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Abstract  

While ethnically diverse countries are generally believed to be more violent than homogenous 

ones, previous research has been unable to establish a clear connection between ethnic diversity 

and violent repression. We argue that political authorities’ tendency to violently repress their 

citizens cannot be explained by the ethnic composition of society per se but by the power 

distribution between ethnic groups. In a global sample of countries for the period 1977–2010, we 

find statistical evidence that the level of violent repression increases with the share of the 

population excluded from state power on the basis of ethnic affiliation. We combine this with a 

case study of the Republic of Guinea and conclude that political authorities come to see excluded 

ethnic groups as threats and rely on violent repression to maintain their ethnic dominance.    
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Introduction 

Why have ethnically diverse countries like Burkina Faso, Kuwait, and Tanzania 

experienced rather low levels of violence, whereas political authorities in Burundi, South 

Africa, and Syria frequently have found it necessary to violently repress their citizens? 

Recent studies on ethnic diversity and repression have focused primarily on the ethnic 

composition of society but have been unable to identify a clear relationship (Lee et al., 

2004; Walker, 2007; Walker and Poe, 2002). In this study, we propose one important way 

through which repression links to ethnic diversity: the power relations between ethnic 

groups. The rise of nationalism has placed increasing pressure on states that serve one or a 

few ethnic groups and exclude others from the material and symbolic benefits of political 

power (Peleg, 2007; Wimmer, 2013; see also Horowitz, 1985: Ch. 5). Rulers can either 

accommodate or repress demands for political representation, but because the cost of 

inclusion increases with the size of the excluded population, we argue that they are more 

likely to engage in violent repression when their ethnic constituencies are small.       

 Although shifting focus to the power distribution between ethnic groups 

seems promising, it poses one important question: Is it possible to distinguish between 

ethnic exclusion and repression? Ethnic groups can be regarded as excluded from political 

power when they have no meaningful representation in the executive branch of the 

government including the presidency, cabinet, and top posts in the administration and the 

army (Wimmer et al., 2009: 326). In this sense, excluded groups are politically repressed. 

However, we hold that lack of political representation can be meaningfully distinguished 

from violent repression, which we define as physical sanctions such as political 

imprisonment, torture, and killings undertaken by state agents or affiliates in order to 

impose a cost on an individual or an organization (cf., Davenport, 2007: 2). What we 
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argue, then, is that rulers of ethnically exclusive regimes tend to use such physical 

sanctions to protect the political status quo. 

Theoretically, we draw on the civil war studies suggesting that ethnic groups 

are more likely to rebel when they are politically excluded (e.g., Cederman et al., 2010; 

Gurr 2000). A large excluded population increases the political threat posed by society, 

and, as we know from the repression literature, this makes authorities more likely to 

engage in repression either to preempt potential challenges or to eliminate overt ones 

(Davenport, 2007; Nordås and Davenport, 2013; Poe and Tate, 1994). Take, for example, 

Syria in the 1970s after the Alawi-dominated elite around Hafiz Al-Assad had 

monopolized state power. The regime rightly feared the aggrieved Sunni majority and 

invested heavily in violent methods of political control to resist challenges from the 

excluded population (Haklai, 2000). In the counterfactual situation where the Syrian 

regime had not relied on a small ethnic constituency, we would expect a markedly lower 

threat perception and thus less violent repression.  

We test our argument empirically by combining quantitative and qualitative 

analyses. In the quantitative analysis, we use cross-sectional time-series data for 157 

countries from 1977 to 2010 and show that the most commonly used measures of ethnic 

diversity, ethno-linguistic fractionalization and polarization, are not statistically 

significantly related to violent repression when other relevant factors are accounted for. By 

contrast, the level of violent repression in a country increases with the share of the 

population belonging to ethnic groups without political representation at the executive 

level (measurement based on the EPR-ETH 2.0 dataset from Cederman et al., 2010). This 

result is robust to different model specifications including instrumental variable 

estimation.  
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To elucidate the mechanism underlying our main finding, we analyze an 

illustrative high-exclusion/high-repression case, namely the Republic of Guinea in the 

1990s. The case study strengthens our confidence in the overall argument since Guinean 

authorities engaged in violent repression because of a rising threat from excluded ethnic 

groups seeking to transform the political system. We conclude that an unequal power 

distribution between ethnic groups is one of the main motivations behind violent 

repression in ethnically diverse countries. 

 

Literature review 

The relationship between ethnic diversity and repression has long preoccupied social 

scientists, at least back to John Stuart Mill’s and Lord Acton’s famous debate on the 

prospects of freedom in multicultural societies (for a review, see Walker and Poe, 2002). 

In one of the first studies to examine the relationship statistically, Brown and Boswell 

(1997) propose that ethnically fractionalized countries should experience less political 

violence because their populations are split and will struggle to mobilize and challenge the 

state on a broad scale. However, when ethnic groups support separatist movements they 

challenge the state’s authority and will likely be met with repression. In a sample of 64 

countries, Brown and Boswell (1997) show, in support of their expectations, that political 

violence increases with the intensity of separatist movements but decreases with ethnic 

fractionalization. 

 Walker and Poe (2002) also examine the relationship between ethnic 

diversity and repression but without an a priori expectation of whether it should be 

positive or negative. Among non-OECD countries for a period circa 1980, they find no 

statistically significant relationship between ethnic heterogeneity and violent repression. 
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Lee et al. (2004) argue that ethnic groups’ mobilization advantages should increase the 

likelihood of protest in divided societies, which, therefore, should be more repressive. 

Using a global data set, they test whether the level of political terror in a country is related 

to the size of the largest and second largest ethnic group, as well as the number of ethnic 

groups in society. However, they end up concluding that “ethnically diverse societies are 

just as likely as ethnically homogenous societies to experience a positive or negative 

human rights environment” (Lee et al., 2004: 197).  

In the most recent attempt to shed light on the relationship, Walker (2007) 

presents arguments for why ethnic diversity can, on the one hand, breed political tolerance 

and, on the other, increase political violence through poor communication and ethnic 

scapegoating. In a statistical model of 90 developing countries, Walker finds some 

indication that ethnic diversity on average is associated with less violent repression, but he 

concedes that his examination is incomplete and that the obvious next step is to scrutinize 

the conditions under which ethnicity matters for repression (Walker, 2007: 43–44).              

Common to these previous studies is the notion that ethnic diversity in itself 

influences the level of repression in society, but the mechanism driving the relationship 

remains unaccounted for. To remedy this shortcoming, we suggest that ethnic exclusion, 

and not diversity per se, is what explains rulers’ threat perception and thus their likelihood 

of engaging in violent repression. We draw on civil war studies showing that ethnic 

groups are most likely to rebel when they are excluded from political power (Cederman et 

al., 2010; Gurr, 2000; Roessler, 2011). Excluded groups are highly motivated to obtain 

access to the material and symbolic benefits of state power, and because they have 

restricted political influence they will likely attempt to do so through noninstitutionalized 

means (see also Denny and Walter, 2014). Large excluded groups are not only highly 
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motivated to fight but also more likely to have the organizational capacity to do so 

(Cederman et al., 2010: 96). When political authorities perceive the threat posed by a 

potential rebellion, they weigh the cost of repression against the cost of alternative 

measures necessary to maintain power (cf., Nordås and Davenport, 2013; Davenport, 

2007). As we argue below, small ethnic constituencies favor violent repression.  

  

When ethnic diversity becomes a threat 

Ethnic groups are typically defined as groups with a shared belief in common descent that 

can be distinguished by ascriptive differences such as language, race, religion, or common 

place of origin (Horowitz, 1985: Ch. 1). Only a few countries like Japan and North Korea 

are almost completely homogenous. Even relatively homogenous countries like Germany 

and Saudi Arabia have sizable minority groups, and more average countries like the Czech 

Republic and Zimbabwe are quite diverse (Alesina et al., 2003). As indicated by the 

literature review, it is unclear how the level of repression in countries like these should be 

explained by their ethnic compositions, and it seems more likely that ethnicity comes to 

matter under certain circumstances (cf., Walker, 2007). Alternatively, ethnic diversity 

might have an effect through other factors such as low economic development or 

autocratic institutions, which we know from elsewhere matter for political violence (e.g., 

Poe and Tate, 1994). But when other relevant factors are accounted for, we do not expect a 

significant relationship between the ethnic composition of society and the level of violent 

repression.  

We argue instead that the perils of ethnic diversity lie in political exclusion 

of ethnic groups. In modern societies, the state is the unsurpassed instrument of power. 

Those who control the state control the distribution of public jobs and services, they have 
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the ability to implement policies and possess the primary means of violence and thus of 

group security. But state power is frequently unevenly distributed, with the consequence 

that ethnic groups find themselves without access to state spoils (Gurr, 2000; Horowitz, 

1985: Ch. 5; Wimmer 2013). This happens for a variety of reasons, which, according to 

Denny and Walter (2014), typically are grounded in historical divisions of power and 

migration patterns. In particular, exclusion of large ethnic groups often reflects colonial 

processes. Alawis were, for example, favored by their colonial masters in Syria, as were 

Sunni Muslims in Iraq and Tutsis in Burundi and Rwanda (Kaufman and Haklai, 2008). 

Elsewhere, the distribution of power is based on more recent influx of refugees or 

immigrants such as in Jordan or Bhutan where Palestinians and Nepali, respectively, lack 

political representation.  

As witnessed in sub-Saharan countries such as Liberia and Uganda, ethnic 

exclusion can also result from coup d’états or purges within the ruling elite (Roessler 

2011). This shows that violent incidents can also feed back into future ethnically exclusive 

state structures. But, as Roessler (2011: 314–415) argues, ethnic exclusion displaces the 

conflict from within the regime to the surrounding society, and we expect that this 

externalization of the political threat necessitates more violent means of political control. 

Our aim is therefore to demonstrate that the level of violent repression not only reflects 

prior levels of violence but that it actually changes with the size of the excluded 

population. 

 What all ethnically exclusive regimes have in common is that they serve the 

interest of one or a few ethnic groups at the expense of others. Following the rise of 

nationalism and the worldwide focus on human rights, this form of government has come 

under increasing pressure from excluded groups, who demand political representation, 
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self-determination, or even secession (Peleg, 2007; Wimmer, 2013). However, because the 

power distribution reflects the interest of dominant groups, changes to the status quo will 

be fiercely resisted. As Peleg argues (2007: 67–68), dominant groups tend to see 

transformation of the political system as a form of “collective suicide,” and when this 

perception clashes with excluded groups’ claim for power, the most likely outcome is 

violence. 

 Political authorities are likely to engage in violent repression for two 

reasons, both of which reflect their threat perception. First, they repress to counter or 

eliminate challenges to their rule, what Davenport (2007: 7–8) terms the “Law of Coercive 

Responsiveness.” Excluded groups have been found to be more likely to engage in 

rebellion and other antigovernment activities (e.g., Cederman et al., 2010; Gurr, 2000), 

and this alone would lead us to expect more repression in ethnically exclusive regimes. 

But, second, authorities also use repression to preempt challenges (Nordås and Davenport, 

2013). Because excluded groups are disadvantaged they have clear incentives to try to 

transform the political system, and this makes them a latent threat to rulers. The larger the 

size of the excluded population, the greater the threat of potential challenges and thus the 

perceived need to invest in violent means of political control. This process typically 

involves the expansion of the armed forces (packed with co-ethnics), the development of 

secret police units, and the use of torture and disappearances as routine acts to eliminate 

challenges in the making and to signal strength and ruthlessness (Horowitz, 1985: 500). 

Also, because ethnic exclusion drives a wedge between the state and the excluded 

population, authorities will struggle to police the population effectively and regime 

violence becomes less targeted and more widespread (cf., Roessler, 2011: 316).  
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Violent repression can thus be expected in ethnically exclusive regimes, even 

in the absence of actual acts of dissent. What matters is that political authorities perceive 

that they are being threatened (see also Davenport, 1995), and their likelihood of doing so 

is high when the excluded population is large because of the underlying desire for political 

change in society.  

Political authorities do have other options than the use of sheer violence, 

which is costly and may backfire and spur resistance. They can either try to prevent 

collective action by restricting civil liberties or they can take measures to mobilize 

political support (Escribà-Folch, 2013). However, ethnic exclusion almost inevitably 

involves some repression of civil liberties such as restrictions on political organizations 

and cultural practices. When rulers perceive the situation as threatening although such 

restrictions are in place, they will thus be compelled to engage in more far-reaching 

methods, namely the use of physical sanctions such as political imprisonment, torture, and 

murder. Hence, we see violence as not only conceptually but also sequentially distinct 

from civil and political restrictions in that violent repression often follows from 

discriminating state structures as an instrument to keep them in place. In the statistical 

analysis, we approach this issue further by investigating whether ethnic exclusion affects 

violent repression besides what can be accounted for by restrictions on civil liberties in 

society.  

Rulers can also try to mobilize political support through co-optation 

strategies and material concessions (Conrad, 2011). However, when ethnic exclusion is 

high, the ability to co-opt political rivals is greatly weakened because these rivals often 

represent excluded groups and thus a segment of the population that is ineligible to rise 

within the state (cf., Fjelde, 2010). Also, because co-optation is a way to grant political 
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representation to excluded groups, dominant groups may fear that such initiatives 

jeopardize their hegemony (see Peleg, 2007). Material concessions can also generate 

political support but, as argued by Conrad (2011: 3), this is an inadequate strategy to 

satisfy challengers who wish to restructure the power distribution in society. Although 

regimes typically combine and employ different strategies, these arguments lead us to 

suspect that violent repression more often than not becomes the dominant strategy when 

ethnic exclusion is high. 

In sum, we expect two rational calculi to explain why rulers use more violent 

repression when the share of the population belonging to ethnic groups without political 

representation increases. First, ethnic exclusion leads to more demands for political change 

and, whether based on actual or expected challenges, this affects rulers’ threat perception. 

Second, ethnic exclusion increases the costs of political change. Power-holding groups 

generally want to maximize their share of state power (Cederman et al., 2010: 93), but 

when only a small minority is excluded, political inclusion comes at a relatively low cost. 

On the other hand, when the ethnic constituency of the ruling elite is small, transforming 

the political system not only means sacrificing a large share of the spoils but most likely 

losing state power altogether (Kaufman and Haklai, 2008; Peleg, 2007). In this situation, 

the expected benefits of using violent repression to protect the political status quo 

outweigh the costs and are greater than the expected benefits of alternative strategies such 

as co-optation and concessions. Based on this, we propose the following hypothesis: 

 

Hypothesis: Countries are more likely to experience high levels of violent 

repression when a large part of their population is excluded from state power 

on the basis of ethnic affiliation.  
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Data and methods 

In the first empirical part of the article, we test our proposition in a large-N setting by 

discussing the employed data, the methodological approach, and the statistical results. The 

remainder of the article scrutinizes the underlying mechanism, namely how excluded 

ethnic groups affect rulers’ threat perception, in an illustrative high-exclusion/high-

repression case based on the cross-sectional pattern.     

 

Outcome variables 

We consider two of the most widely used indicators of violent repression. The first is the 

physical integrity rights index from the Cingranelli-Richards Human Rights Data Project 

(CIRI), which includes torture, disappearances, political imprisonments, and extrajudicial 

killings summarized in a unidimensional index ranging from 0–8 (Cingranelli and 

Richards, 1999; 2010). It is coded annually from 1981–2011 based on U.S. State 

Department Country Reports on Human Rights Practices and Amnesty International 

Annual Reports. The second indicator is the Political Terror Scale (PTS), which is a five-

point index (1–5) measuring the overall level of personal integrity violations (from 1976–

2011) understood as political imprisonment, torture, killings, and other forms of 

mistreatment and abuses (Wood and Gibney, 2010).1  

Although the two indicators are highly correlated (.82 in this study), 

important differences between the two have been shown and their respective strengths and 

weaknesses have been debated. In short, PTS is criticized for lacking transparency, and 

CIRI for how its components are assembled (for discussion see Cingranelli and Richards, 

                                                      
1 We use the PTS coding based on U.S. State Department reports; however, substituting with the coding 
from Amnesty International does not substantially alter the results. 
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2010; Wood and Gibney, 2010). To check the robustness of our findings, we use both 

measures (coded so that high values indicate more repression). Because human rights 

monitoring has become systematically more stringent over time both indicators are likely 

affected by information effects (Clark and Sikkink, 2013). We accommodate this potential 

bias by including year fixed-effects in the statistical models, thus neutralizing any cross-

sectional time trends in the data. 

 

Explanatory variables  

Ethnic diversity is typically quantified as either ethno-linguistic fractionalization (ELF) or 

polarization. We rely on Alesina et al.’s (2003) data, and ELF is operationalized as the 

probability that two randomly selected individuals in the population belong to different 

racial or linguistic groups. Based on the same characteristics, ethnic polarization measures 

the degree to which the population is divided into two equally sized ethnic groups. Like 

ELF, the polarization indicator approximates zero when the population is highly 

homogenous but also when it is highly fractionalized. It reaches its maximum, one, when 

the population is evenly distributed between two ethnic groups following the assumption 

that demographic polarization leads to competition and conflict (Montalvo and Reynal-

Querol, 2005). 

To test our main hypothesis, we need an indicator that accounts for the 

distribution of state power between ethnic groups. Based on the EPR-ETH 2.0 dataset 

(Cederman et al., 2010), we include ethnic exclusion as a continuous measure (0–1) of the 

sum of the population belonging to excluded ethnic groups relative to the sum of the total 

population belonging to politically relevant ethnic groups. An ethnic group is coded as 

politically relevant in a given year if at least one political actor claims to represent its 



13 
 

interests or if its members are discriminated against in the domain of public policies. All 

politically relevant groups are coded as either included in or excluded from central state 

power. Included groups can control the executive branch (the presidency, cabinet, and 

senior posts in the administration and army) alone or with participation of other ethnic 

groups in power-sharing regimes. Ethnic groups are excluded when they have no 

meaningful representation in the executive branch, that is, their members hold no or very 

few significant positions of power (see also Wimmer et al., 2009).  

Accordingly, a high level of ethnic exclusion is synonymous with a large 

part of the population being excluded from state power on the basis of ethnic affiliation. 

To illustrate, the Alawi elite surrounding the al-Assad family has dominated the executive 

branch in Syria since 1970 and represents approximately 11% of the population. The 

politically relevant, excluded population consists of Sunni Arabs, Christians, Kurds, and 

Druze comprising some 78% of the population. This gives Syria an ethnic exclusion score 

of .88 ( ). In the case study of Guinea we discuss how the relative sizes and inter-

group dynamics of excluded groups affect political authorities’ threat perception and the 

way they employ their repressive strategies. 

 

Control variables  

We control for potential confounders, that is, factors that are expected to affect violent 

repression and at the same time are correlated with ethnic exclusion.2 First, because 

violent repression may backfire and spur resistance, we include one-year lagged 

repression.3 Next, ethnically exclusive regimes are predominately (though not solely) 

                                                      
2 The control variables are based on the Quality of Government Dataset (Teorell et al., 2013). Summary 
statistics and correlation matrix are available in the online appendix.  
3 In the ordered-logit models, we include binary lags of each value of the dependent variable. 
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autocratic,4 and democratic institutions are broadly recognized to decrease the use of 

repression (Davenport, 2007). The widely used Polity2 index is problematic because 

several of its components contain repression. Following Hill and Jones (2014), we 

therefore proxy democratic institutions with the seven-point Polity component, executive 

constraint, ranging from systems where the executive has unlimited authority to systems 

where “accountability groups” such as the legislature have effective authority equal to or 

greater than the executive (Marshall et al., 2014). This control variable seems appropriate 

because unlimited executive authority can be expected to enable exclusion from the 

executive branch and at the same time reduce authorities’ cost of repression. The close 

expected relationship between ethnic exclusion and executive constraint raises the 

question of potential multicollinearity, but the correlation between the two is around .3, 

which in this regard is not particularly high. To further ensure that our results are not 

driven by institutional characteristics other than those of ethnic exclusion, we report 

models where all democracies are dropped and where we control for autocratic subtypes, 

that is, personalist, military, monarchical, and party regimes (Geddes et al., 2014).  

GDP per capita (logged, from the Penn World Tables) and oil and gas 

income (logged,  Ross, 2013) are included because ethnically exclusive states are 

overrepresented among poor and natural resource-rich countries and because we expect 

modernized countries to have greater respect for human rights unless their economies are 

based on natural resources. Next, countries with large populations often have greater strain 

on resources and tend to use repression to keep demands down (Walker, 2007: 33). Also, 

because CIRI’s event-based coding does not take into account population size, we include 

this variable to correct the dependent variable (logged, from the Penn World Tables).  

                                                      
4 Examples of electoral democracies where majority ethnic groups are excluded from state power include 
Guatemala and Bhutan in the late 2000s (see the EPR-ETH 2.0 dataset from Cederman et al., 2010).  
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Finally, we include armed conflict (ongoing) as a dummy variable indicating 

whether at least 25 battle-related deaths occurred in a country-year (based on the 

UCDP/PRIO dataset). Although civil war empirically overlaps violent repression and thus 

tends to dampen the explanatory power of other covariates (Hill and Jones, 2014), we find 

it necessary to include this control to ensure that we do not simply replicate the already 

established relationship between ethnic exclusion and armed conflict. In the online 

appendix we present models where other potential confounders such as international war, 

judicial independence, youth bulge as well as alternative democracy measures are included 

(see Hill and Jones, 2014; Nordås and Davenport, 2013; Poe and Tate, 1994). To minimize 

simultaneity bias all time-variant independent variables are lagged one year.  

 

Method 

We use two different analytical techniques to accommodate the characteristics of the 

dependent variables. First, because the CIRI index is unidimensional and approximates 

linearity, we opt for a simple OLS model (Cingranelli and Richards, 1999).5 We use 

heteroskedastic, panel-corrected standard errors that coupled with the lagged dependent 

variable also correct for autocorrelation (Beck and Katz, 1995). Second, PTS is ordinal 

and we employ an ordered-logit model that matches the panel structure and allows for 

rank-ordered data across categories. Here, we cluster the errors on countries as 

observations are expected to be independent across but not within countries (see also 

Nordås and Davenport, 2013).  

Because the indicators of ELF and ethnic polarization are time-invariant, we 

cannot rely on country fixed-effects. To minimize unit heterogeneity caused by regional 

                                                      
5 In the online appendix, we reproduce these estimations in ordered-logit models.   
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factors such as specific cultures and “bad neighborhoods,” we instead fix the intercepts on 

a country’s geo-cultural region by including region dummies for (1) “the West” (including 

Australia and New Zealand), (2) Latin America, (3) Eastern Europe and former Soviet 

countries, (4) South and East Asia (including the Pacific), (5) Middle East and North 

Africa, (6) and sub-Saharan Africa. However, the level of ethnic exclusion does vary in 

several countries in the sample, and we re-estimate the OLS model with country fixed-

effects. As discussed below, we also use instrumental variable estimation to account for 

the potentially endogenous relationship between ethnic exclusion and violent repression 

that might stem from reverse causality or omitted variables.  

 

Results 

The main results are reported in Table I. As shown in Models 1 and 2, we do not find a 

statistically significant effect of ethno-linguistic fractionalization on the two employed 

measures of violent repression. That is, political authorities in ethnically fractionalized 

countries are no more likely to physically sanction citizens than their counterparts in 

homogenous countries. Likewise, ethnic polarization cannot explain the level of violent 

repression in a country when other relevant factors are accounted for (Models 3 and 4). 

Our results thus question existing research that finds either a positive or a negative 

relationship between ethnic diversity and political violence as well as those who argue that 

the danger lies in the presence of two large, and approximately equal, ethnic groups (see 

Montalvo and Reynal-Querol, 2005; Walker, 2007). Instead, and in support of our 

hypothesis, we find that ethnic exclusion has a statistically significant effect on repression 

(Models 5 and 6): High degrees of ethnic exclusion from the executive branch are 
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generally associated with high levels of violent repression such as disappearances, torture, 

extrajudicial killings, and political imprisonment.  

Looking at the control variables in Table I, executive constraint has a 

consistently pacifying effect, which indicates that more democratic institutions are less 

repressive. Also, countries with high levels of economic development tend to engage less 

in physical sanctions, whereas those with large populations are more inclined to do so. We 

find no effect of oil and gas rents but armed conflict is, not surprisingly, strongly 

correlated with violent repression. 

 

-------------------- 

Table I about here 

-------------------- 

 

Importantly, our main results depend on neither the employed indicator of 

repression (CIRI or PTS) nor the statistical technique (OLS or ordered logit). To further 

ensure that our conclusions are robust, we adapted a variety of sensitivity analyses that are 

not reported in the article. As shown in the online appendix, the effect of ethnic exclusion 

does not change much if it is log transformed to account for the possibility that initial 

levels of exclusion carry more political risk (Wimmer, 2013; Wimmer et al., 2009). The 

association is also robust to inclusion of additional control variables such as judicial 

independence (as a proxy for rule of law, see Hill and Jones, 2014), youth bulge (Nordås 

and Davenport, 2013), international war (Poe and Tate, 1994), and alternative indicators of 

democracy such as X-Polity (Vreeland, 2008) and “Democracy-Dictatorship” (Cheibub et 

al., 2010).  
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In Table II we take additional steps to show that ethnic exclusion has an 

independent effect on violent repression. Ethnic exclusion requires some degree of ethnic 

diversity, and to make sure that exclusion not only matters because it is more likely at 

certain (high) levels of fractionalization, we include ELF as a control variable in Model 7. 

In Model 8, we control for dissent (annual numbers of antigovernment protests, riots, and 

strikes from Banks and Wilson, 2013; see also Nordås and Davenport, 2013) and civil 

liberty restrictions (freedom of assembly, speech, religion, and movement; CIRI indicators 

from Teorell et al., 2013). As argued above, we expect political authorities to engage in 

violent repression both to preempt and to counter challenges. Overt challenges such as 

antigovernment protest and riots should thus mediate some but not all of the effect of 

ethnic exclusion. Next, exclusion of ethnic groups is likely to coincide with general 

societal restrictions on civil liberties such as freedom of assembly and religion, and we 

want to demonstrate that the level of violent repression is higher in ethnically exclusive 

regimes than in other settings with equal restrictions on civil liberties. As expected, the 

effect of exclusion weakens somewhat when controlled for these factors but remains 

statistically significant.  

 

-------------------- 

Table II about here 

-------------------- 

 

Model 9 investigates the interplay between ethnic exclusion and other 

institutional characteristics. First, we drop all democracies to ensure that our results are not 

biased by the coincidence of peace and inclusion in democracies. Next, we include dummy 
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variables for military regime, monarchy, and party regime with personalist regime as 

reference category (based on the Autocratic Regime Dataset by Geddes et al., 2014). As 

Roessler (2011) argues, ethnic exclusion emerges in personalist regimes in sub-Saharan 

Africa because of commitment problems between elites. If these regimes also are highly 

violent, “personalism,” and not exclusion, might be the important predictor. But as shown 

in Model 9, personalist regimes only stand out compared to monarchies, ethnic exclusion 

remains statistically significant, and its effect is even stronger in the autocratic subsample.  

In Model 10 we employ a country and year fixed-effects OLS model that 

only accounts for the variation of country-specific time trends. The effect of ethnic 

exclusion remains positive and statistically significant, which shows that changes in the 

power distribution between ethnic groups in fact do lead to changes in violent repression 

within countries.6 That is, even if exclusion emerges in already repressive settings, it does 

increase rulers’ tendency to engage in violent repression. We were unable to retrieve the 

within-country association among democracies. This could indicate that democratic 

institutions constrain the effect of ethnic exclusion, but because we find no significant 

interaction effect between the two, the more likely explanation seems to be the limited 

variation in ethnic exclusion within democracies.  

Although the results thus far lend strong support to our hypothesis, a 

remaining concern is whether this is still the case when we take into account that ethnic 

exclusion might be endogenous to violent repression. For instance, if high levels of 

violence were necessary to exclude ethnic groups in the first place, then causality would 

run from violent repression to exclusion and our inferences would be biased. The 

                                                      
6 Country fixed-effects and lagged dependent variable (LDV) are typically seen as alternative specifications 
but we include both in Model 10 to accommodate different potential biases (unit heterogeneity and feedback 
effects, respectively). However, omitting LDV from the model only strengthens the effect of ethnic 
exclusion.    
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relationship would also be endogenous if some factor omitted form the model were to 

affect both exclusion and violent repression. For example, leader traits such as paranoia or 

xenophobia might make rulers more willing to both exclude and violently repress their 

citizens. External factors such as influx of weapons or refugees might also start a 

simultaneous process of exclusion and violence. To alleviate such endogeneity concerns, 

we use instrumental variable estimation in a two-stage least-squares model in order to 

isolate exogenous variation in ethnic exclusion.  

In Model 11, we use settler mortality as our instrument (European mortality 

rates at time of colonization, logged, from Acemoglu et al., 2001). As argued by 

Acemoglu et al. (2001), European settlers sought to replicate European institutions with 

strong emphasis on civil rights and checks against government power, but they only did so 

in low-disease areas. The development of such institutions has most likely safeguarded 

countries against ethnically exclusive state practices, and because the mortality rates of 

settlers should not affect political authorities’ violent practices after independence, it 

seems like a promising instrument. The correlation between settler mortality and ethnic 

exclusion is not particularly high (.08 in the sample), but we have applied weak instrument 

tests (Pflueger and Wang 2015) and find no reason to doubt the relevance of the 

instrument.7 As shown in Model 11, ethnic exclusion is still positive and statistically 

significant when instrumented with settler mortality. 

As an alternative and potentially stronger instrument, we use ethno-linguistic 

fractionalization (ELF, Alesina et al., 2003) in Model 12. The correlation between ELF 

and ethnic exclusion is .37 in the sample, and if ELF does not affect violent repression 

besides what is accounted for by other covariates in the model, which our results in 

                                                      
7 The effective F-statistic is 58.39 and the test rejects the null hypothesis of weak instruments. The partial R2 
is .047.  
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Models 1 and 2 indicates, then the instrument should be unbiased. Ethnic exclusion is also 

statistically significant in Model 12 (p=.054),8 and although we do not claim that either of 

the used instruments is perfect, these additional tests give us confidence that the 

relationship is not an artifact of endogeneity bias.9 

 

-------------------- 

Table III about here 

-------------------- 

 

Finally, in Table III we assess the substantive significance of ethnic 

exclusion by reporting the effect of within-country changes in the statistically significant 

predictors from the country fixed-effects model (Model 10 in Table II). Holding all control 

variables at their means, a change from the minimum to the maximum level of exclusion 

leads to a 16% increase in violent repression. We would thus expect, for instance, the end 

of Apartheid in South Africa in 1994 (changing the exclusion score from .92 to 0) to 

reduce the level of repression, all else equal, by almost 16%. In comparison, as also shown 

in Table III, we would expect maximum changes in executive constraint and years with 

armed conflict to change the level of repression by 20% and 19%, respectively. Executive 

constraint and armed conflict have been highlighted as some of the predictors of 

repression with most explanatory power (Hill and Jones 2014), and the fact that ethnic 

exclusion comes close to such levels suggests that it should be regarded as an important 

predictor of violent repression.  

 
                                                      
8 The effective F-statistic is 266.69, and the partial R2 is .065. 
9 Ethnic exclusion is also statistically significant if we use both instruments in the same model, and tests of 
overidentifying restrictions cannot reject the null hypothesis that our instruments are valid (p=.124).  
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Micro-level evidence from Guinea 

Although the quantitative analysis supports our hypothesis, it does not say much about the 

underlying micro-level relationship. Do political authorities engage in violent repression 

because of the perceived threat posed by excluded ethnic groups seeking to change the 

power distribution in society, or are alternative mechanisms at play? It could simply be 

that tortured and “disappearing” citizens are criminals in impoverished countries or that 

rulers use violence to enrich themselves. The case study has several important functions 

such as searching for omitted variables and promoting additional theory building but its 

most important role is to elucidate the mechanism between the cause and the effect 

(Gerring, 2007).  

We select a case in the established cross-sectional pattern with substantial 

levels of ethnic exclusion and violent repression (an “X1/Y-centered” analysis) because the 

mechanism can be expected to manifest itself most clearly when both factors are strongly 

present (Gerring, 2007: 71–74). The set of representative high-exclusion/high-repression 

cases includes 17 country-periods primarily situated in Africa and Asia.10 Positive 

evidence from one case does not guarantee that the mechanism is present in all ethnically 

exclusive regimes, but combined with the already established macro-level relationship it 

would support the plausibility of a generally valid association.  

We focus here on the Republic of Guinea in the 1990s. Guinea is especially 

suitable for our purpose because it had a stable regime spell throughout the 1990s with 

high exclusion (.78) and high repression (CIRI scores from 3–6 compared to sample mean 

                                                      
10 We considered country-periods of at least 10 years with ethnic exclusion scores above .5 and average 
CIRI scores above the sample mean of 3.2 (Model 5 in Table I), specifically: Angola (1982–1991; 1998–
2009), Bhutan (1988–2009), Central African Republic (1982–93), Congo-Brazzaville (1988–2009), 
Democratic Republic Congo (1982–1991), Ethiopia (1981–1990), Guatemala (1981–2009), Guinea (1986–
2008), Iraq (1981–2002), Malawi (1981–93), Nigeria (1984–1998), Rwanda (1995–2009), South Africa 
(1981–1993), Sudan (1981–2009), Syria (1981–2009), and Togo (1992–2005).    
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of 3.2), which, unlike many of the representative country-periods, was not interrupted by 

civil war. The analysis is primarily based on secondary sources including journal articles, 

news reports, and human rights reports. Obviously, all evidence cannot be presented here, 

but the analysis does illustrate how our proposition can be identified on the country-case 

level. 

 

The Susu-dominated rule and a claim for political power 

In 1984, a military coup led by Colonel Lansana Conté overthrew the Guinean regime, and 

Conté’s ethnic group, Susu, which comprises some 20% of the population, ended up 

controlling state power in Guinea until his death in 2008 (Camara, 2000). As illustrated in 

Figure 1, this resulted in political exclusion of Guinea’s remaining ethnic groups: Peul 

(40%), Malinké (30%), and a number of smaller ethnic groups commonly known as 

“Foresters” (10%). The Susu dominated the most important executive-level state 

institutions including the presidency (which Conté headed himself), the cabinet, the 

security apparatus, and the state bureaucracy. For example, 40 out of 67 important 

government positions were held by Susu in 1998 (USAID, 1998), and according to 

Camara (2000: 324–326), “the Guinean Army [was] transformed into an ethnic gang 

docilely serving General Lansana Conté and the Soso dominate elite.”  

 

-------------------- 

Figure 1 about here 

-------------------- 
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The unequal distribution of power caused widespread resentment in the 

population, especially among the large Malinké and Peul groups, which, as compared to 

the small and fragmented “Foresters,” both had the incentives and opportunities to 

compete for political influence (see also Melly, 2003). The Malinké dominated Guinean 

politics before 1984 and claimed ownership of the country based on their history, culture, 

and symbols such as kinship with the founders of the Mandinka and Mali Empires, to 

which their homeland in Guinea once belonged. Based on this self-understanding, the 

Malinké saw their new subordinate position as “disgraceful” (Groelsema, 1998: 415–418).  

The Peul based their claim to power on the conquest of Futa Jallon in 

Middle Guinea and the establishment of the Islamic, theocratic kingdom that they 

maintained for 150 years until the late nineteenth century. Despite being the most 

populous group, the Peul had never held power in post-independence Guinea. This was in 

itself a major complaint under Conté’s reign as stated by a leading member of the Hali 

Poular Mining Association:  

 

Sékou Touré ruled and divided the country for twenty-six years. He was of 

Malinké ethnicity. Then the Foresters took control and assured an ephemeral 

succession. … Lansana Conté was a Susu and has ruled for ten years. If we say 

that it’s time to allow a Peul to rule it’s not wrong (Groelsema, 1998: 419). 

 

The introduction of multiparty elections in the early 1990s became an 

important part in the process that led to increased violent repression. Ethnic elites used 

popular demands for political change to mobilize their respective constituencies. The 

Malinké were primarily mobilized around Rassemblement du Peuple Guinéen (RPG), and 
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two parties in particular competed for Peul support: Parti du Renouveau et du Progrès 

(PRP) led by Siradiou Diallo and Union pour la Nouvelle République (UNR) led by 

Mamadou Ba (Africa Report, 1993; US AID, 1998). The political parties drew on existing 

ethnic organizations in order to mobilize large support bases. For example, the influential 

cultural association, Union Mandeng, underpinned the Malinké mobilization and 

supported RPG and its presidential candidate Alpha Condé, who in return declared his 

intention to “fight against exclusion and intolerance” (BBC, 1998; Groelsema, 1998: 418).  

 

Political threats and violent repression 

The Susu regime clearly came to see the excluded ethnic groups as a threat to the political 

status quo. In the 1993 election campaign, President Conté frequently articulated the 

urgent danger of the “tribal problem” on state radio. By condemning his opponents and 

referring to civil wars in neighboring Sierra Leone, Liberia and Senegal, Conté aimed to 

rally support and delegitimize the opposition:  

 

As for our brothers who have political parties, I would like to say to you: Stop 

training commandoes. This is not your business. … These people did not create 

political parties to build the nation up but to disrupt the peace in the country 

(BBC, 1993). 

 

Unfortunately, the opposition further inflamed the situation and gave the regime good 

reason to fear for its survival. For instance, Malinké RPG-leader Alpha Condé publicly 

stated that, “[i]f Conte declares himself elected in the first round on December 5, there will 

be civil war” (Griffiths, 1993). The regime’s threat perception is tellingly underlined by 
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the fact that national radio and television frequently warned the Susu-dominated coastal 

area against a Malinké or Peul plot to take over the government from its “rightful owners” 

(Schmidt, 2005: 13). 

Although the regime did not face an actual rebellion in the 1990s, it reacted 

harshly to any signs of challenges to its authority. It unleased its so-called “machinery of 

repression,” the Ministry of the Interior, Police, and Security Forces, and extrajudicial 

killings became commonplace starting in 1991 when the police killed a demonstrator 

supporting Alpha Condé (USSD, 1991). Politically motivated arrests also intensified and 

prisoners were often tortured. Physical sanctions ranged from supporters of Alpha Condé 

being arrested for wearing T-shirts with his picture to security forces firing their weapons 

directly at unarmed demonstrators. For example, eyewitnesses reported seeing 40 corpses 

with bullet wounds at the main morgue in the capital of Conakry after an opposition rally 

in 1993 (Amnesty International, 1994; 1996; Human Rights Watch, 2006). In 1995, 28 

Malinké RPG-supporters detained after a strike were 

 

beaten at the time of their arrest. Some received as many as 64 truncheon blows; some 

had been subjected to electric shocks. During the first four months of detention they 

were shackled and chained together in groups of eight (Amnesty International, 1997: 

167). 

 

Violent repression was thus directed at the excluded ethnic groups and both 

Malinké leader, Alpha Condé, and Peul leader, Mamadou Ba, were arrested to neutralize 

the most immediate threat to the regime (Amnesty International, 1999; Fofana, 1999). As 

illustrated above, the Malinké RPG-supporters were particularly intensively targeted. This 
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might seem counterintuitive as the more populous Peul group arguably had the most 

legitimate claim to state power. But the Malinké held a dominant position before the Susu 

ascended to power, and combined with Alpha Condé’s successful attempt to unite the 

Malinké around one organizational unit, RPG, they presented a greater threat to the 

regime.   

 

Conclusion 

In this study, we have tried to answer why only some ethnically diverse countries 

experience high levels of violent repression. We argue that the power distribution between 

ethnic groups is important for explaining this variation. Excluded ethnic groups have an 

inherent desire for political influence, and rulers are often willing to engage in violence 

against their citizens to maintain ethnic dominance. Our statistical analysis shows that 

often used indicators of ethnic diversity such as ethno-linguistic fractionalization and 

polarization cannot explain the level of violent repression in a country. Instead, we find 

that repression increases with the share of the population belonging to ethnic groups 

without executive-level representation. This result is robust to a variety of alternative 

specifications including instrumental variable estimation that accounts for the potential 

endogeneity of ethnic exclusion. 

Our theoretical proposition was largely supported by the closing case study 

of Guinea. The excluded Malinké and Peul groups’ demands for political influence were 

perceived as a threat by the Susu-dominated regime, which engaged in violent repression 

to protect the status quo. Although we cannot be certain that the level of violent repression 

in Guinea would have been markedly different had the regime not been ethnically 

exclusive, we are quite confident that this is in fact the case. To illustrate our point, we 
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briefly turn to the evenly poor and ethnically diverse neighboring country of Guinea-

Bissau. Here, João Vieira seized power in a military coup in the early 1980s, and just like 

Lansana Conté in Guinea he established a personalist regime and introduced multiparty 

elections. However, the political elite in Guinea-Bissau was not structured along ethnic 

lines (at least until the mid-1990s) and violent repression was far more modest than in 

Guinea (see, e.g., Temudo, 2011).  

The case study highlights some additional points of theoretical interest. First, 

the size of excluded groups does matter for rulers’ threat perception but organizational 

capacity and historical factors may trump mere group size as illustrated by the intense 

targeting of members of the Malinké group. Next, our analysis indicates that ethnic 

exclusion and violent repression are not simultaneous processes. Although President 

Conté’s consolidation of power in the mid-1980s involved some violent purges, the human 

rights situation actually improved temporarily compared to the previous regime (USSD, 

1989). It thus took time before ethnic exclusion evolved into violent repression. Finally, 

the case study shows that changes in political opportunity structures that follow from the 

introduction of multi-party elections can facilitate ethnic mobilization and make violent 

repression more likely. Importantly, however, the largely similar process of flawed, multi-

party competition in Guinea-Bissau, where the political elite had no clear ethnic 

composition, did not result in the same levels violence.  

Future studies can strengthen this research by scrutinizing the conditions 

under which excluded ethnic groups mobilize for collective action. Why are some groups 

more capable than others in this process? And if political openings such as multi-party 

elections give rise to group mobilization, why do rulers not simply refrain from such 

actions? Furthermore, we need a clearer understanding of how and when political 
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discrimination and violent repression evolve into mass movements and ultimately large-

scale armed conflict as, for example, in contemporary Syria.    

By focusing on state structures in ethnically divided countries, this study 

makes way for debating institutional arrangements that make it relatively more costly for 

rulers to engage in violent repression compared to other strategies for handling popular 

discontent. Establishing rule of law is extremely challenging in poor countries with deep 

historical cleavages, but institutions that guarantee ethnic groups some political 

representation as well as positions in the military and bureaucracy is probably a step in the 

right direction. Where this goal is not achieved, political authorities should be closely 

monitored to hinder future violence against civilians.    
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Table I. Diversity, exclusion, and violent repression 

 (1) CIRI (2) PTS (3) CIRI (4) PTS (5) CIRI (6) PTS 

Ethno-ling. 
fract. (ELF) 

0.15 
(0.09) 

0.35 
(0.27) 

    

Ethnic 
Polarization 

  0.10 
(0.08) 

0.20 
(0.26) 

  

Ethnic 
Exclusiont-1 

    0.24** 
(0.09) 

0.60** 
(0.22) 

Executive 
Constraintt-1 

-0.09** 
(0.01) 

-0.23** 
(0.04) 

-0.09** 
(0.01) 

-0.23** 
(0.04) 

-0.09** 
(0.01) 

-0.23** 
(0.04) 

GDP/capitat-1 

(log) 

-0.17** 
(0.03) 

-0.44** 
(0.10) 

-0.17** 
(0.03) 

-0.45** 
(0.10) 

-0.18** 
(0.03) 

-0.46** 
(0.11) 

Population 
Sizet-1 (log) 

0.18** 
(0.02) 

0.43** 
(0.06) 

0.18** 
(0.02) 

0.43** 
(0.06) 

0.18** 
(0.03) 

0.41** 
(0.06) 

Oil and Gast-1 

(log) 

0.002 
(0.002) 

-0.002 
(0.009) 

0.002 
(0.002) 

-0.001 
(0.009) 

0.002 
(0.002) 

0.001 
(0.008) 

Armed 
Conflictt-1 

0.63** 
(0.06) 

1.02** 
(0.16) 

0.63** 
(0.06) 

1.02** 
(0.16) 

0.62** 
(0.06) 

1.12** 
(0.16) 

Fixed-Effects Region-Year Region-Year Region-Year Region-Year Region-Year Region-Year 
Observations 3913 4636 3913 4636 3838 4273 
Countries 157 156 157 156 151 150 
**p<0.01, *p<0.05. +p<0.10. CIRI models show OLS coefficients with heteroskedastic, panel-corrected 
standard errors in parentheses. PTS models show ordered-logit coefficients with robust standard errors in 
parentheses (clustered by country). One-year lagged repression included in all models (not shown to save 
space). 
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Table II. Additional tests 

 (7) (8) (9) (10) (11) (12) 
 Control for 

ELF 
Dissent and 

Civ. Lib.  
Autocratic 
subtypes 

Country      
F-E 

IV: Settler 
mortality 

IV:           
ELF 

Ethno-ling. 
fract. (ELF) 

0.12 
(0.10) 

     

Ethnic 
Polarization 

      

Ethnic 
Exclusiont-1 

0.22* 
(0.09) 

0.20* 
(0.09) 

0.39** 
(0.12) 

0.64* 
(0.26) 

1.65* 
(0.59) 

0.62+ 
(0.32) 

Executive 
Constraintt-1 

-0.09** 
(0.01) 

-0.06** 
(0.01) 

-0.10** 
(0.02) 

-0.15** 
(0.03) 

-0.07** 
(0.02) 

-0.09** 
(0.01) 

GDP/capitat-1 

(log) 

-0.17** 
(0.03) 

-0.18** 
(0.03) 

-0.09* 
(0.04) 

-0.08 
(0.14) 

0.08 
(0.07) 

-0.15** 
(0.03) 

Population 
Sizet-1 (log) 

0.18** 
(0.02) 

0.17** 
(0.02) 

0.19** 
(0.03) 

-0.40 
(0.38) 

0.25** 
(0.03) 

0.19** 
(0.02) 

Oil and Gast-1 

(log) 

0.001 
(0.002) 

0.001 
(0.002) 

-0.01 
(0.005) 

-0.004 
(0.01) 

-0.006 
(0.005) 

0.001 
(0.002) 

Armed 
Conflictt-1 

0.62** 
(0.06) 

0.65** 
(0.05) 

0.60** 
(0.08) 

0.65** 
(0.11) 

0.52** 
(0.12) 

0.59** 
(0.07) 

Dissent,     
countt-1                           

 0.02** 
(0.01) 

    

Civil Liberty 
Restrictionst-1 

 0.07** 
(0.01) 

    

Military (vs 
Personalist)t-1 

  -0.18 
(0.12) 

-0.002 
(0.25) 

  

Monarchy (vs 
Personalist)t-1 

  -0.43** 
(0.12) 

-0.84 
(0.56) 

  

Party (vs 
Personalist)t-1 

  -0.01 
(0.07) 

-0.31 
(0.24) 

  

Fixed-Effects Region-Year Region-Year Region-Year Country-Year Region-Year Region-Year 
Observations 3814 3764 1853 1853 1637 3814 
Countries 149 151 102 102 59 149 
**p<0.01, *p<0.05. +p<0.10. CIRI models; OLS coefficients with heteroskedastic, panel-corrected standard 
errors in parentheses. Models 11 and 12 show two-stage least-square estimation where the instrumental 
variables (IV) for ethnic exclusion are settler mortality and ELF, respectively. One-year lagged repression 
included in all models (not shown to save space). 



 

 

Table III. Substantive effects on predicted levels of violent repression 
 Initial level of 

repression (variable at 
min) 

Level of repression after 
change (variable at 

max) 

Percentage change 
(Min→Max) 

Ethnic Exclusiont-1 3.981 4.612 16% 
(increase) 

Executive constraintt-1 4.360 3.467 20% 
(decrease) 

Armed Conflictt-1  3.876 4.605 19% 
(increase) 

Based on Model 10 in Table II (country and year fixed-effects OLS model) with all covariates at their 
means. Dependent variable (CIRI) ranges from 0–8. Calculated using Clarify (King et al., 2000). 
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”Foresters” 

10% 

“State power” refers to executive-level state institutions. Arrows 
indicate interaction between the groups in the form of different 
degrees of political threat and violent repression. “Foresters” 
mainly belong to the Kissi, Toma, and Guerze groups.  
 

Figure 1. Ethnic power relations in Guinea in the 1990s 

 
Population

 

Malinké 30% 
Peul 40% 

State power 

Susu  

20% 
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