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ABSTRACT

The literature on political exclusion and conflict tends to treat
grievance-based mechanisms with broad-brush strokes and
does not differentiate between types of political exclusion.
This study disaggregates politically-excluded groups into two
subgroups: groups that experience political discrimination
from the state, and groups without political power that are
not explicitly discriminated against. We posit that discriminated groups are more likely to experience grievances and
therefore are more prone to conflict than excluded groups
that are not actively discriminated against. We further posit
that the effect of discrimination on conflict is moderated by
interactions with economic inequalities and the share of elites.
Using dyadic data for 155 ethnic groups in 28 Sub-Saharan
African countries, we find that among politically-excluded
groups it is indeed discriminated groups that are responsible
for most of the association between political exclusion and
conflict. Groups that face active, intentional, and targeted discrimination by the state are significantly more likely to be
involved in conflict than excluded groups who do not face
this explicit form of discrimination. Additionally, we find that
discriminated groups who also experience economic inequalities are less likely to engage in conflict, whilst an increased
presence of elites within discriminated groups can precipitate
the chances of conflict.
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In his seminal study, ‘Why Minorities Rebel’, Gurr (1993) posits that economic and political differences between groups can foster collective grievances, but that deeper grievances will only occur if the disadvantaged group
has been forcibly discriminated against. The latter point has often been
overlooked in empirical studies of political exclusion and conflict. Scholars
frequently note the importance of discrimination in fostering collective
grievances (Stewart 2008; Wucherpfennig et al. 2012). However, in their
empirical analysis, they do not distinguish discriminated groups from groups
that are excluded but not political discriminated against (i.e., Cederman,
Weidmann, and Gleditsch 2011; Deiwiks, Cederman, and Gleditsch 2012;
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Wimmer, Cederman, and Min 2009).1 In this way, studies examining the
relationship between political exclusion and conflict tend to rely more on
arguments about relative deprivation, than arguments about the repressive
and discriminatory policies of states.
In this article, we return to Gurr’s original grievance argument. Recent
scholarship has explained the likelihood of group conflict by looking at
political exclusion as the main explanatory variable (Buhaug, Cederman,
and Rød 2008; Cederman, Gleditsch, and Buhaug 2013; Cederman,
Wimmer, and Min 2010; Deiwiks, Cederman, and Gleditsch 2012). In contrast, we focus on discrimination by the state, arguing that exclusion alone
may not be enough to incite violence. In our analysis, we distinguish between
two types of politically-excluded groups: Discriminated excluded groups are
directly targeted by the state with discriminatory policies designed to exclude
them from political power. Non-discriminated excluded groups are also
politically excluded from state power, but do not face overt political discrimination by the state. The central hypothesis we test is that nondiscriminated excluded groups are less likely to engage in conflict with
groups in power than those that face overt political discrimination. Groups
that are politically excluded, but do not face overt discrimination by the state,
are likely to have fewer grievances against the state (Gurr 1993).
In addition to testing for differences between discriminated and nondiscriminated groups, we also examine the potential moderating effects of
educational and economic inequalities, population disparities, and the share
of ethnic elites. We predict that discriminated groups that are poorer or
smaller relative to the ethnic group in power are less likely to engage in
conflict. On the other hand, discriminated ethnic groups with less access to
education and a larger share of elites will be more likely to engage in conflict.
As Tilly (1978) makes clear, the presence of grievances alone does not
necessarily lead to conflict. Groups must not only be motivated to engage
in conflict, but also must have the opportunity to do so.
To test our hypotheses, we use dyadic data on socioeconomic inequalities
from the Ethnic Dyad Database (Alcorta, Smits, and Swedlund 2018), data on
political access from the Ethnic Power Relations dataset (Vogt et al. 2015),2
and data on ethnic conflict incidence from the Uppsala Conflict Data
Program 2018. Our dyadic database makes it possible to go beyond earlier
research on the relationship between distance to power and conflict. We not
only know which groups engaged in conflict as a result of political exclusion,
1

A notable exception is Buhaug, Cederman, and Gleditsch (2014), who compare the largest discriminated group
with the group in power. Two other studies (Cederman, Gleditsch, and Buhaug 2013, Cederman Wimmer, and
Min 2010) differentiate between these two categories in preliminary analyses, but not when testing their
hypotheses.
2
In the EPR dataset ‘non-discriminated‘ excluded groups are referred to as ‘powerless’ (Vogt et al. 2015). We opt to
use the term non-discriminated in order to make clear that active discrimination by the state is the key difference
between the two groups.
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but also between which groups these conflicts were fought. In total, our
dataset includes 9,783 dyad year observations, incorporating 155 ethnic
groups across 28 countries in sub-Saharan Africa.
Robust results from a multilevel regression model confirm our expectation
that groups who face discrimination by the state that is designed to exclude
them from political power are significantly more likely to be involved in
conflict than groups who are excluded from power, but do not face explicit
political discrimination. In addition, we find that several conditions moderate the relationship between political discrimination and conflict. In particular, discriminated groups who are poorer relative to the group(s) in power
are less likely to engage in conflict, whilst discriminated groups that have
a larger share of elites are more likely to be engaged in conflict.
This study contributes to the literature on political inequalities and ethnic
conflict by providing more nuance to our understanding of when politicallyexcluded groups are more likely to engage in conflict. First, we differentiate
between groups that face active and intentional discrimination by the state
and groups that are ‘merely’ politically excluded, finding that it is discrimination that is largely driving the established relationship between political
exclusion and conflict. Previous research has focused on political exclusion as
the main causal mechanism (Buhaug, Cederman, and Rod 2008; Cederman,
Gleditsch, and Buhaug 2013, Cederman, Wimmer, and Min 2010; Deiwiks,
Cederman, and Gleditsch 2012). In contrast, in this article, the causal
mechanism is political discrimination. Groups that are excluded but not
actively discriminated against are less likely to engage in conflict than groups
that are both excluded and discriminated against.
Second, by using a dyadic approach, we can measure not just distance to
power, but which combinations of groups are more likely to lead to conflict.
(Cederman, Gleditsch,and Buhaug 2013, Cederman, Wimmer, and Min 2010
importantly show that distance from power increases the likelihood that
a group will engage in conflict. However, their data did not allow them to
discern with which groups conflicts were fought, and empirically the state is
considered a unitary actor instead of one that is composed of multiple
power-sharing ethnic groups. In this article, we identify the ethnic identity
of all groups involved in a conflict. For each dyadic pair of ethnic groups, we
not only know both groups’ distance to power, but also numerous other
relevant characteristics that may affect the risk of conflict between the two
groups. This allows us to precisely identify the differences in conflict risk
between all combinations of ethnic groups. Third, we examine how the
relationship between political discrimination and conflict is influenced by
characteristics of the groups and the situation in which they are living, using
data at the ethnic-group and dyad level. In contrast to measuring how
conflict-prone a group is based on its distance to power, this approach
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provides direct insight into the effects of relative deprivation, as well as
further insights into when discrimination is likely to result in violence.
Political Inequality and Ethnic Conflict
There is a rich literature on the relationship between political inequalities and
ethnic conflict. Political power provides groups with a channel through
which to express their interests and address their grievances (Francois,
Rainer, and Tebbi 2015). If groups are politically represented at the state
level, they should be able to better exercise and defend their political rights,
as well as influence the distribution of public goods and services (Cederman,
Gleditsch, and Buhaug 2013). However, groups with political power may also
be inclined to redistribute state wealth in a manner that is more favorable to
their members (Burgesset al. 2015; Hodler and Raschky 2014). When some
groups are politically excluded or have no access to state power, this difference in status may be perceived as unfairness in the political system (Vogt
et al. 2015; Wimmer 2002). Systemic exclusion of groups from power likely
limits their ability to sustain or improve their rights and entitlements, as well
as the possibility to build political alliances. If exclusion occurs along ethnic
lines, excluded groups may also perceive this to be an infringement on their
right to self-determination (Horowitz 1985).
Given the relationship between political representation and access to goods
and services, it not surprising that distance to power is associated with higherlevels of conflict (Cederman, Gleditsch,and Buhaug 2013, Cederman,
Wimmer, and Min 2010; Wimmer, Cederman, and Min 2009). Underrepresentation in the police, military or government, or being blocked from
access to state institutions, is associated with feelings of a collective injustice,
increasing the likelihood of conflict (Stewart 2008; Wucherpfennig et al. 2012).
Political exclusion and the absence of conventional paths to power may leave
peripheral groups with little alternative than to challenge the ruling group(s)
through violence (Buhaug, Cederman, Rod 2008; Deiwiks, Cederman, and
Gleditsch 2012).
What, however, are the precise mechanisms linking political exclusion to
the increased risk of conflict? Thus far, scholars have largely explained the
association between political inequalities and ethnic conflict by suggesting
that political exclusion fosters grievances, which in turn motivate ethnic
groups to engage in conflict (i.e., Cederman, Gleditsch,and Buhaug 2013,
Cederman, Wimmer, and Min 2010; Deiwiks, Cederman, and Gleditsch
2012). However, some forms of political exclusion may produce more grievances than others. For example, groups that represent a small proportion of
the national population are often inherently marginalized in democratic
processes, but this marginalization may not be overt or explicit. Geographic
isolation or a nomadic lifestyle (i.e., the Himba in northern Namibia or the
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Tuareg across the Sahel) may also affect the ability, knowledge or desire of
groups to be involved with the running of the state. Even groups who are
socioeconomically relatively advantaged or represent a large share of the
population may be politically excluded, if society is ethnically divided and
the ruling party practices ethnic nepotism (Vanhanen 1999).
At the same time, although political exclusion may provide ethnic groups
with the motivation to engage in conflict, it may also inhibit the opportunities of
the disadvantaged group to form political alliances and to allocate state resources
toward its members, reducing the group’s capacity to engage successfully in
conflict (Esteban and Ray 2008; Tilly 1978). Research on the relationship
between conflict and socioeconomic inequality suggests that horizontal inequalities can both encourage and discourage conflict – in other words they might
generate motivations for conflict, but also limit the opportunities (Alcorta,
Smits, and Swedlund 2018; Bara 2014; Besançon 2005). Similarly, when it
comes to political inequalities, political exclusion may motivate groups to engage
in conflict, but decrease opportunities to engage in violence.
Discrimination Versus Political Exclusion

In this article, we distinguish between two types of ethnic groups facing
political exclusion by the state. Discriminated groups are directly targeted by
the state with discriminatory policies designed to exclude them from political
power. Non-discriminated groups are also excluded from state power, but do
not face overt political discrimination by the state. Both kinds of groups face
the opportunity constraint of having no political access, and therefore have
limited political resources to mobilize for conflict. However, in addition to
being excluded from political access, the discriminated groups are also subjected to repressive policies with the aim of depriving them of their political
rights (Koos 2014). Our hypothesis is that:
H1: The likelihood of conflict incidence is higher when excluded ethnic groups
face discrimination from ethnic groups in power.
According to Gurr (1993), group-level grievances are likely to be the strongest when groups face political discrimination, defined as active and intentional discriminatory state policies designed to exclude them from political
power (Vogt et al. 2015): i.e., black South Africans during the Apartheid
regime; Tutsis before and Hutus after the genocide in Rwanda; and the
Tuaregs in Mali and Niger. Political discrimination by the state is likely to
deteriorate the affected group’s relations with groups in power, as members
of the disadvantaged group may nurture grievances and attribute the discriminatory policies to those in power (Gurr 1993; Regan and Norton 2005).
According to Buhaug, Cederman, and Gleditsch (2014), the severity of this
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type of political exclusion might invoke an emotional response strong
enough for affected groups to overcome the resulting power differentials
(i.e., opportunity costs) and mobilize toward conflict.
That political repression is likely to induce strong grievances is well
acknowledged (Regan and Norton 2005; Walter 2006). Nonetheless, empirically, discriminated and non-discriminated groups are often lumped into one
category – even if the scholars distinguish between the two theoretically (i.e.,
Cederman, Weidmann,and Gleditsch et al. 2011; Deiwiks, Cederman, and
Gleditsch 2012; Wimmer, Cederman, and Min 2009). Notably, a few studies
(Cederman, Gleditsch,and Buhaug 2013, Cederman, Wimmer, and Min
2010) distinguish between six different kinds of groups in terms of distance
to power – including non-discriminated and discriminated excluded groups –
and find that more distance to power is associated with higher conflict risk.
However, these studies focus on political exclusion, rather than discrimination, as the main causal variable. In addition, because of data limitations, they
focus on ethnic conflict at the group level and solely against the state.
According to Gurr (1993), it is political repression – not political exclusion – that is likely to induce the strongest grievances. We therefore predicted that groups facing political discrimination will be more likely to
engage in conflict than groups that are political excluded, but not discriminated against. To give an example, in Ethiopia, both the Afar and the BeniShugal-Gumuz groups are politically excluded (Vogt et al. 2015). The Afar
have limited access to political resources and have been historically subjected
to discrimination by the state and by other groups (Yasin 2008). The BeniShugal-Gumuz are also excluded from political power, but they have not
recently suffered from overt political discrimination. Although both groups
are relatively similar in size, the Afar have been involved in more conflicts in
the last thirty years than the Beni-Shugal-Gumuz (Allansson, Melander, and
Themner 2017).

Moderators of the Effect of Political Discrimination

We expect that discriminated excluded groups are, on average, more likely to
engage in conflict than non-discriminated excluded groups. However, political discrimination is not the only conflict risk factor to consider. Socioeconomic inequalities, as well as the composition of the group, might also
alter a group’s motivations and opportunities to engage in conflict.
Accordingly, we test the moderation effect of four factors: differences in
wealth, education, and population size, and the average share of elites within
the group.
First, we predict that discriminated groups that are poorer relative to the
ethnic group in power will be less likely to engage in conflict:
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H2: Discriminated ethnic groups are less likely to engage in conflict, if they are
poorer than the ethnic group in power.
Earlier research found a positive relationship between economic inequality
and conflict (i.e., Cederman, Gleditsch, and Buhaug 2013, Cederman,
Weidmann, and Gleditsch 2011; Regan and Norton 2005). However, these
studies either measured economic inequalities and conflict on a national
level, or compared the wealth level of the group to the national average. In
practice, ethnic conflict occurs between two (or more) groups, and often at
a subnational level. Therefore, more recently, scholars have studied this
relationship dyadically, finding a negative relationship between economic
inequality and conflict (Alcorta, Smits, and Swedlund 2018; Huber and
Mayoral 2014). Although economically disadvantaged groups might have
strong motivations to engage in conflict, they face high opportunity costs.
Without sufficient organizational and material resources, aggrieved groups
will be unable to rebel against the state (Gurr 1993; Tilly 1978). Poorer
groups with less access to resources are less capable of financing conflict
(Cederman Wimmer, and Min 2010).
Intergroup disparities in wealth can also affect the groups’ calculation of
their own capabilities relative to other groups (Østby 2013). Discontent can
be expected to be stronger for groups approaching economic parity, but
suffering from political and educational inequalities (Besançon 2005). The
independence movement in Catalonia, for example, illustrates how wealthy
regions that have historically suffered from discriminatory policies may
have strong incentives to mobilize collectively (Keating 2009). There is
also some empirical evidence that politically-excluded groups who are
economically relatively advantaged or who reside in oil-rich regions are
more involved in conflict (Asalet al. 2016; Cederman, Gleditsch,and
Buhaug 2013).
Second, we predict that discriminated groups that are smaller relative to
the ethnic group in power will be less likely to engage in conflict:
H3: Discriminated ethnic groups are less likely to engage in conflict, if they are
smaller than the ethnic group in power.
Differences in population are natural to multi-ethnic societies and, on their
own, are not necessarily likely to be perceived as unjust. If an ethnic group
represents only a small portion of a country’s population, having no access to
political power could be considered a reflection of their relative size. In
contrast, ethnic groups that constitute a larger proportion of the national
population, but are excluded from the national political system, are more
likely to perceive themselves as being unfairly treated and will have a larger
potential resource pool from which to recruit (Cederman, Gleditsch, and
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Buhaug 2013, Cederman, Wimmer, and Min 2010). Groups who approach
demographic parity with each other and who perceive themselves to be under
threat, are found to be more likely involved in intergroup violence with each
other, because both groups are able to compete for dominance (Balcells,
Daniels, and Escribà-Folch. 2016):
Third, we predict that discriminated ethnic groups with lower levels of
education relative to the group in power are more likely to engage in conflict:
H4: Discriminated ethnic groups are more likely to engage in conflict, if they
are less educated than the ethnic group in power.
Education is a public good that most citizens in a country expect to have some
level of access to, regardless of their background. More education decreases the
chance of conflict by reducing grievances and stimulating economic development (Thyne 2006), increasing the cost of rebel recruitment (Collier and
Hoeffler 2004), reducing the size of the recruitment pool (Barakat and Urdal
2009), and increasing the opportunity costs of young people to join a rebellion
(Urdal 2006). However, when educational opportunities are distributed
unequally between groups, education can also be a source of conflict (de
Ferranti et al. 2004). Given the expectation of a fair provision of public services,
inequalities in education are often considered fundamentally unjust. Groups
that are educationally disadvantaged are found to have a higher tendency to
engage in conflict (Alcorta, Smits, and Swedlund 2018; Østby 2008). For this
reason, we predict that differences in education will strengthen the motivation of
the discriminated group to engage in violence, increasing the risk of conflict.
Fourth, we predict that discriminated groups that have a larger share of
elites are more likely to engage in conflict:
H5: Discriminated ethnic groups are more likely to engage in conflict, if the
average share of elites in their group is larger.
A key element of within-group inequalities is the influence and motivation of
elites (Besançon 2005; Fearon and Laitin 2000; Huber and Mayoral 2014;
Wilkinson 2004).3 If the share of the group’s elite is large, this may amplify the
group’s demands for an improved political/economic status and strengthen the
ability of its elite to mobilize the group toward collective action (Besançon 2005).
Particularly if groups are subjected to political discrimination, elites can play an
important role in the buildup to conflict.4 When socioeconomic inequalities
facilitate the mobilization of their constituencies, repression can lead ethnic elites
3

Daloz (2010) defines an elite as a selected and small group of citizens that controls a large amount of wealth and
power.
4
For this reason, Goldstoneet al. (2010) argue that models examining elite relationships will have greater predictive
power for conflict onset than those focused on economic resources.
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to take up arms in order to force the state to listen to their demands (Cederman,
Gleditsch, and Buhaug 2013; Lacina 2014). By blaming the plight of their ethnic
community on other groups or by depicting other groups as a threat to their
socioeconomic or political status, elites can mobilize their ethnic group toward
collective action. Due to the risk involved in violent action, the masses must have
reasons for following elites (Varshney 2003). This is easier to facilitate if the group
faces repressive policies by the state (Langer 2005). The Ivory Coast is a good
example of this – After the death of Houphouët-Boigny in 1993, the state imposed
policies favoring the ethnicity of the ruling elite and excluding northern groups
from the government and the military. This overt political discrimination,
together with the presence of socioeconomic horizontal inequalities and latent
ethnic tensions between the north and the south, encouraged northern elites from
different groups to unite in opposition to the state and ultimately led to a coup
d’état in 1999 (Langer 2005).
Research Design and Approach
Data Sources

To test our hypotheses, we use data from the Ethnic Dyad Database (Alcorta,
Smits, and Swedlund et al. 2018). The EDD contains annual data for 155 ethnic
groups living in 28 sub-Saharan Africa for the period 1990–2013 and is based
on datasets from 73 Demographic and Health Surveys (DHS), derived from the
Global Data Lab (www.globaldatalab.org). DHS are large, nationally representative household surveys that collect data on socioeconomic, demographic,
and health-related issues through oral interviews. Response rates are usually
very high (in most cases above 90%). Ethnic identity was measured by asking
respondents for their ethnic group or tribe. Respondents could select from
several predefined categories or specify their own, if they classify as another.
On the basis of the ethnic identity information, data from the surveys was
aggregated to the ethnic group level. When ethnic groups in the survey were
very small in size (less than 1% of the sample population), groups were
integrated into larger clusters from the same ethno-linguistic family. The
ethnic group cluster to which groups belonged to was identified with the
help of a variety of sources (Joshua Project 2016; Olson 1996; Simons and
Fennig 2017). Very small groups that could not be combined into larger
categories were left out of the analysis.
The aggregated information at the ethnic-group level from the different
surveys was combined into an ethnic-group panel dataset with annual observations from 1990 to 2013. Since the dataset was based on DHS data,
observations were only available for years in which DHS surveys were
conducted within the countries (for the complete list of included surveys
see Supplementary Table 1 in the online appendix). The values of the closest
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survey prior to the year of observation were utilized for years in which no
dataset was available. When the year of observation came before the earliest
available survey, the values of the earliest survey were extrapolated.
The socioeconomic data in the EDD was merged together with annual political
access data from the Ethnic Power Relations (EPR) dataset (Vogt et al. 2015). The
EPR dataset identifies politically-relevant groups and includes annual data on their
access to power on the national level by coding to what extent representatives of
ethnic groups held executive-level state power. The variable ranges on a scale from
overt political discrimination (1) to total control of the government (6). Within
each country, every dyadic combination of ethnic group was generated, for a total
of 9,783 ethnic dyad year observations. This approach allows the socioeconomic
and political features of ethnic groups within pairs to be compared. For the main
variables, both the average of the groups in the dyad and the difference between
the groups are included in the analysis.
Data on ethnic conflict incidence was derived from the Uppsala Conflict
Data Program (UCDP), of which we identified the ethnic conflicts within the
UCDP Dyadic Dataset (Allansson, Melander, and Themner 2017), the UCDP
Non-State Conflict Dataset (Sundberg, Eck, and Kreutz 2012) and the UCDP
One-Sided Violence Dataset (Eck and Hultman 2007). Conflict observations
were coded as ethnic if the actors are organized along ethnic lines. Similarly
to Buhaug, Cederman, and Rod et al. (2008), we do not claim that these
conflicts were specifically concerned with issues of ethnicity or national selfdetermination. The ethnic affiliation(s) of actors involved in each conflict
was coded based on the ethnicity of their leaders and the major ethnic groups
recruited in the army or represented by the actors. Each conflict observation
was matched to the dyad for the ethnic groups involved. In cases where more
than two ethnic groups were engaged in conflict, a conflict observation was
recorded in all of the corresponding dyads.
The UCDP datasets include information on conflicts with at least 25
deaths in that year. From the period 1990 to 2013, we identified 375
intrastate conflict incidence observations in sub-Saharan African countries.
These consist of conflicts between insurgents and the government, conflicts
between actors where the government is not involved, and violence perpetrated against civilians by insurgents or the government. We focus on the
period between 1990 and 2013 because of the availability of reliable grouplevel data. Furthermore, by opting to leave out conflicts that occurred before
1990, we exclude conflicts associated with the Cold War.
Research Design

To test our hypotheses, multilevel logistic regression analysis was performed
with ethnic conflict incidence as the dependent variable. To control for
clustering of the dyads within countries and for the repeated measurement
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Table 1. Descriptive statistics summary table.
Variables
Conflict
Political configurations of dyads
Excluded/in power
Discriminated/in power
Not discriminated/in power
Both excluded
Both discriminated
Both not discriminated
Discriminated/not discriminated
Both in power
Control factors
Education inequality
Average education
Wealth inequality
Average wealth
Population inequality (%)
Average population (%)
Elite share inequality (%)
Average elite share (%)
Difference in urbanization (%)
Average urbanization (%)
Conflict occurred 1 year prior (%)
Conflict occurred 2 years prior (%)
Conflict occurred 3 years prior (%)
Conflict occurred 4 years prior (%)
Rule of law (WGI)

Mean/Odds
0.04

Std. Deviation
0.19

Min
0

0.23
0.08
0.15
0.07
0.01
0.03
0.02
0.70

0.42
0.27
0.36
0.25
0.11
0.18
0.15
0.46

0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0

1.64
5.00
8.81
25.38
10.46
10.49
5.14
9.60
16.94
34.09
0.04
0.02
0.01
0.01
−0.64

1.69
2.56
10.54
13.56
11.92
7.62
6.80
7.50
15.60
16.44
0.19
0.13
0.11
0.10
0.54

0
0.50
0
2.15
0.01
1.00*
0
0
0
3.20
0
0
0
0
−2.13

Max
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
8.90
11.90
72.90
93.40
86.47
43.87
64.70
52.35
88.70
93.15
1
1
1
1
0.35

*Minimum cutoff value is set at 1%.

of dyads over time, multilevel versions of the logistic regression model were
used. The models were estimated with Stata Xtmelogit.
Ethnic conflict incidence was measured by a dummy variable indicating
whether (1) or not (0) a violent conflict occurred within a specific dyad in
a given year.5 Ethnic groups were recorded as participants in conflicts, when
they were prevalent in the UCDP conflict description. Conflict observations
were linked to the dyad of the ethnic groups involved in the fighting. Cases
with the involvement of foreign groups or intra-ethnic conflicts (both groups
from the same cluster) were excluded from the analysis. Of the 28 countries
in this research, only five did not contain cases of intrastate ethnic conflict:
Benin, Gabon, Malawi, Namibia, and Zambia.
The variable political inequality derived from the Ethnic Power Relations
(EPR) dataset measures the level of access to state power of an ethnic group
through their political representation at the central regime level. It has three
main categories: ‘excluded from power’, ‘power-sharing’, or ‘dominant’. The
5

We use the term conflict incidence rather than onset, because we observe the chance that a conflict takes place for
every year of its duration, rather than only the first year. Studies have shown that this different interpretation does not
have a major effect on findings (Esteban, Mayoral, and Ray 2012). As a robustness test, we have repeated the analysis
in Model 3 in Table 1 with only the first year of each conflict included and the repeated conflict observations removed.
Supplementary Table 2 (available in the online appendix) shows that some coefficients lose significance, as there are
fewer conflict observations. However, the main effect of the political discrimination variable remains intact.
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excluded from power category consists of two kinds of groups, those that are
only excluded from power and those that besides being excluded from power
are also politically discriminated, with discriminated meaning intentionally
and directly targeted by the state through repressive policies. The focus of our
analysis is on the difference between these two excluded groups, which we refer
to as discriminated and non-discriminated, in regards to risk of conflict with
groups in power. To create the category ‘in power’, we combined the categories
of power-sharing and dominant groups. Theoretically, this makes sense, as our
interest is in how political discrimination by the state – represented by either
a coalition or a single group – affects the propensity for conflict.
As socioeconomic factors at the ethnic-dyad level, we include within dyad
differences in characteristics of the groups and the average values of those
characteristics for the dyad. The characteristics are: economic wealth, group
size, education level, and elite share. Because the average values are included,
the differences indicate the inequalities specifically in the characteristics
within the dyad (compare Alcorta, Smits, and Swedlund 2018). To measure
the economic wealth level of the groups, the average score on the
International Wealth Index (IWI) of households belonging to the groups is
taken. IWI measures economic welfare and access to resources according to
a weighted combination of the household’s possession of consumer durables,
housing characteristics, and access to public utilities (Smits and Steendijk
2015). IWI ranges from 0 to 100, where 0 represents households without
assets and with public/housing utilities of the poorest quality, and 100
represents households with all assets recorded in the survey and with public/housing utilities of the highest quality. The size of an ethnic group is
determined by calculating the share of people in the group relative to the
total population of the country. The education level of a group is represented
by the average number of years of schooling received by respondents in the
group that are within the 20–49 age category. The share of the group’s elites
was measured by the group’s share of employed men aged 20–49 with higher
occupations, such as technical, professional, and managerial positions. The
degree of remoteness of the region where the group is concentrated is
measured through the proportion of its members living in urbanized versus
rural areas. The difference in this variable between two groups is expected to
reflect the level of exposure between them.
Rule of law at the national level is included as control factor. This variable
indicates to what extent people confide in and abide by the rules of society in
which they live. In particular, it reflects their views on the police, the courts,
the quality of property rights, and contract enforcement, as well as on the
likelihood of crime and violence occurring. The variable is derived from the
World Governance Indicators (WGIs) and uses a scale that runs from −2.5 to
2.5 (Kaufmann, Kraay, and Mastruzzi 2011). WGIs are only recorded from
1996 until 2002 on a bi-annual basis and since then yearly. Values for the
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period 1990–1995 are linearly extrapolated from 1996. Values for the missing
years after 1996 are linearly interpolated from the bi-annual observations.
To control for earlier conflicts within the dyad, four dummy variables are
used to indicate whether (1) or not (0) there was a conflict in the four years
preceding the year of measurement. By controlling for prior conflict, we
separate the indicators leading to conflict incidence from circumstances that
may arise during an existing conflict. We include four of these dummies, as
the dummy for conflict five years preceding the focus year was found to be
insignificant. We also include a dummy indicating the observations for which
the data is extrapolated from surveys taken later than the observation year.
Allison’s (2001) dummy variable adjustment procedure is used to address any
values that were missing for education levels and share of elites. We tested for
the possibility of nonlinear relationships by including quadratic terms for all
interval-level variables in the models, but no indication of nonlinearity was
found. We also tested for multicollinearity by computing the Variance
Inflation Factor (VIF) statistic for all independent variables. The highest
VIF value was 4.5, which is substantially below the critical threshold of 10,
indicating that there is no multicollinearity in the data.
Modeling Strategy

We first estimate multilevel models for each independent and control variable to examine their bivariate relationship with ethnic conflict. In the
bivariate analysis of the control variables, the difference and the mean
variables are both incorporated within the model, as the two components
are strongly linked with each other. We also include the controls for prior
conflict.
Our multivariate analysis consists of four major steps. We first apply
a simple division between groups that are excluded from power and groups
that are in power (Model 1). This allows us to distinguish the effects for three
categories of dyads: (1) excluded/in-power, (2) excluded/excluded, and (3)
in-power/in-power. For each of these categories, a dummy variable was
prepared. The aim of this step is to analyze in more detail the finding that
excluded ethnic groups have a higher chance of conflict (Cederman,
Gleditsch, and Buhaug 2013, Cederman, Wimmer, and Min 2010). In this
analysis, the category excluded/in-power is taken as the reference category.
In the second step, we split the excluded group into discriminated and
non-discriminated groups (Model 2). The result is six categories of dyads:
(1) discriminated/in-power, (2) non-discriminated/in-power, (3) discriminated/discriminated, (4) non-discriminated/non-discriminated, (5) discriminated/non-discriminated, and (6) in-power/in-power. Again, for each of the
categories a dummy variable was prepared. Taking the discriminated
excluded groups as reference category, we then tested whether splitting up
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the excluded group into discriminated and non-discriminated leads to
a better explanation of the variation in conflict incidence.
Given that this indeed turns out to be the case, in the third step (Model 3),
we simplify the model by replacing the six-category variable used in step two
with a two-category dummy variable that compares the combination discriminated/in-power with all other dyadic combinations taken together. As the
omnibus test indicates that this model has essentially the same fit as Model 2,
Model 3 is then taken as starting point for our interaction analysis. In Model
4, we analyze whether the heightened conflict risk of the discriminated/inpower combination is moderated by the characteristics of groups and the
circumstances under which they live. For consistency, centered versions of
the variables that make up the interaction coefficients are used throughout all
models.
Findings and Results
Table 1 provides a summary of the descriptive statistics. In our dataset, ethnic
conflict occurs within 3.8% of the country-year observations. Dyads pairing
excluded groups with groups in power account for 23.2% of the observations.
Disaggregating this category, dyads pairing discriminated groups with groups
in power represent 8.1% of the observations, whilst dyads pairing nondiscriminated groups versus groups in power correspond to 15.2% of the
total observations. On average, ethnic groups have 5 years of schooling,
while educational inequalities within dyads average 1.6 years. Across the
sample, the mean wealth level is 25.4 on the IWI scale, which ranges from 0
to 100. The difference in wealth between groups is, on average, 8.8 points on
the same scale. On average, 9.6% of a group’s population belongs to its elite,
and the difference in the proportion of elite within the dyads is 5.1%. Both
average group size and population differences within the dyads average 10.5%
of the total population. On average, 34.1% of the group’s populations live in
urban areas and the differences in urbanization within the dyads average
16.9%. National values for the rule of law average −0.6 and range from −2.1
to 0.3.
Coefficients for the bivariate relationships are presented in Table 2, and
coefficients for the multivariate relationships in Table 3. The coefficients are
displayed as odds ratios, because these are easier to interpret than logit coefficients. The number of dyad observations included in the analysis is 9,783 and
the number of conflict-year observations is 375. In Tables 2 and 3, the separate
levels of political access are represented by dummy variables for the group
combinations. In accordance with the political exclusion literature, the bivariate
coefficient for dyads pairing excluded and in power groups shows a strongly
significant and positive correlation to conflict, indicating that this dyadic combination is 2.3 times more likely than other combinations to result in ethnic
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Table 2. Multilevel logistic regression coefficients for bivariate
associations between selected independent variables and ethnic
conflict incidence in sub-Saharan African countries 1990–2013.
Variables
Political configurations of dyads
Excluded/in power
Discriminated/in power
Not discriminated/in power
Both excluded
Both discriminated
Both not discriminated
Discriminated/not discriminated
Both in power
Control factors
Education inequality
Average education
Wealth inequality
Average wealth
Population inequality
Average population
Elite share inequality
Average elite share
Urbanization inequality
Average urbanization
Rule of law
Conflict occurred 1 year prior
Conflict occurred 2 years prior
Conflict occurred 3 years prior
Conflict occurred 4 years prior
Observations
Conflict-year combinations

Bivariate Coefficients
2.30*** (0.41)
3.50*** (0.82)
1.10 (0.23)
0.73 (0.20)
1.07 (0.53)
0.79 (0.33)
0.57 (0.25)
0.45*** (0.09)
1.17* (0.07)
0.83* (0.06)
0.99 (0.01)
0.98 (0.01)
0.99 (0.01)
1.03 (0.02)
0.99 (0.02)
1.02 (0.02)
0.99 (0.01)
1.00 (0.01)
0.14*** (0.05)
28.01*** (6.35)
6.49*** (1.83)
4.37*** (1.42)
3.20** (1.19)
9,783
375

Coefficients are the log odds for the variables in the models and
estimates for random-effects parameters, with standard errors in
parentheses. *p < .05; **p ≤ .01; ***p ≤ .001. Models were estimated for each variable separately, whereby both components of
the socioeconomic control variables (inequality and mean) were
estimated simultaneously.

conflict. In the bivariate analysis with the subcategories of excluded groups split
up, however, the coefficients demonstrate that most of the weight of the impact
of political exclusion on conflict risk is carried by the strong effect of dyads with
discriminated and in-power groups (3.5 times more conflict-prone than other
dyads). Dyads combining non-discriminated excluded groups and groups in
power are not significantly more associated with conflict than the other combinations. Of the control factors that are significant, educational inequalities and
occurrence of prior conflict are positively associated with conflict, whereas
average education and rule of law show negative associations.
Model 1 in Table 3 compares different combinations of the political
inequality variable within the dyads based on a simple division between
groups that are in power and groups that are excluded from power. We see
that, compared to the excluded/in-power combination (the reference category), the two other combinations have lower odds of engaging in conflict,

16

L. ALCORTA ET AL.

Table 3. Multilevel logistic regression coefficients for multivariate associations between selected
independent variables and ethnic conflict incidence in sub-Saharan African countries, 1990–2013.
Variables
Constant
Political configurations of dyads
Excluded/in power
Discriminated/in power
Not discriminated/in power
Both excluded
Both discriminated
Both not discriminated
Discriminated/not discriminated
Both in power
Control factors
Education inequality
Average education
Wealth inequality
Average wealth
Population inequality
Average population
Elite share inequality
Average elite share
Urbanization inequality
Average urbanization
Conflict occurred 1 year prior
Conflict occurred 2 years prior
Conflict occurred 3 years prior
Conflict occurred 4 years prior
Rule of law
Interactions
Education inequality * discriminated/in
power
Wealth inequality * discriminated/in
power
Population inequality * discriminated/
in power
Average elite share * discriminated/in
power
Random-intercept parameters
Country level
Ethnic dyad level
Omnibus test Chi2 (DF)
Observations
Conflict-year combinations

1
0.00*** (0.00)

2
0.00*** (0.00)

3
0.00*** (0.00)

4
0.00*** (0.00)

Reference
0.40** (0.12)

3.22*** (0.83)
Reference

3.13*** (0.86)
Reference

0.45*** (0.09)

0.55 (0.32)
0.31* (0.15)
0.23** (0.12)
0.27*** (0.07)

Reference
Reference
Reference
Reference

Reference
Reference
Reference
Reference

1.36*** (0.13)
0.83 (0.09)
0.96 (0.02)
0.99 (0.02)
0.99 (0.01)
1.06* (0.03)
0.96 (0.03)
1.07** (0.02)
1.00 (0.01)
1.01 (0.01)
14.53*** (3.46)
3.94*** (1.15)
2.88** (0.98)
2.30* (0.88)
0.16*** (0.06)

1.37*** (0.13) 1.36** (0.13)
1.30** (0.12)
0.83 (0.09)
0.83 (0.09)
0.85 (0.10)
0.96 (0.02)
0.96 (0.02)
0.98 (0.02)
1.00 (0.02)
1.00 (0.02)
1.00 (0.02)
0.99 (0.02)
0.99 (0.02)
0.99 (0.02)
1.06* (0.03)
1.06* (0.03)
1.06* (0.03)
0.95 (0.03)
0.96 (0.03)
0.95 (0.03)
1.08*** (0.02) 1.07** (0.02)
1.06* (0.02)
1.00 (0.01)
1.00 (0.01)
1.00 (0.01)
1.01 (0.01)
1.01 (0.01)
1.01 (0.01)
13.36*** (3.18) 13.15*** (3.13) 12.31*** (2.86)
3.65*** (1.07) 3.62*** (1.05) 3.47*** (1.00)
2.72** (0.93)
2.67** (0.91)
2.53** (0.86)
2.24* (0.86)
2.22* (0.85)
2.11* (0.81)
0.18*** (0.07) 0.17*** (0.07) 0.14*** (0.06)

Reference

0.56 (0.17)

0.89 (0.13)
0.93* (0.03)
0.99 (0.01)
1.10** (0.04)

1.51*** (0.36)
1.18*** (0.20)
78.82 (20)
9,783
375

1.43*** (0.36)
1.26*** (0.21)
74.07 (23)
9,783
375

1.45*** (0.36)
1.26*** (0.21)
74.05 (19)
9,783
375

1.38*** (0.36)
1.27*** (0.20)
76.24 (23)
9,783
375

Coefficients are the log odds for the variables in the models and estimates for random-effects parameters,
with standard errors in parentheses. *p < .05; **p ≤ .01; ***p ≤ .001.

but that the difference is only statistically significant for the combination in
which both groups are in power. Dyads with groups who are both in power
are 55% less likely to engage in conflict than dyads where one group is in
power and the other is excluded from power.
In Model 2, we test whether splitting up the excluded groups into discriminated and non-discriminated leads to a better explanation of the variation in conflict incidence. This indeed turns out to be the case. We observe
that, in comparison with the combination of discriminated excluded groups
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versus groups in power (the reference category), all other dyadic combinations of ethnic groups have lower conflict risk. For all but one combination
(two discriminated groups), the coefficients are significant and substantial.
Most notably, dyads of non-discriminated excluded groups versus in power
groups are 60% less conflict prone than dyads of discriminated and in-power
groups. Hence, in accordance with Hypothesis 1, it appears that it is the
discriminated groups that are driving the relationship between political
exclusion and conflict.
In Model 3, we simplify the model and isolate the effect of the discriminated/in-power combination on conflict. Given that Model 3 has a Chi2 value
that is hardly different from that of Model 2 but uses four degrees of freedom
less, Model 3 seems preferable over Model 2. In Model 3, the coefficient of
the dummy variable for the combination discriminated/in-power is highly
significant and has a 3.22 times higher odds of conflict than all other possible
dyads combined.
To find out whether the heightened risk of conflict between discriminated
groups and groups in power is related to group characteristics or circumstances, we then performed an interaction analysis with educational, economic and population inequalities, as well as the average share of elites. In
Model 4 these interaction coefficients are jointly included. The interaction
effects with wealth inequalities between the groups and with the combined
elite share of the groups were found to be significant. The interaction
coefficient for wealth inequalities indicates that – in line with hypothesis
3 – the risk of conflict between discriminated excluded groups and groups in
power is significantly reduced, if wealth inequalities between the groups are
higher. In line with hypothesis 5, the interaction coefficient for average elite
share shows that conflict risk for the discriminated/in-power combination
increases significantly when the average share of elites in the dyad is larger.
In Figure 1 both interaction effects are depicted graphically. For reasons of
comparability and clarity, the coefficients are based on standardized versions
of the variables and logit (logarithmic) coefficients are used. The figure shows
that the effect of wealth inequalities on conflict risk is initially positive for
small differences, but decreases substantially as wealth inequalities increase.
Regarding average elite share within the dyads, conflict risk is negligible
when elite share is at its minimum, and increases to some extent when the
share of elites becomes larger. The other interaction coefficients are not
significant, hence no evidence is found that differences population size
(hypothesis 3) or in access to education (hypothesis 4) moderate the heightened conflict risk of the discriminated/in-power combination.
Regarding the effects of the control factors in our models, Table 3 shows
that educational inequalities between groups, average group size, and average
elite share of groups are significantly and positively associated to conflict,
whilst the effects of rule of law is significantly negative. The controls for
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Figure 1. Interaction effects of wealth inequality and average elite share on the risk of conflict
between discriminated and in-power groups (based on standardized logit coefficients).

conflict in preceding years are all significant, stressing the importance of
prior conflict as a determinant of current conflict. No significant effects of
average education, wealth, and urbanization, nor of wealth, population, elite
share, and urbanization inequality are found.

Discussion
In this paper, we sought to determine whether political exclusion due to
discriminatory policies by the state provides a stronger incentive to engage in
conflict than political exclusion alone. To accomplish this, we differentiated
between politically-excluded ethnic groups that were overtly politically discriminated against by the state and those that were ‘merely’ excluded. We
conducted dyadic analyses, comparing combinations of discriminated and
non-discriminated excluded groups with groups in power to determine the
likelihood of them being involved in conflict.
Our findings go beyond previous research by showing that it is not just
that politically-excluded groups are more often associated with conflict than
non-excluded groups (Cederman, Gleditsch, and Buhaug 2013, Cederman,
Wimmer, and Min 2010), but that it is the specific combination of an
excluded group with a group in power that has the highest risk of conflict.
Moreover, when we subdivided excluded groups into groups that are politically discriminated and groups that are not politically discriminated, it
becomes apparent that it is the discriminated groups that predominantly
drive this effect. Dyads combining groups in power with excluded groups
suffering from discrimination by the state were significantly more prone to
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ethnic conflict than dyads combining groups in power with excluded groups
that were not discriminated.
This finding supports the argument that discrimination by the state is
a critical factor driving politically-excluded ethnic groups toward conflict
(Gurr 1993; Walter 2006). When exclusion is a result of politically discriminatory or repressive policies, group grievances may be severe enough to outweigh limited opportunities and spur the group on toward conflict (Brockett
2005).
We also find that economic inequalities and the average share of elites
within the groups have significant moderating effects on the likelihood of
discriminated groups engaging in conflict. The risk of conflict between
discriminated groups and groups in power decreases as wealth inequalities
between the groups become larger. On the other hand, this risk increases if
the share of elite positions occupied by members of both groups is larger.
The direction of the first interaction suggests that some inequalities between
the groups may offset the effect of discrimination on conflict risk.
Discriminated groups subjected to economic constraints relative to groups
in power may not have the financial resources or organizational capacity to
mount a rebellion against those in power (Tilly 1978). Economic inequalities,
therefore, reinforce coercive control of groups in power over discriminated
groups (Gurr 1993).
The positive association between elite size and conflict outbreak highlights
the pivotal role of ethnic entrepreneurs in a volatile political environment. In
their jostle for dominance, elites seeking to advance their own interests can
become an aggravating factor in the buildup to ethnic conflict. They might
exploit their influence in their community through indoctrination or by
providing financial incentives (Varshney 2003). This role may be more
critical when groups are discriminated against, as a stronger resentment
toward the state makes it more feasible for elites to blame groups in power
for the predicament of their community.
There are a couple of limitations to the study that should be considered
when reflecting upon our findings. First, the dyadic approach means we
cannot isolate the group within the dyad that initiated the fighting. Hence,
we can observe the presence and size of inequalities, but it is not possible to
draw conclusions regarding which of the groups is responsible for the
conflict outbreak (Neumayer and Plümper. 2010). Second, the dyadic analysis lacks the possibility to include intragroup (vertical) inequalities, which are
important, as they may influence the cohesiveness of the groups or their
ability to sustain a conflict (Huber and Mayoral 2014; Kuhn and Weidmann
2015). Third, the data does not capture all the potential ethnic group conflicts
during the period examined. In order to be able to run our analyses, sometimes ethnic groups had to be combined into larger ethnic clusters, because
smaller ethnic groups were not consistent represented in the data across
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survey years (Nigeria for example has 400 ethnic groups). This means that we
could not include conflicts between groups belonging to the same larger
ethnic cluster. However, given the large number of ethnic groups distinguished in our database, the vast majority of ethnic conflicts in the study
period (88%) were included and information loss is relatively small.

Conclusion
In this study, we reexamined the relationship between political exclusion and
conflict by differentiating between groups who face active discriminatory policies
by the state from groups that are politically excluded, but do not face political
discrimination. We also explored how group characteristics and their environment influence the relationship between political discrimination and conflict. To
make this possible, we drew on an Ethnic Dyad Database (EDD), containing 9,783
dyad year observations for 155 ethnic groups in 28 sub-Saharan African countries.
We find that the effect of political exclusion alone is not a sufficient
predictor of conflict outbreak. Conflict turned out to be most closely linked
to dyads with discriminated groups and groups in power. That is, it is
discrimination that seems to be driving the established relationship between
political exclusion and violence. Furthermore, interaction analysis revealed
that discriminated groups were less inclined to engage in conflict with groups
in power when there were larger economic differences between them. At the
same time, conflicts between these kinds of groups turned out to be more
frequent when the combined share of elites within the groups was larger.
Political inequalities represent a complex combination of incentives and opportunities that, to a certain extent, can counterbalance each other. We postulate that
the motivation for conflict generated by discriminatory policies against politicallyexcluded groups may outweigh the limited opportunities these groups have to
engage in conflict. Incentives for using violence can be further inflamed by elites
who wield influence over other members of their group and may collectively
mobilize them in pursuit of their own interests. However, these incentives are
unlikely to be enough to lead ethnic groups into conflict, if they face additional
economic constraints relative to the group in power.
The findings of this study may offer useful insights for policymakers. The
decline of ethnic conflict has been explained by the recent trend of ethnic groups
achieving better political access (Cederman, Gleditsch, and Wucherpfennig
2017). Although this is a positive development, our research suggests that
policies aimed specifically at conflict prevention might be more effective if
they focus on reducing discriminatory state practices and curbing the role of
ethnic elites. Our results indicate that it is not political exclusion that drives
violence, but rather active political discrimination.
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