600∗
(0.257)

Log(GDP per capita)

-0.475∗
(0.236)

-0.350
(0.377)

-0.794
(0.430)

Log(Previous Conflicts)

0.949∗∗∗
(0.132)

0.918∗∗∗
(0.186)

0.944∗∗
(0.327)

Peace Years

-0.056
(0.044)

-0.107
(0.060)

0.030
(0.060)

Peace Years2

0.003
(0.002)

0.005
(0.003)

0.000
(0.003)

Peace Years3

-0.000
(0.000)

-0.000
(0.000)

-0.000
(0.000)

Constant

-5.684∗∗∗
(1.259)

-9.716∗∗∗
(2.208)

1.442
(2.148)

Observations
`
χ2

6407
-625.115
238.751

Onset Type

Country-clustered standard errors in parentheses.
∗
p < 0.05, ∗∗ p < 0.01, ∗∗∗ p < 0.001
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6407
-696.039
426.320

in every specification, the effect on territorial civil war onset is not statistically significant.
Since wealthier states are usually more capable, direct challenges to their governments are
less likely.82 However, territorial challenges, such as Basque resistance to Spanish central
authority and the Northern Ireland conflict in the United Kingdom, occur even in wealthy
and capable states.83 Finally, the effect of past civil wars on additional conflict is strong and
robust across both models.
Table 7.3 shifts the focus to the second research question of this chapter. The models
estimate the effects of different aspects of ethnic power-sharing – government size and powersharing coalitions – on the probability of civil war onset. In line with Hypotheses 2a and 2b,
ethnic coalitions have opposite effects on territorial and governmental civil wars. They
decrease the risk of new onsets for conflicts over territory but increase it for conflicts over
government power. Ethnic coalitions seem to address the grievances of political elites and
members but might merely transfer the commitment problem to the executive, as predicted
by Roessler.84
Model 7.3 includes a linear specification of the government size variable while it takes
a quadratic form in Model 7.4. In terms of substantial influence on the probability of
governmental conflict, there is hardly any difference between the two specifications. With
increasing government size the probability of direct challenges to the government decreases as
predicted by Hypothesis 3a. Although the quadratic specification of the included population
variable mainly seems to add noise – the linear parameter barely misses the .05 level of
statistical significance – there is good reason to prefer Model 7.4 over 7.3. The former
explains ethnic civil war much better overall. Various measures of model fit favor the second
specification over the first in Table 7.3.85 The main reason is that the quadratic form explains
the relationship between government size and territorial onsets much better. As indicated
by Hypothesis 3b, the deterrence effect for peripheral ethnic groups only sets in once ethnic
elites in government enjoy sufficient support from the population.
Since the estimated effects for the control variables do not differ from Model 7.2, I turn
82

The estimated effect surpasses the .1 level of significance in Model 7.2.
The lack of significance for GDP per capita in models of ethnic civil war has been found by others, too.
See Sambanis (2001, 273) and Cederman, Gleditsch and Buhaug (2013, 157).
84
Roessler (2011).
85
A likelihood ratio test between the two models dismisses the null hypothesis that there is no difference
between the two models (p=0.0260). Similarly, the Akaike Information Criterion statistic that adds a
punishment for additional variables indicates better fit for the quadratic specification.
83
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Table 7.3: Power-sharing and ethnic civil war onset, 1946-2009.

Onset Type
Government Size

Model 7.3
Model 7.4
Territorial
Governmental Territorial
Governmental
0.498
(0.492)

-2.532∗∗∗
(0.616)

Government Size2

6.188∗∗
(2.371)

-3.501
(1.843)

-4.632∗∗
(1.749)

0.924
(1.474)

Ethnic Coalition

-0.592∗
(0.249)

1.036∗∗∗
(0.299)

-0.520∗
(0.224)

1.004∗∗∗
(0.296)

Log(Ethnic Gov. Age)

-0.361∗∗∗
(0.080)

-0.231
(0.147)

-0.344∗∗∗
(0.082)

-0.238
(0.144)

Ethnic Diversity

1.023∗
(0.492)

-0.380
(0.593)

1.310∗∗
(0.508)

-0.350
(0.578)

Log(Population)

0.891∗∗∗
(0.175)

-0.545∗
(0.259)

0.916∗∗∗
(0.172)

-0.538∗
(0.264)

Log(GDP per capita)

-0.339
(0.383)

-0.624
(0.372)

-0.303
(0.355)

-0.606
(0.371)

Log(Previous Conflicts)

0.995∗∗∗
(0.172)

0.824∗
(0.326)

0.906∗∗∗
(0.153)

0.836∗
(0.324)

Peace Years

-0.095
(0.061)

0.030
(0.055)

-0.091
(0.060)

0.027
(0.055)

Peace Years2

0.004
(0.003)

-0.000
(0.003)

0.004
(0.003)

0.000
(0.003)

Peace Years3

-0.000
(0.000)

-0.000
(0.000)

-0.000
(0.000)

-0.000
(0.000)

Constant

-9.879∗∗∗
(2.045)

2.115
(1.920)

-11.715∗∗∗
(1.913)

2.169
(1.924)

N
`
χ2

6407
-682.255
569.199

Country-clustered standard errors in parentheses.
∗
p < 0.05, ∗∗ p < 0.01, ∗∗∗ p < 0.001
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6407
-678.606
474.617

Figure 7.1: Predicted probability for territorial civil wars (top) and governmental conflicts
(bottom).
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(a) The independent effects of government size and power-sharing coalitions on territorial civil war
(90% Confidence Intervals).
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(b) The independent effects of government size and power-sharing coalitions on governmental civil
war (90% Confidence Intervals).
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directly to the substantive interpretation of the results. Figure 7.1 displays the predicted
probabilities of territorial and governmental ethnic civil wars for different values of the powersharing variables derived from Model 7.4.86 In either graph, the black line represents monoethnic governments while the grey line stands for ethnic power-sharing coalitions. Figure 7.1a
shows the expected inverted U-curve relationship between government size and territorial
ethnic civil war. The maximum probability of territorial conflict is predicted for governments
that include just less than 70% of the ethnically relevant population. Despite the strongly
significant average effect shown in Table 7.3, ethnic coalition governments do not differ
significantly from their mono-ethnic counterparts over the entire range of government size.
As long as governments do not include at least half of the population, ethnic coalitions are
not significantly related to a lower probability of territorial civil war. Figure 7.1b displays
the predicted probabilities for governmental conflicts. Ethnic coalition government always
increases the risk of governmental conflict. At the same time, larger governments are less
likely to experience governmental conflict. The curvilinear specification of government size
suggests that the deterrence effect is especially strong for smaller governments. External
challenges to a government hardly exist once a government reaches majority status.
The hypothetical comparison in Figure 7.1 helps to clarify the tendency of the effects, but
it is incomplete for three reasons: First, in states ruled by an ethnic minority such as Syria
under Assad, territorial conflict is less of a threat than a direct challenge to the government.
Empirically, there are simply too few conflict cases in the left half of Figure 7.1a to obtain
statistically significant results. Second, the civil war probabilities shown here are based on
the mean value of government age in the sample. Yet Hypothesis 1 suggests that powersharing is most important for younger governments. Third, in most cases power-sharing
implies that another ethnic group is added to the government. It is rather rare that political
elites from two ethnic groups replace one ethnic group of exactly the same size. It follows
that it is more realistic to inspect the combined effects of government size and government
type. Put differently, in both graphs of Figure 7.1 it would be more appropriate to move
from single-member to coalition governments and to increase government size at the same
time to assess the full effect of power-sharing.
86

The predicted probabilities and the respective confidence intervals are calculated by way of simulation.
All control variables are held at their means except for the number of previous conflicts which is set to its
median at zero.
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Figure 7.2: The predicted net effect of power-sharing (90% Confidence Intervals).
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Figure 7.2 assesses the “net effect” of governmental power-sharing for two scenarios: including representatives of a small ethnic group in a large single-group government (left
column) and forming a coalition between two equally sized groups (right column). The first
scenario is based on figures from Turkey where the majority group makes up 75% of the
population while the excluded Kurds account for approximately 13%. It is representative
of a larger set of cases where a nationally dominant group is confronted with a secessionist minority. In the second scenario, two equally sized groups accounting for 40% of the
population each reflect the power constellation in African states such as Ethiopia, Eritrea,
and Sierra Leone where governmental conflict is arguably the greater risk for governments.
Power-sharing has different effects on territorial (upper row) and governmental civil war
(lower row). The underlying regression model is similar to Model 7.4 in all but one respect:
The coalition dummy is interacted with government age to assess the time-sensitive effect
of power-sharing.87 Again, black lines represent single-group governments while grey lines
stand for coalition governments.
Three observations stand out in Figure 7.2: First, civil war is most likely early during
a government’s tenure, although the risk of governmental civil war is very small for monoethnic governments (bottom right, black line). The explanation is simplly that single-group
governments are, by definition, not confronted with infighting, and these governments often
represent a majority of the population, such as Turks in Turkey, that is large enough to deter
direct challenges to the government. Second, power-sharing extended to a minority has a
robustly negative effect on the probability of territorial civil war (top left). In contrast, the
increase in the risk of governmental conflict is substantively smaller and only statistically
significant in the first years of coalition rule (bottom left). Finally, the combined effect
of deterrence and inclusion for a coalition of two equally sized groups is essentially zero.
For any government age, there is no statistically significant difference between coalition
and mono-ethnic governments for either territorial (top right) or governmental civil wars
(bottom right). The threat of infighting and external revolution balances out. In sum,
ethnic elite coalitions allow nation-states with large and dominant ethnic groups at the
center to quench the incidence of violent secessionist campaigns at the price of increasing
the risk of infighting in the early years of the coalition. Within severely divided societies,
87

To ensure comparability, I again hold all other controls at their mean or median.
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power-sharing coalitions shift the risk from revolutionary challenges to infighting without
substantially reducing overall conflict risk.
Figure 7.3: Predicted probability of civil war types in Iraq, 2009 (90% Confidence
Intervals).
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Another possibility to evaluate the effects of power-sharing and the plausibility of the
theory is to simulate the probability of civil war for different power-sharing constellations in a
specific country. Iraq is one of the most war-torn states of the past decade. After the United
States-led invasion in 2003 and the dismissal of the entire Sunni government, a new Shi’aKurdish coalition took over government authority. As expected by Hypothesis 1, a rebellion
by the now excluded Sunnis challenged the new government early during its tenure. Only
a massive build-up of US forces contained the rebellion.88 After US forces left the country
in late 2011, Prime Minister Maliki tried to consolidate his rule by non-democratic means,
even threatening the coalition with his Kurdish ally. Moreover, the civil war fought by Sunni
88

Freedman (2006) gives an overview of the developments in Iraq. Biddle, Friedman and Shapiro (2012)
discuss the Surge.
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rebels against the Shi’a-Kurdish government coalition flared up again.89 Figure 7.3 depicts
the predicted probabilities of civil war under all possible ethnic government constellations.90
A break-up of the Shi’a-Kurdish coalition that leaves Shi’a leaders in a dominant position
would have the smallest probability of governmental conflict but would also increase the risk
of territorial conflict dramatically – a plausible scenario given the Kurdish history of territorial civil wars under Saddam Hussein. Overall conflict risk, the average of territorial and
governmental conflict risk, would be at its maximum under this ethnic power constellation.
In contrast, the smallest overall conflict risk would be achieved by a grand coalition of all
ethnic groups.

7.5

Conclusion

This chapter has investigated the effects of ethnic power-sharing coalitions on ethnic civil
war. It departs from conventional analyses in two ways. First, it considers the effect of
power-sharing over time by explicitly theorizing government age. Second, existing studies
of ethnic power-sharing generally take the perspective of individual excluded ethnic groups,
and conceptualize the state as the origin of exclusion. Granting governmental power-sharing,
these studies conclude, increases the chances of peace.91 This approach runs the risk of
overlooking interactions between different ethnic elites in government, and the reaction of
ethnic elites that observe the government granting power-sharing to another group. Put
differently, these studies are vulnerable to the critiques put forward by scholars who employ
the commitment problem or reputation logic.92
While the commitment problem and reputation logic critiques have some validity, this
chapter finds that they overstate their case. However, taking them seriously refines earlier
findings about the effectiveness of power-sharing. This chapter first diagnoses that governments are most vulnerable to infighting and outside challenges in the early years of their
rule. Second, empirical results indicate that power-sharing coalitions address typical motiva89

Arango (2011).
The probabilities are based on Model 7.4 with all control variables set to the Iraqi values in 2009. One
shortcoming of the model is the relatively low probability of governmental conflict under Sunni or Kurdish
dominance. The low probability in these two scenarios stems from the sizable risk the model assigns to
infighting between equally sized coalition members that is visible in the Sunni-Kurdish coalition option.
91
Cf. Cederman, Gleditsch and Buhaug (2013, 224).
92
See Roessler (2011) and Walter (2009b), respectively.
90
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tions of potential ethnic rebels by granting access to governmental offices. Moreover, ethnic
coalitions strengthen the government’s capacity by increasing the size of the government
coalition, thereby compensating for any losses in reputation. This deterrence effect works
directly for governmental conflicts but sets in with delay for small territorial challengers
because only a sufficiently large ethnic coalition is powerful enough to deter challengers in
remote areas of the state.
Ethnic coalitions also have negative effects. They increase the number of ethnic leaders
who have access to government resources and thereby decrease the value of the coalition
to its members. Especially coalitions between two large ethnic groups increase the risk of
infighting because the included elites feel that they can gain disproportionally by reneging
on the power-sharing deal. Therefore, it is important to pay attention to the specific conditions under which power-sharing coalitions are likely to promote peace. In established
nation-states with secessionist minorities, ethnic power-sharing reduces the risk of territorial
conflict while weakly increasing the risk of governmental conflict for a short while. However,
in deeply divided societies where multiple equally sized groups compete for state power,
ethnic coalitions have no significant effect on civil war risk. Weak single-member groups
are challenged by excluded groups while political elites from ethnic coalitions tend to turn
against one another. Ethnic elite preferences for more power and the deterrence of outside
challengers cancel each other out. Since ethnically-based rebel groups fight territorial civil
wars twice as often as governmental civil wars, this is good news after all.
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7.6

Appendix

Descriptive statistics
Table 7.4: Summary statistics of main variables in power-sharing-civil-war analysis.
Statistic
Territorial Civil War Onset
Governmental Civil War Onset
Government Size
Ethnic Coalition
Log(Government Age)
Ethnic Fractionalization
Log(Population)
Log(GDP p.c.)
Log(Past Conflicts
Peace Years

N

Mean

St. Dev.

Min

Max

6,457
6,457
6,457
6,457
6,457
6,407
6,457
6,457
6,457
6,457

0.016
0.008
0.768
0.402
2.584
0.444
7.005
3.484
0.524
14.919

0.126
0.088
0.263
0.490
1.097
0.272
0.654
0.543
0.648
15.743

0
0
0.020
0
0.000
0.005
5.353
2.043
0.000
0

1
1
1.000
1
4.159
0.925
9.120
5.049
3.135
63
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Robustness tests
This section presents various alternative model specifications that demonstrate the robustness of the key results. Table 7.5 addresses two concerns, namely that the results might
depend on the simple coalition dummy and that they could differ in post-conflict countries
where they are most relevant. Model 7.5 replaces the coalition dummy with the share of included groups. Substantively, all variables continue to point in the right direction. However,
the continuous power-sharing variable is only statistically significant in the territorial conflict equation. Like the linear size variables in either equation, the continuous power-sharing
variables barely misses the .05 level of significance in the governmental conflict equation. In
addition, Model fit does not improve significantly compared to Model 7.4, which is why I
opt for the simpler power-sharing operationalization. Model 7.6 drops all states that have
not experienced a civil war after 1946.93 The results compared to the full sample remain
essentially unchanged. Ethnic elite coalitions decrease the risk of territorial conflict and do
not significantly alter the risk of governmental conflict.
I also test various alternative control variables such as democratic and authoritarian institutions (Tables 7.6 and 7.7). Once more, most institutional variables fail to exhibit any
systematic relationship with the outcome of interest. Especially presumed power-sharing
institutions such as parliamentary democracy, proportional representation, authoritarian
parties, and legislatures do not clearly demonstrate a negative effect on civil war risk. Only
non-elected legislatures seem to decrease the likelihood of territorial civil war but also lead
to an increase in governmental civil war. Further tests assess the robustness to alternative
explanations of civil war such as democracy94 (Table 7.8), horizontal and vertical inequalities95 as well as the number of ethnic groups96 (Table 7.10). Finally, the main Models 7.4
and 7.6 are replicated with a multinomial probit specification that is not affected by potential
violations of the Independence of Irrelevant Alternative (Table 7.9).

93

The model discards information on 18 territorial civil wars and 15 governmental civil and on more than
50% of all country-years, mostly from entirely peaceful states such as Switzerland or the United States.
94
Hegre et al. (2001).
95
Cederman, Gleditsch and Buhaug (2013).
96
Walter (2009b).
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Table 7.5: Robustness tests: Alternative power-sharing variable and post-conflict countries,
1946-2009.

Onset Type

Model 7.5
Model 7.6
Full Sample
Post-Conflict Sample
Territorial
Governmental Territorial
Governmental

Government Size

4.200
(2.190)

-2.783
(1.463)

5.928∗
(2.574)

-3.720
(2.557)

Government Size2

-2.416
(1.725)

0.310
(1.373)

-4.377∗
(1.899)

0.579
(2.182)

Included Groups

-1.895∗∗
(0.682)

1.459
(0.824)
-0.696∗∗
(0.236)

1.013∗∗
(0.381)

Ethnic Coalition
Log(Ethnic Gov. Age)

-0.313∗∗∗
(0.082)

-0.333∗
(0.141)

-0.305∗∗∗
(0.082)

-0.331∗
(0.158)

Ethnic Diversity

1.499∗∗
(0.481)

0.116
(0.515)

1.569∗∗
(0.506)

-0.244
(0.635)

Log(Population)

0.772∗∗∗
(0.198)

-0.315
(0.287)

0.841∗∗∗
(0.183)

-0.682
(0.373)

Log(GDP per capita)

-0.403
(0.335)

-0.519
(0.392)

-0.393
(0.324)

-0.122
(0.363)

Log(Previous Conflicts)

0.801∗∗∗
(0.154)

0.989∗∗
(0.301)

1.178∗∗∗
(0.167)

0.547
(0.634)

Peace Years

-0.096
(0.059)

0.043
(0.057)

0.066
(0.078)

0.083
(0.095)

Peace Years2

0.004
(0.003)

-0.001
(0.003)

-0.007
(0.005)

-0.003
(0.007)

Peace Years3

-0.000
(0.000)

-0.000
(0.000)

0.000
(0.000)

0.000
(0.000)

Constant

-9.749∗∗∗
(2.075)

-0.231
(2.460)

-11.614∗∗∗
(1.944)

2.360
(2.864)

N
`
χ2

6407
-677.767
368.313

Country-clustered standard errors in parentheses.
∗
p < 0.05, ∗∗ p < 0.01, ∗∗∗ p < 0.001
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3059
-483.917
331.263

Table 7.6: Robustness tests: Democratic institutions, power-sharing, and ethnic civil war
onset, 1946-2009.

Onset Type

Model 7.7
Model 7.8
Territorial
Governmental Territorial
Governmental

Government Size

5.979∗
(2.437)

-3.517
(1.850)

7.250∗∗
(2.527)

-3.428
(1.886)

Government Size2

-4.264∗
(1.794)

0.992
(1.532)

-5.353∗∗
(1.827)

0.937
(1.543)

Ethnic Coalition

-0.753∗∗
(0.282)

0.919∗∗
(0.330)

-0.945∗∗∗
(0.276)

0.898∗∗
(0.323)

Log(Ethnic Gov. Age)

-0.312∗∗∗
(0.091)

-0.383∗∗
(0.145)

-0.259∗∗
(0.088)

-0.377∗∗
(0.144)

Ethnic Diversity

1.269∗
(0.560)

-0.598
(0.651)

1.704∗∗
(0.559)

-0.441
(0.644)

Log(Population)

0.720∗∗∗
(0.201)

-0.550∗
(0.279)

0.731∗∗∗
(0.178)

-0.512
(0.288)

Log(GDP per capita)

-0.313
(0.376)

-0.544
(0.407)

-0.315
(0.352)

-0.627
(0.426)

Log(Previous Conflicts)

1.149∗∗∗
(0.164)

0.894∗
(0.399)

1.126∗∗∗
(0.157)

0.869∗
(0.398)

PR

-0.858
(0.705)

-1.186
(0.905)

Majoritarian

0.029
(0.404)

-0.095
(0.572)

Mixed

0.408
(0.598)

-13.300∗∗∗
(0.684)

Parliamentary

0.310
(0.421)

-0.260
(0.692)

Semi-Presidential

0.839
(0.460)

-0.171
(0.832)

Presidential

-2.067∗∗
(0.654)

-1.573
(1.098)

Democracy (SIP)

0.418
(0.557)

0.524
(0.633)

0.432
(0.610)

0.454
(0.635)

Constant

-10.849∗∗∗
(2.038)

2.382
(1.976)

-11.534∗∗∗
(2.008)

2.288
(2.038)

Peace Years

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

N
`
χ2

5933
-579.237
2222.597

Country-clustered standard errors in parentheses.
∗
p < 0.05, ∗∗ p < 0.01, ∗∗∗ p < 0.001
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5968
-572.761
650.565

Table 7.7: Robustness tests: Authoritarian institutions, power-sharing, and ethnic civil war
onset, 1946-2009.

Onset Type

Model 7.9
Model 7.10
Authoritarian Sample
Authoritarian Sample
Territorial
Governmental Territorial
Governmental

Government Size

6.832∗∗
(2.333)

-4.159∗
(2.000)

7.153∗∗
(2.410)

-5.179∗∗
(1.981)

Government Size2

-5.271∗∗
(1.892)

1.900
(1.852)

-5.514∗∗
(1.928)

2.745
(1.761)

Ethnic Coalition

-0.987∗∗
(0.305)

0.595
(0.378)

-0.977∗∗
(0.331)

0.622
(0.380)

Log(Ethnic Gov. Age)

-0.139
(0.110)

-0.490∗∗
(0.164)

-0.150
(0.114)

-0.437∗
(0.185)

Ethnic Diversity

1.489∗
(0.673)

-0.738
(0.719)

1.615∗
(0.678)

-0.499
(0.679)

Log(Population)

0.861∗∗∗
(0.231)

-0.548
(0.306)

0.904∗∗∗
(0.232)

-0.533
(0.333)

Log(GDP per capita)

-0.164
(0.397)

-0.473
(0.506)

-0.167
(0.405)

-0.416
(0.498)

Log(Previous Conflicts)

1.040∗∗∗
(0.206)

1.010∗
(0.416)

0.983∗∗∗
(0.220)

0.921∗
(0.459)

One Party

-0.111
(0.344)

0.910
(0.574)

Multi-Party

-0.151
(0.269)

0.368
(0.590)

Non-elected Legislature

-1.309∗
(0.524)

1.247
(0.726)

Elected Legislature

-0.206
(0.242)

0.692
(0.523)

Democracy (SIP)

0.327
(0.654)

0.620
(0.564)

0.271
(0.649)

0.436
(0.575)

Constant

-12.692∗∗∗
(2.237)

2.037
(2.332)

-12.943∗∗∗
(2.168)

1.685
(2.214)

Peace Years

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

N
`
χ2

3620
-400.118
328.159

Country-clustered standard errors in parentheses.
∗
p < 0.05, ∗∗ p < 0.01, ∗∗∗ p < 0.001
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3620
-399.278
452.089

Table 7.8: Robustness tests: Linear government duration, squared democracy, and ethnic
civil war onset, 1946-2009.

Onset Type

Model 7.13
Model 7.14
Territorial
Governmental Territorial
Governmental

Government Size

6.533∗∗
(2.330)

-3.435
(1.832)

5.430∗
(2.343)

-3.725∗
(1.672)

Government Size2

-4.953∗∗
(1.738)

0.884
(1.472)

-4.037∗
(1.760)

1.275
(1.431)

Ethnic Coalition

-0.538∗
(0.229)

1.010∗∗∗
(0.297)

-0.553∗
(0.255)

0.953∗∗
(0.294)

Ethnic Gov. Age

-0.025∗∗∗
(0.007)

-0.017
(0.014)

Log(Ethnic Gov. Age)

-0.308∗∗∗
(0.090)

-0.240
(0.144)

Democracy (Polity)

0.014
(0.022)

-0.053
(0.037)

Democracy (Polity)2

0.002
(0.005)

-0.015∗
(0.007)

Ethnic Diversity

1.389∗∗
(0.520)

-0.325
(0.579)

1.257∗
(0.500)

-0.272
(0.575)

Log(Population)

0.904∗∗∗
(0.167)

-0.531∗
(0.262)

0.815∗∗∗
(0.190)

-0.533∗
(0.264)

Log(GDP per capita)

-0.230
(0.386)

-0.605
(0.380)

-0.415
(0.345)

-0.219
(0.362)

Log(Previous Conflicts)

0.902∗∗∗
(0.158)

0.824∗
(0.340)

1.035∗∗∗
(0.168)

0.803∗∗
(0.276)

Peace Years

-0.107
(0.061)

0.014
(0.053)

-0.066
(0.058)

0.024
(0.063)

Peace Years2

0.005
(0.003)

0.001
(0.003)

0.003
(0.003)

0.000
(0.003)

Peace Years3

-0.000
(0.000)

-0.000
(0.000)

-0.000
(0.000)

-0.000
(0.000)

Constant

-12.320∗∗∗
(2.002)

1.842
(1.999)

-10.765∗∗∗
(1.913)

1.336
(1.899)

N
`
χ2

6407
-679.021
526.676

Country-clustered standard errors in parentheses.
∗
p < 0.05, ∗∗ p < 0.01, ∗∗∗ p < 0.001
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6196
-637.793
492.049

Table 7.9: Robustness tests: Multinomial probit models of power-sharing and ethnic civil
war onset, 1946-2009.

Onset Type

Model 7.11
Model 7.12
Full Sample
Post-Conflict Sample
Territorial
Governmental Territorial
Governmental

Government Size

3.415∗
(1.376)

-1.955∗
(0.977)

3.604∗
(1.545)

-2.243
(1.421)

Government Size2

-2.575∗
(1.062)

0.534
(0.772)

-2.724∗
(1.181)

0.490
(1.175)

Ethnic Coalition

-0.257
(0.151)

0.559∗∗∗
(0.157)

-0.377∗
(0.162)

0.570∗∗
(0.211)

Log(Ethnic Gov. Age)

-0.210∗∗∗
(0.057)

-0.126
(0.078)

-0.192∗∗∗
(0.058)

-0.179∗
(0.087)

Ethnic Diversity

0.744∗
(0.331)

-0.153
(0.308)

0.955∗∗
(0.344)

-0.086
(0.333)

Log(Population)

0.569∗∗∗
(0.116)

-0.254
(0.140)

0.521∗∗∗
(0.130)

-0.334
(0.193)

Log(GDP per capita)

-0.143
(0.216)

-0.351∗
(0.177)

-0.166
(0.204)

-0.101
(0.185)

Log(Previous Conflicts)

0.562∗∗∗
(0.111)

0.473∗∗
(0.159)

0.786∗∗∗
(0.123)

0.364
(0.297)

Peace Years

-0.065∗
(0.033)

0.009
(0.030)

0.030
(0.045)

0.048
(0.051)

Peace Years2

0.003
(0.002)

0.000
(0.001)

-0.003
(0.003)

-0.002
(0.003)

Peace Years3

-0.000
(0.000)

-0.000
(0.000)

0.000
(0.000)

0.000
(0.000)

Constant

-7.680∗∗∗
(1.177)

0.244
(1.034)

-7.873∗∗∗
(1.261)

0.370
(1.471)

N
`
χ2

6407
-677.799
401.835

Country-clustered standard errors in parentheses.
∗
p < 0.05, ∗∗ p < 0.01, ∗∗∗ p < 0.001
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3059
-483.881
294.643

Table 7.10: Robustness tests: Vertical and horizontal economic inequality, the number of
ethnic groups, and ethnic civil war onset, 1946-2009.

Onset Type

Model 7.15
Model 7.16
Territorial
Governmental Territorial
Governmental

Government Size

5.700∗
(2.898)

-4.536∗
(1.891)

5.944∗
(2.315)

-2.973
(1.672)

Government Size2

-3.949
(2.023)

1.297
(1.409)

-4.164∗
(1.703)

0.280
(1.354)

Ethnic Coalition

-0.513
(0.266)

1.003∗∗
(0.344)

-0.667∗∗
(0.246)

1.249∗∗∗
(0.311)

Log(Ethnic Gov. Age)

-0.309∗∗∗
(0.090)

-0.345∗
(0.142)

-0.303∗∗∗
(0.079)

-0.235
(0.140)

Max. Horizontal Ineq.

0.009
(0.086)

-0.453
(0.463)

Gini

-0.021
(0.016)

-0.005
(0.013)

Ethnic Diversity

1.252∗
(0.500)

-0.096
(0.665)

1.591∗∗
(0.569)

-0.022
(0.617)

0.394∗
(0.154)

-0.592
(0.426)

Log(No. of Groups)
Log(Population)

0.822∗∗∗
(0.157)

-0.431
(0.373)

0.620∗∗
(0.224)

-0.289
(0.359)

Log(GDP per capita)

-0.485
(0.378)

-0.248
(0.432)

-0.278
(0.342)

-0.543
(0.362)

Log(Previous Conflicts)

0.953∗∗∗
(0.170)

0.943∗∗
(0.318)

0.786∗∗∗
(0.148)

0.923∗∗
(0.324)

Peace Years

-0.055
(0.062)

0.004
(0.070)

-0.100
(0.062)

0.034
(0.055)

Peace Years2

0.002
(0.003)

0.001
(0.003)

0.004
(0.003)

-0.000
(0.003)

Peace Years3

-0.000
(0.000)

-0.000
(0.000)

-0.000
(0.000)

-0.000
(0.000)

Constant

-9.874∗∗∗
(1.912)

1.549
(2.711)

-10.445∗∗∗
(1.974)

0.698
(2.326)

Observations
`
χ2

5809
-595.190
490.418

Country-clustered standard errors in parentheses.
∗
p < 0.05, ∗∗ p < 0.01, ∗∗∗ p < 0.001
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6407
-675.167
519.259
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CHAPTER

8
Conclusion

It cannot be stressed enough that (. . . ) behavior within the institution – not
just the institution in isolation – determines whether institutions are outcomeconsequential, or, as is more often uttered, whether institutions matter.
– Diermeier and Krehbiel (2003, 127)
The main message of this thesis is that ethnic elite behavior is crucial to the understanding of the causes and consequences of power-sharing. Existing research on power-sharing puts
too much emphasis on institutions and neglects agency, particularly in its empirical models.
However, behavior mediates or even diverts the effect of institutions on other outcomes as
Diermeier’s and Krehbiel’s quote indicates. Ignoring it leads to incomplete conclusions as
this thesis shows. At the end, then, three tasks remain. First, this chapter summarizes the
main theoretical arguments and empirical results of this study, and, in doing so, identifies its
limitations and strengths. Second, it explores the consequences of this study for future research on power-sharing and various other subfields of comparative politics and international
relations. Third and finally, it outlines the lessons of this analysis for policy makers.
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8.1

A Summary of the Main Findings

This thesis explored the causes and consequences of ethnic power-sharing by consciously
adopting a behavioral framework that builds on three propositions about the preferences
and constraints of ethnic elites:
P1 : Ethnic elites aim to maximize their relative influence within the state.
P2 : Ethnic elites possess incomplete information about the precise balance of power.
P3 : Ethnic elites in the government require sufficient support from the population to avoid
being replaced by rival elites from other groups.
The theoretical argument combined these three propositions into testable hypotheses in
order to answer four research questions. With respect to the causes of power-sharing, I
first explored whether ethnic elites form mono-ethnic or power-sharing governments, and
second, how long different ethnic power constellations in the executive endure. Regarding
the consequences of power-sharing, my third research question asked how ethnic coalitions
affect democratization and democratic survival. Fourth, I investigated the influence of ethnic
coalitions on civil wars over territory and government power.
In four chapters dedicated to the respective research questions, I developed my theoretical arguments about the interaction of elites and the consequences of these interactions on
the basis of the three behavioral assumptions. Especially Chapters 4 and 5 directly compared the behavioral approach to the prevalent institutional explanations of power-sharing.
Most studies on power-sharing subscribe to my first behavioral assumption and claim that
elites are unlikely to coalesce in the absence of institutions that protect them against future
defections. Yet, as Chapter 2 showed, the positive effect on power-sharing behavior that
existing studies ascribe to institutions is merely theoretically postulated and not subject to
empirical testing. Moreover, Chapter 2 diagnosed conceptual stretching in the development
of power-sharing proxies such as PR electoral rules and authoritarian parties. The empirical results in Chapters 4 and 5 indicated that these institutions have a limited effect on
ethnic elite behavior. Instead, those chapters provided broad empirical support in favor of
my theoretical argument that builds on the three propositions above. Table 8.1 presents
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Chapter 7

Chapter 6

Chapter 5

Chapter 4

Table 8.1: Summary of confirmed hypotheses of this thesis.
H1a

Ethnic majority governments are more likely to form than minority governments.

H1b

Oversized inter-ethnic coalitions are more likely than minimum-winning coalitions.

H2

Inter-ethnic coalitions become more likely, as the number of cleavages they include
decreases.

H3

Incumbent ethnic groups are more likely to be included in new governments than
non-incumbents.

H1a

Ethnic coalitions are less durable than mono-ethnic governments.

H1b

The more the government approximates a grand coalition of ethnic groups, the lower
its expected survival time.

H2

The more ethnic cleavages divide a government, the shorter its duration.

H3

The larger the popular support enjoyed by included elites, the longer the ethnic
composition of the executive remains unchanged.

H4

The stability of ethnic coalitions increases over time.

H1b

Democratization is more likely to occur when ethnic elites are allied in majority
government coalitions than if elites only represent a minority.

H1c

The more inclusive ethnic coalitions are, the more likely democratization is.

H2a

The more inclusive ethnic elite coalitions are, the longer democracies survive.

H2b

Democracies are likely to fail after the ethnic composition of the government breaks
down.

H1

The risk of ethnic civil war decreases the longer the ethnic constellation in the government remains stable.

H2a

Ethnic power-sharing coalitions face a higher risk of civil war onset over government
power than mono-ethnic governments.

H2b

Ethnic power-sharing coalitions face a smaller risk of civil war onset over territory
than mono-ethnic governments.

H3a

Increasing government size decreases the risk of civil war over government power.

H3b

The risk of civil war onset over territory first increases but later decreases as the
government grows in size.

all hypotheses that found empirical confirmation throughout this thesis. In the following, I
review these hypotheses in more detail.

The Formation of Ethnic Coalitions
Chapter 4 explored which type of ethnic power constellations elites form in the central governments. Building on the first and third theoretical proposition, the chapter predicted that
most governments are likely to include elites from ethnic groups that represent a majority of
the population (H4.1a ). By also considering the second theoretical proposition, it refined the
Hypothesis 4.1a: since ethnic elites are uncertain about the true distribution of power, they
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predominantly form oversized coalitions in anticipation of future defections (H4.1b ). Both
expectations run against the pessimistic approach to power-sharing that predicts minimumwinning coalitions, or worse, the hegemonic rule of leaders from ethnic minorities.1
Returning to the theoretical proposition that ethnic elites aim to maximize their own
power, I derived two additional hypotheses. The first expects that ethnic elites aim to
keep the number of rival elites in the coalition at a minimum. Instead of excluding leaders
from any other ethnic group, political elites exclude those leaders with whom they share
fewer ethnic identity markers (H4.2 ). In analogy to Axelrod’s minimum-connected-winning
coalitions that is based on ideological congruence, ethnic leaders try to form coalitions that
are ethnically congruent.2 They do so because they want to preempt loyalty switches by a
subset of their supporters to leaders from excluded ethnic groups with whom these supporters
share compatible identity markers. By internalizing cross-cutting cleavages into the coalition,
supporter switches only shift power within the government and do not endanger future access
to government positions of the affected elites.
The final hypothesis of Chapter 4 highlights the importance of incumbency in the formation of new governments. Once ethnic elites have acquired government power, they are
very likely to be included in future governments for two reasons (H4.3 ). Either they belong
to a dominant ethno-nation such as Turks in Turkey or the English in the United Kingdom,
or they use the coercive power of the state to defend their position which is crucial to their
well-being and income. The chapter evaluated these four hypotheses with the help of a
methodological framework that allowed me to model the choice process between all possible
ethnic power constellations in the executive. The empirical analysis yielded support for all
four hypotheses but found little evidence in favor of the prevalent institutional explanations.
Ethnic coalitions form with almost equal probability in democracies and dictatorships as
well as under different electoral rules.

The Durability of Ethnic Coalitions
In order to answer how long different ethnic power constellations in the executive endure,
Chapter 5 built directly on the theoretical arguments from the preceding chapter. Unlike
1
2

Horowitz (2000, 433–437).
Axelrod (1970).
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institutional explanations of power-sharing that link coalitions to more durable governments,
this chapter hypothesized that ethnic coalitions are more likely to fail than mono-ethnic
governments (H5.1a ). Two characteristics of ethnic coalitions in particular contribute to
their shorter survival times. First, as the ethnic coalition approaches grand coalition status,
my first theoretical proposition implies that distributive conflicts between members of the
coalition become more pressing. In turn, they frequently result in the expulsion of some
members (H5.1b ). Second, the more ethnic cleavages a coalition includes, the more likely
loyalty switches to excluded leaders become that lead to a reconfiguration in the membership
to the coalition (H5.2 ).
The chapter also predicted that inviting more members to a coalition has at least one
benefit. By representing a larger share of the population than less inclusive or mono-ethnic
governments, power-sharing coalitions should become more resistant to outside challenges
(H5.3 ). The final hypothesis of Chapter 5 addresses temporal variation in the stability of
power-sharing coalitions. Conceptualizing the cooperation of elites from multiple ethnic
groups inside the executive as a repeated prisoner dilemma’s game, the last part of my
theoretical argument predicts that ethnic coalitions should become more stable over time
(H5.4 ). After repeated interactions, elites from different ethnic groups learn to trust each
other and their supporters become content with the benefits of government representation.
The chapter tested these hypotheses with the help of event-history models that are
appropriate for estimating time-to-failure outcomes such as the time until a government
constellation breaks down. The analyses again revealed broad support for my theoretical
conjectures but found little evidence in favor of institutional theories of power-sharing. Out
of four different institutions that are commonly linked to power-sharing,3 only legislatures
in authoritarian regimes seem to have a stabilizing effect on the ethnic composition of the
government. However, this effect becomes weaker and even less certain once the chapter
introduced variables that proxy power-sharing behavior.
Surprisingly, the chapter uncovered that majoritarian electoral rules are strongly related
to the expansion of ethnic coalitions. My explanation for this curious result is that the
disproportional effects majoritarian systems have on small shifts in voter preferences make
3

By these I mean parliamentary systems and PR electoral rules in democracy as well as authoritarian
parties and parliaments.
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elites so uncertain about their power position that they build even larger coalitions.

Ethnic Coalitions and Democracy
The key results of the first two empirical chapters demonstrated that ethnic coalitions are
likely to be oversized and unstable. Chapter 6 turned to evaluate the implications of these
findings for democratization and democratic survival. It began with the observation that
the consequences of losing power are on average far worse for elites in dictatorships than
in democracies. Due to their insecure position in ethnic coalitions, most elites prefer the
opposition benches of democratic rule to the brutish character of authoritarian regimes
(H6.1a ). In particular, majority coalitions among ethnic elites do not need to fear losses in
future elections, and often survive democratic transitions (H6.1b ). This effect grows stronger
as governments become more inclusive (H6.1c ).
The same reasons that compel ethnic elites to transition to democracy also make them
protect democratic rule once it is achieved. Thus, more inclusive power-sharing coalitions
also increase the survival of democracy (H6.2a ). Minority regimes are perceived as particularly
unjust if they formally uphold the equality norms of democracy. Regimes that only grant
democracy to a severely curtailed and ethnically defined demos such as Rhodesia/Zimbabwe
or Pakistan before 1970 face a high risk of civil war and democratic failure. Moreover, ethnic
elites are disappointed with the democratic process if their expulsion from government office
is recent, but irreversible. Therefore, the expulsion of ethnic elites from the government
coalition increases the likelihood of democratic failure (H6.2b ).
Using two alternative definitions of democratization and investigating three alternative
ways of democratic failure,4 I found support for all hypotheses but one (H6.1a ). While there
is some evidence that ethnic coalitions in general increase the chances of democratization
relative to mono-ethnic regimes, majority coalitions explain most of the variance in democratic transitions. The findings of Chapter 6 also question the institutional explanation of
power-sharing. Recall that students of authoritarian regimes argue that institutions such
as parties and legislatures strengthen dictatorships because they ensure power-sharing between the ruling elites.5 Although the results indicate that party-based dictatorships are less
4
5

These three alternatives are coups, civil wars, and peaceful declines.
Cf. Geddes (2003); Wright and Escriba-Folch (2012).
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likely to democratize than personalist and military regimes, this finding does not weaken the
positive effect of power-sharing coalitions on democratization.

Ethnic Coalitions and Civil War
The final empirical chapter of this thesis investigated the effects of power-sharing coalitions
on the risk of domestic conflict. It addressed two critiques of power-sharing, namely that
ethnic coalitions lead to infighting, and that the inclusion of elites from one group into a
power-sharing coalition leads to more civil wars with ethnic groups that are still excluded.
First, the chapter argued that governments are most vulnerable to violent challenges in the
initial years of their tenure when uncertainty about the distribution of power is at its peak.
As governments defeat external challengers and elites inside the coalition learn to trust each
other, the risk of civil war decreases (H7.1 ).6
When governments are too weak to resist external challenges in these early years they
can accommodate their rivals by inviting them into a coalition. Additionally, Chapter 7
posited that this strategy increases the risk of governmental civil war (H7.2a ) but successfully addresses the grievances of elites from smaller groups that commonly fight for selfdetermination. It therefore decreases the risk of territorial civil war (H7.2b ). If a government
grants power-sharing to elites from another ethnic group, it does not only address the motivations of these elites but also increases the fighting capacity of the government by adding
personnel and expertise from the newly included group. The empirical analysis in Chapter 7 indicated that this increase in fighting capacity deters outside challengers and strongly
reduces the risk of governmental civil war (H7.3a ). As the government grows stronger by
including more groups, excluded elites cannot directly rebel against the center any longer.
Instead they aim for self-determination and fight far away from the capital where the government’s influence is smaller. However, once the ruling coalition includes more and more
groups from the periphery of the state, it even deters territorial uprisings (H7.3b ). Overall,
inclusive power-sharing coalitions do not affect the risk of governmental civil wars because
they deter outside challengers while risking more infighting. At the same time, more inclusive
coalitions decrease the risk of territorial civil wars.
6

Recall that Chapter 5 discusses the trust mechanism in Hypothesis 5.4.
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Methodological Weaknesses and Strengths
The methodological strategy that I used in this thesis – that is, the statistical analysis of
large-N data – aims at the discovery of broad patterns and generally applicable results but
has two drawbacks. First, it does not yield rich information on causal mechanisms that
case study research and field work provide. Second, the approach lacks the strengths of
quasi-experimental research designs that unequivocally identify causal effects. Nevertheless,
I believe that the results of this thesis are valid and complement existing research. In the
following, I briefly discuss the strengths and weaknesses of my research design in light of
qualitative and causality-driven points of view.
With respect to mechanisms, my research design that operationalizes elite behavior offers a more detailed description of the causal chain than institutional studies that discuss
elite behavior theoretically and proxy power-sharing coalitions with institutional dummies
empirically. Moreover, the analyses in Chapters 5, 6, and 7 go beyond existing research by
carefully distinguishing multiple aspects of power-sharing coalitions such as their degree of
diversity, their inclusiveness, and their popular support. Last but not least, some of my empirical analyses build on insights from detailed historical case study research such as Slater’s
“strong-state democratization” mechanism in Chapter 6.7
With respect to causality, it is clear that discussing the plausibility of my theoretical
claims and lagged explanatory variables does not remove all doubts about reverse causation
and spurious correlations. Two recent studies alleviate these concerns though. Regarding
the empirical relationship between power-sharing and civil war, they demonstrate that the
endogeneity in the relationship between ethnic coalitions and civil war risk leads naive statistical estimators to under- rather than overestimate the positive effect of power-sharing.
The reason is that elites in the government attempt to prevent civil war by inviting the
most likely rebels into the government. As a result, power-sharing between different ethnic
groups frequently breaks down.8 However, this does not mean that coalitions do not improve
the chances for peace. Cederman, Gleditsch and Buhaug liken power-sharing coalitions to
hospitals to illustrate why endogeneity hides the positive outcomes of power-sharing: Just
because “more people are ill in hospitals than elsewhere,” does not mean that hospitals are
7
8

Slater (2012); Slater and Wong (2013).
Wucherpfennig (2011b); Wucherpfennig, Hunziker and Cederman (2013).

216

“a threat against the patients’ health.” 9
There is another reason that makes me confident that the positive correlations identified
in previous chapters do not constitute spurious results. The research design of this thesis
deduced multiple conjectures and tested them in a variety of empirical contexts. The fact that
the different facets of the theory received confirmation across these different tests increases
my confidence that the basic logic of the argument is correct and that the empirical findings
are not merely the result of chance.

8.2

Implications for Future Research

Having reviewed the central arguments and findings of this thesis, I now turn to their repercussions for different research programs in comparative politics and international relations.
The lessons of this thesis have the highest relevance for the literature on power-sharing in
both democracies and dictatorships. Additionally, the results of this thesis speak to the
study of government formation in parliamentary democracies, theories of ethnic politics,
analyses of democratization and democratic consolidation, and finally, conflict research.
The introductory chapter of this thesis presented a riddle: Why do institutions – that various research programs associate with power-sharing – not predict the presence or absence
of ethnic coalitions very well? Chapter 2 argued that one explanation for this empirical
mismatch might be conceptual stretching in existing studies of power-sharing in authoritarian and democratic regimes. In contrast to the expectations by the pessimistic approach
to power-sharing, this thesis found that oversized coalitions between ethnic elites are the
most common type of government. Ethnic leaders form these coalitions regardless of the
institutional context, and the effects of ethnic coalitions run counter to the expectations
of institutional theories of power-sharing: Ethnic coalitions shorten rather than lengthen
the life expectancy of governments and they increase rather than decrease the likelihood of
democratization.
There are three reasons that might explain the discrepancy between the findings in the
existing literature on power-sharing and those of my thesis: First, institutional theories of
power-sharing might not apply to ethnic coalitions but explain pacts between politicians who
9
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are divided by ideological cleavages or more rudimentary political factions.10 Second, the
effect of institutions such as PR electoral rules, parliamentary democracies, authoritarian
parties, and legislatures may be conditional on contextual factors. Third, these institutions might actually affect outcomes such as regime stability, democratization, and conflict
but through another mechanism than power-sharing. Regarding the first point, Chapter 3
argued that ethnicity is a globally relevant cleavage that has been central to the political outlook and behavior of citizens and elites since the French Revolution. Moreover, researchers
such as Lijphart and Horowitz who propose that particular institutions cause power-sharing
themselves suggest that these institutions should affect the behavior of leaders from different ethnic groups.11 Finally, my argument has been informed by theories on government
formation in the parliamentary democracies of Western Europe.12 Clearly, ethnicity is not
the most important political cleavage in these political systems, and yet some of the basic
theoretical mechanisms of this literature apply to ethnically deeply divided societies in many
other parts of the world.
For these reasons, I embrace Ordeshook’s and Shvetsova’s conclusion that in studying
“the influence of institutions on outcomes, we should consider the possibility that similar
institutions in different social contexts yield different outcome.” 13 Put differently, this thesis
finds that the effect institutions have on elite behavior is highly context-dependent. Other
researchers such as Sartori or Levitsky and Way spell out the conditions under which particular institutions such as electoral rules or authoritarian parties induce elite coalitions more
clearly than I can.14 Still, scholars such as Norris, who investigates the effects of PR rules
and parliamentary systems, take little note of these arguments and unconditionally recommend power-sharing institutions: “[S]ocieties which are deeply divided, whether by identities
based on religion, language, region/nationality, ethnicity or race should consider adopting
power-sharing arrangements in democratic constitutional settlements.” 15 Although Boix
and Svolik admit that the effects of parties and legislatures on authoritarian power-sharing
is context-dependent, they disagree with the conclusions of this thesis when they provide
10
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this unequivocal summary of their findings: “We show that these institutions lead to more
stable ruling coalitions in dictatorships.” 16 While I do not want to dismiss the relevance of
formal institutions for various outcomes other than power-sharing, the results of this thesis
question whether institutional rules do induce elites to form coalitions.17
Rather than affecting power-sharing, the power of institutions might lie in an alternative
causal mechanism. After all, Chapter 6 found that authoritarian parties do decrease the
likelihood of democratization relative to military and personal regimes as Geddes and others
predict.18 At the same time, the chapter uncovered that ethnic coalitions improve the chances
of democratic transitions. In other words, it is unlikely that authoritarian parties prevent
democratization because they promote and strengthen elite power-sharing pacts. Instead
Smith offers an alternative explanation that identifies the effect of authoritarian parties on
autocratic stability as a by-product of successful capacity- and state-building in the early
years of a state’s existence.19 In a careful study of six authoritarian regimes in Southeast
Asia, Slater reaches a conclusion similar to Smith’s which he links back to elite behavior in
general:
It is . . . crucial to escape the Huntingtonian trap of focusing our analytic attentions on ruling parties alone, and to inquire into how authoritarian regimes’
founding struggles shape the cohesiveness and capacity of military and state institutions as well, through their causal effect on elite collective action.20
The findings of this thesis, then, sympathize with scholars that link the presence of formal
institutions to outcomes such as regime stability or conflict via increased state capacity. This
interpretation is usually advanced by scholars who employ qualitative and history-oriented
research designs that pay detailed attention to contextual factors and variations within
institutional categories.21 Analogously, this thesis has variation within institutional contexts
with respect to power-sharing behavior. Future quantitative studies of power-sharing should
distinguish variations in capacity and elite behavior within institutions more carefully.
16
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In order to more carefully treat elite behavior, students of power-sharing institutions
might gain inspiration from the comparative analysis of government formation in parliamentary democracies and its formal models of coalition formation.22 Some researchers have
begun to move in this direction but there is more room for collaboration between students
of coalition formation in parliamentary democracies and those who focus on power-sharing
in other parts of the world.23 Conversely, the subfield of government formation in parliamentary democracies might profit from paying attention to a more diverse set of empirical
cases. This thesis shows that theoretical arguments developed in the context of Western
European parliaments can inform coalition dynamics between ethnic elites in a global comparison. Since Western European democracies tend to be ethnically homogeneous, it would
be interesting to test more specific arguments about the link between ethnic groups and
partisan coalitions in non-European democracies, for example, in South Asia. Some studies
have already collected data on the link between ethnic groups and political parties, but so
far these efforts do not pay much attention to government coalitions.24 Eventually, such
data collection projects could help to go beyond the insights of this thesis. Given that ethnic elites are uncertain about the true balance of power between different ethnic groups,
do they form multiethnic parties, or governmental coalitions between mono-ethnic parties?
Moreover, do defections along cross-cutting cleavages occur on the individual voter level or
within legislatures? Brass, for example, advances the elite-defection explanation in a case
study of Northern Indian state legislatures.25 In contrast, recent research by Posner focuses
on the voter level in his theory of ethnic defections along cross-cutting cleavages in Africa.26
Posner’s study points to another subfield for which the results of this thesis are relevant,
namely the study of ethnic politics. The large number and size of ethnic coalitions that
Chapter 4 identifies as well as the increasing stability of ethnic coalitions over time reject a
primordialist understanding of ethnicity. The frequency of ethnic elite cooperation speaks
against theories of ancient hatreds or civilizational conflict by scholars such as Huntington

22
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or Kaufman.27 To the contrary, Chapter 3 consciously adopts an instrumentalist and constructivist conceptualization of ethnicity. By showing that cleavage constellations matter for
the formation of ethnic coalitions (H4.2 ) and their breakdown (H5.2 ), this thesis provides evidence for constructivist theories that highlight the interaction between identity repertoires
of individuals and political incentives set by the state. Posner and others argue that individuals switch their allegiance between ethnic groups with whom they share identity markers in
order to gain access to state patronage, or to exclude other individuals from having access to
these benefits.28 However, studies such as Posner’s restrict their attention to voter behavior
but neglect the strategic interaction between political elites and voters. This thesis provides
evidence that ethnic elites aim to internalize cross-cutting cleavages into the government
coalition to avoid losing power when supporter switches occur. Recall that Chapter 4 found
that ethnic elites do not simply aim to reduce the number of other ethnic groups in the
government in order to maximize their own influence. Instead, they strive to minimize the
number of ethnic cleavages that cross-cut the government coalition and that are potentially
shared with excluded groups. Thus, analogous to Axelrod’s minimum-connected-winning
coalition, ethnic elites form coalitions with representatives of those groups with whom they
share ethnic identity markers in order to limit supporter switches to rivals inside the coalition. If those supporter switches occur, elites lose some power to their coalition partner but
retain government access. Future research should pay more attention to the interactions
between elites and masses in forming winning coalitions. Thus, another benefit of building
datasets that link political parties to particular ethnic groups is to integrate research on
changes in the ethnic landscape with analyses of changes in party systems. Such a research
program would go beyond the static connection between ethnic cleavages and party systems
suggested by Lipset and Rokkan nearly five decades ago.29
In studying the consequences of ethnic coalitions, this thesis makes contributions to two
additional disciplinary subfields; the study of democratization and democratic survival on
the one hand, and the conflict research on the other. Beginning with democracy, the primary
contribution of this thesis is to go beyond anonymous and unitary conceptualizations of elites
27
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that are common in influential models of democratization.30 Future research should similarly
heed the advice of Ziblatt who states that “[i]dentifying the coalitional underpinnings of
democratic reform is a crucial area of research.” 31 More specifically, it would be fruitful
to explore the differences between ad-hoc coalitions in the transition period that are at
the center of transition theorists such as O’Donnell, Schmitter and Whitehead, and highlyinstitutionalized ethnic coalitions that exist for a long time before democratization as the ones
described by Slater.32 Moreover, additional efforts should be made to integrate the insights
about ethnic coalitions from this thesis with studies on coalitions across other political
faultlines such as class.33 With respect to democratic survival, Chapter 6 suggested different
ways by which democracies can revert back to authoritarian regimes – that is, peaceful
reversions, coups, and civil wars – and found that various explanatory factors exclusively
influence one of these failure types. While this approach is now common practice in studies
of authoritarian regime failure, future research should more carefully distinguish the different
sources of danger to democratic survival.
Finally, this thesis contributes to the field of conflict research by exploring more carefully the impact of the ethnic composition of the government on the likelihood of civil war.
Research on civil war onset and resolution usually focuses on the dyadic interaction between a unified government and one rebel organization. Taking a step forward, Cunningham
and Walter explore the reaction of governments to multiple rebellions, and Gallagher Cunningham studies divided self-determination movements.34 However, all of these studies still
consider the government to be a uniform actor. Future research should follow Lacina in
studying the links of potential rebels to the government prior to conflict outbreak.35 Chapter 7 took a more dynamic approach and demonstrated that the addition of new members
to the power-sharing coalition improves the government’s fighting capacity. Furthermore,
a government that concedes power-sharing effectively addresses the grievances of excluded
elites from less powerful groups. However, the results from Chapter 7 also indicate that
power-sharing between two large and equally powerful ethnic groups neither contributes to
30
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peace nor to conflict. It simply moves the risk of conflict between one included and one
excluded group into the governing coalition. Additional research is needed to determine
when the commitment problem between members of government is most dangerous to ethnic cooperation and what additional mechanisms can prevent conflict even in these polarized
settings.

8.3

Lessons for Policy

Besides having repercussions for research, the insights of this thesis provide lessons for policy
makers. Most importantly, my empirical findings underline the positive influence of powersharing coalitions on democracy and peace. At the same time, Chapters 4 and 5 provide
both encouraging and discomforting news to policy makers. On the positive side, political
elites form cross-ethnic coalitions far more frequently than is commonly assumed, and these
power-sharing pacts grow more stable over time. On the negative side, my results question
the effectiveness of institutional reform as the central approach to solve inter-ethnic conflict
and bring about democracy. To complicate matters further this thesis suggests that oversized
coalitions are not due to the good will of elites but are the result of their uncertainty about
the future distribution of power. However, existing research implies that this uncertainty
increases the likelihood of civil war, too.36
As highlighted in Chapters 3 and 7, the conflict literature tends to evaluate the effectiveness of power-sharing in preventing intrastate war from two points of view. Political
economists dismiss ethnic grievances as valid explanation of civil war, and focus exclusively
on opportunity factors such as state weakness and difficult terrain that enable rebellions.
This opportunity-cost perspective suggests that improvements in the fighting capacity of
the state and third-party interventions that guarantee security are the most useful antidote
to civil war.37 If the opportunity-cost explanation of civil war were correct, power-sharing
would not help to solve civil wars because it merely address grievances. Responding to these
views, Cederman, Gleditsch and Buhaug put grievances back at the center of explanations
of civil war.38 Accordingly, they conclude that “wherever possible, challengers of the current
36
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political order should be encouraged to participate in the regime’s politics by being granted
. . . different types of power-sharing arrangements.” 39
This academic debate is important because the views of political economists have influenced policy makers through Collier’s bestselling monograph “The Bottom Billion” and
the widely-read World Development Report on “Conflict, Security and Development” from
2011.40 The report by the World Bank, then, advises policy makers to build institutions
that provide security and justice, and thus, lower the opportunities for violence:
The research on the stresses and institutional factors associated with risks of violence . . . , country case studies, and consultations with national reformers all
point to the importance of prioritizing the institutions that provide citizen security, justice (including control of corruption), and jobs to prevent a recurrence of
violence and lay the basis for future reform.41
In response to this recommendation biased in favor of opportunity-cost explanations,
Staniland identifies variation in state-building strategies and concludes “that there are many
ways of forging stability without creating a counterinsurgent Leviathan.” 42 Analogously, the
results of this thesis indicate that power-sharing coalitions in the executive do not merely
“fix” grievances but also increase the capability of the government. Therefore, policy makers
who promote elite compromise can have their cake and eat it, too, at least, in states where
territorial challenges are the greatest threat to peace. The finding that ethnic coalitions also
promote democratization and democratic survival puts the icing on the cake.
However, ethnic power-sharing does not solve all problems. For one thing, power-sharing
coalitions become less effective in keeping the peace, the more inclusive these coalitions are
because the benefits of holding office are shared with too many elites. For another, it is
difficult for outsiders to promote ethnic coalitions since conventional institutional interventions do not seem to promote power-sharing. Instead, political elites are most likely to form
coalitions when they are uncertain about the distribution of power, but they are also more
likely to fight when they are uncertain.43 Mattes and Savun, for example, apply this bar39
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gaining logic to post-conflict environments and recommend “uncertainty-reducing” provisions
in peace agreements. In other words, they recommend the guaranteed inclusion of former
opponents into the government to reduce the risk of civil war recurrence.44 However, this
thesis shows that such a strategy is likely to prevent the inclusion of ethnic elites who are
not included in the peace negotiations.
One possible solution to this dilemma is to employ multiple strategies at the same time.
In order to incentivize ethnic cooperation, the international community should not give
preferential treatment to any one side in ethnically divided societies. The premature embrace
of Afghan President Hamid Karzai in 2001 and the unwise dismissal of Sunnis from the Iraqi
army and bureaucracy in 2003 by the United States and its allies reduced uncertainty about
the balance of power in both countries that would have promoted ethnic elite cooperation
otherwise. At the same time, more uncertainty about the distribution of power implicates
an increase in conflict risk, particularly, in the early years of a new government.45 This is
why it is important to decrease the likelihood of fighting by alternative strategies.
One such strategy is to raise the cost of future violence. Mattes and Savun suggest that
reducing the influence of external sponsors of violence is an important first step, and stress
that cost-increasing interventions must apply equally to all important actors: “Withdrawing
foreign forces and preventing the inflow of foreign soldiers and weaponry from neighboring states impose physical constraints on the rebels—and on the government, if the latter
is dependent on outside help.” 46 International peacekeeping missions organized under the
auspices of the United Nations might help to reduce the influence of external providers of
weapons and resources for fighting, and discourage violence through policing.47
Even peacekeeping and an existing power-sharing coalition might fail to keep the peace
between different ethnic groups as the example of South Sudan at the outset of this thesis
demonstrated. A third important intervention mechanism at the disposal of Western donors
and international institutions such as the United Nations is to change international norms
and incentives. As argued in Chapter 3, one reason why ethnicity is such a pervasive cleavage
44
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is because international norms and organizations reward ethnic appeals, particularly by
minority leaders.48 However, it is even more important to reward cooperative behavior
between elites of different groups. International organizations such as the EU should not
only demand “minority” or more generally “group rights” but also pay attention to “group
responsibilities.” If foreign aid were to be made conditional not only on the absence of human
rights violations but depend on ethnic cooperation, much would be gained. Such a change in
foreign policy in Western states and international organizations more generally is certainly
not easy, particularly due to unresolved ethnic conflicts in states such as Estonia, Latvia,
Spain, and the United Kingdom. However, the benefits of power-sharing described by this
thesis justify this additional effort.

48
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