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Abstract Political decentralization is widely believed to reduce ethnic conflict
and secessionism in the world today+ Yet decentralization is more successful in reduc-
ing conflict and secessionism in some countries than in others+ In this article, I explore
why this difference occurs+ I demonstrate using a statistical analysis of thirty democ-
racies from 1985 to 2000 that decentralization may decrease ethnic conflict and seces-
sionism directly by bringing the government closer to the people and increasing
opportunities to participate in government, but that decentralization increases ethnic
conflict and secessionism indirectly by encouraging the growth of regional parties+
Regional parties increase ethnic conflict and secessionism by reinforcing ethnic and
regional identities, producing legislation that favors certain groups over others, and
mobilizing groups to engage in ethnic conflict and secessionism+

Ethnic conflict and secessionism pose a major threat to peace and stability in the
twenty-first century+ Together they are responsible for the death of millions of peo-
ple around the globe, as well as the rape, torture, and impoverishment of millions
of others+An estimated fifty-eight ethnic conflicts have occurred in the world from
1945 to 2000,1 while an estimated fifty ethnic groups have engaged in armed con-
flicts for autonomy or independence since the 1950s+2 No region of the world is
immune to these conflicts+ Developing countries, such as Nigeria, Sri Lanka, and
Indonesia, have all experienced ethnic conflict and secessionism, as have well-
developed countries, such as Spain, Switzerland, and the United Kingdom+

Political decentralization is commonly believed, however, to reduce ethnic con-
flict and secessionism in the world today+ Conventionally, decentralization is thought
to reduce ethnic conflict and secessionism in democracies by bringing the govern-

Earlier versions of this article were presented at Harvard University and the Center for the Study of
Democratic Politics at Princeton University+ The author would like to thank Sandra Alfonso-Leon,
James Alt, Micah Altman, Barry Friedman, Shigeo Hirano, Simon Hug, Gary King, Rose Rozaghian,
Tulia Falleti, and two anonymous reviewers for their very helpful comments+
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ment closer to the people, increasing opportunities to participate in government,
and giving groups control over their political, social, and economic affairs+3 In
practice, however, decentralization has been more successful in reducing ethnic
conflict and secessionism in some countries than in others+ Political decentraliza-
tion has been successful in curbing ethnic conflict and secessionism in Belgium,
India, and Spain, for example, but has been much less successful in curbing ethnic
conflict and secessionism in Nigeria, Indonesia, and the former Yugoslavia+

The goal of this article is to explain why political decentralization is more suc-
cessful in reducing ethnic conflict and secessionism in some democracies than in
others+ This study focuses on democracies because decentralization is only genu-
ine in democracies+ Although some nondemocracies, such as Ethiopia, Serbia, and
Montenegro, and the United Arab Emigrates, assign decision-making powers to
regional legislatures in principle, in practice these nondemocracies infringe on the
jurisdiction of these legislatures, flout the legislation they produce, and install
regional politicians that do not challenge the national government’s authority+4

A growing number of scholars suggest, however, that political decentralization
does not reduce ethnic conflict and secessionism, rather, it intensifies it by reinforc-
ing regionally based ethnic identities,5 producing legislation that discriminates
against certain ethnic or religious groups in a country,6 and supplying groups at
the regional level of government with the resources to engage in ethnic conflict
and secessionism+7 These works identify important ways in which decentraliza-
tion may increase ethnic conflict and secessionism+ These scholars cannot explain,
however, why decentralization is more successful in reducing ethnic conflict and
secessionism in some countries than in others, because their works imply that all
decentralized systems of government always increase ethnic conflict and seces-
sionism+ My study builds on the work of these scholars by identifying the condi-
tions under which decentralization generates ethnic conflict and demands for
independence in the ways these scholars describe+ In this article I demonstrate
that the strength of regional parties is the key factor determining the ability
of decentralization to reduce ethnic conflict and secessionism+ Decentralization
increases the strength of regional parties in countries through the opportunities it
provides regional parties to win elections in regional legislatures and influence
policy+8 However, decentralization does so to varying degrees, depending on its
features; this explains why decentralization does not reduce ethnic conflict and
secessionism equally in all countries+

3+ See Ornstein and Coursen 1992; Kaufman 1996; Lijphart 1977 and 1996; Lustik, Miodownik,
and Eidelson 2004; Tsebelis 1990; Horowitz 1991; Gurr 2000; and Stepan 1999+

4+ I consider countries democracies if they score a 5 or higher on the Polity IV ~0–10! index of
democracy+

5+ See Hardgrave 1994; Kymlicka 1998; and Dikshit 1975+
6+ See Horowitz 1991; Lijphart, Rogowski, and Weaver 1993; Nordlinger 1972; and Suberu 1994+
7+ See Bunce 1999; Kymlicka 1998; Leff 1999; Snyder 2000; and Roeder 1991+
8+ See Chhibber and Kollman 1998 and 2002; and Brancati forthcoming+
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Regional parties, in turn, increase ethnic conflict and secessionism by reinforc-
ing regionally based ethnic identities, producing legislation that favors certain
groups over others, and mobilizing groups to engage in ethnic conflict and seces-
sionism or by supporting terrorist organizations that participate in these activities+
Several scholars have noted how particular regional parties may produce these
effects+9 But only a few scholars have made claims about regional parties more
generally and only in terms of their effect on ethnic identities+10 None of these
scholars, moreover, have recognized the link between decentralization and regional
parties+

The methodological approach of this article advances previous studies of decen-
tralization and regional parties+ Most studies of decentralization explore the effect
of decentralization on ethnic conflict and secessionism using either illustrations of
different countries to demonstrate their arguments or qualitative case study analy-
sis+11 While useful for generating interesting ideas about decentralization, these
illustrations and case studies do not provide strong evidence of their claims+ Most
of the case studies are also selected on the dependent variable+ That is, the major-
ity of studies claiming that decentralization decreases ethnic conflict and seces-
sionism are based on successful examples of decentralization,12 while the majority
of studies claiming that decentralization increases ethnic conflict and secession-
ism are based on failed examples of decentralization in East Central Europe+13

Most analysis of regional parties are similarly limited because they are based
on either certain regional parties, such as the Scottish National Party in the United
Kingdom or the Northern League in Italy,14 or on certain regions of countries,
such as the Basque Country and Catalonia in Spain or the Northeast region in
India+15 Some studies even focus on particular regional party leaders, such as
Umberto Bossi of the Northern League16 or Slobodan Miloševic of the Socialist
Party of Serbia+17 As a result, these works only draw conclusions about particular
regional parties and their leaders, and not regional parties more generally+

In this analysis I try to theorize more generally about the effects of decentral-
ization and regional parties on ethnic conflict and secessionism and to rigorously
test these claims through a large-N statistical analysis of thirty countries around
the world from 1985 to 2000+ This analysis is based on an original data set of
constituency-level election results, which allows me to measure the strength of

9+ See Banerjee 1984; Bhatnagar and Kumar 1998; Gassah 1992; and Kumar 1986+
10+ See de Winter and Türsan 1998; and Keating 1998+
11+ See Horowitz 1991; Kymlicka 1998; Nordlinger 1972; Ornstein and Coursen 1992; Snyder 2000;

Brubaker 1996; Bunce 1999; Leff 1999; and Roeder 1991+
12+ See Lijphart 1981 and 1996+
13+ See Bunce 1999; Leff 1999; and Roeder 1991+
14+ See Newell 1998; Christiansen 1998; Tarchi 1998; and Marcet and Argelaguet 1998+
15+ See Alkartasuna 1998; Llera 1993; Marcet and Argelaguet 1998; Banerjee 1984; Bhatnagar and

Kumar 1998; Gassah 1992; and Kumar 1986+
16+ Rocca 1999+
17+ See Blumi 2001; and Malcolm 1994+
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regional parties in countries, as well as the Minorities at Risk (MAR) project,18

which measures the intensity of ethnic conflict and secessionism in countries+ The
former data set makes an analysis of regional parties possible because, unlike most
election data sets, it provides data on the areas of countries in which parties win
votes rather than the overall number of votes and seats parties win in countries+
The results of the statistical analysis confirm my argument that political decentral-
ization decreases ethnic conflict and secessionism in countries and that regional
parties increase ethnic conflict and secessionism, while controlling for different
aspects of countries’ political and electoral systems+

Definitions

Ethnic conflict refers to a very specific phenomenon+ Ethnic conflict encompasses
all forms of small- and large-scale acts of violence between and among different
ethnic groups+19 An ethnic group is a group of people that belong to a certain
ascriptive category, such as race, ethnicity, language, tribe, religion, and so forth+
Secessionism is distinct from ethnic conflict+ It refers to the desire of groups for
an independent state+20 Secessionism is usually associated with violence and often
accompanied by ethnic conflict, but it is not necessarily associated with either vio-
lence or ethnic conflict+

Political decentralization is a system of government in which there is a vertical
division of power among multiple levels of government that have independent
decision-making power over at least one issue area+21 In most cases, decentralized
systems of government have three different levels of government—a national level,
a regional level, and a local level+ Independent decision-making power refers to
the fact that these different levels of government can legislate on certain matters+
A country where the subnational level of government administers decisions made
at a higher level of government is not decentralized, even though subnational leg-
islatures are elected in these countries+ Usually the national level of government
legislates on issues that affect a country as a whole or issues that subunits of a
state cannot provide for individually, such as defense, foreign affairs, currency,
and immigration+ The issues subnational governments have control over vary widely

18+ CIDCM 2002+
19+ Horowitz 1985+ Some definitions of ethnic conflict argue that ethnicity must also play a causal

role in the conflict—something difficult to determine in practice+ See Sambanis 2001; and Lake and
Rothchild 1996+

20+ Hechter 1992+
21+ See Riker 1964; and Rodden 2004+ Political decentralization, as it is defined here, is sometimes

known by different names, including federalism, see Riker 1964; policy decentralization, see Rodden
2004; or decision-making decentralization, see Treisman 2002+ Increasingly, scholars are replacing the
term federalism with the term decentralization for various reasons, including the desire to consider
countries that do not describe themselves as federal, such as Spain or Italy, but which have subnational
governments with independent decision-making powers, as decentralized+
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across countries but often include issues that benefit from policies tailored to the
specific needs of different geographic locales, such as health, education, gam-
bling, marriage, or roads and transportation+

Finally, regional parties, narrowly defined, are parties that compete and win votes
in one region of a country+ Regions are conceptualized in this article as the polit-
ical regions of a country, which represent the level of government directly below
the national level of government+ In the United States, these regions are the states,
such as New York, New Jersey, and Massachusetts+ I define regions in this way
because the political regions of a country largely coincide with the boundaries of
regional legislatures+ This is important because decentralization increases the
strength of regional parties through regional legislatures, which in turn reduce eth-
nic conflict and secessionism by giving groups control over their political, social,
and economic affairs+ Besides competing in only certain regions of countries,
regional parties tend to focus their agendas on issues affecting particular regions
of countries+ Regional parties stand in stark contrast to statewide parties, which
compete and win votes in every region of a country and tend to focus their agen-
das on national issues+ Parties, such as the Quebec Party in Canada, the Basque
National Party in Spain ~PNV!, or the Dravida Munnetra Kazagham ~DMK! in
India, are all examples of regional parties+

Regional parties are not necessarily ethnic parties+ An ethnic party “represents
itself as the champion of the cause of one particular ethnic category or set of cat-
egories to the exclusion of others, and makes such a representation central to its
mobilizing strategy+” 22 Some regional parties may also be ethnic parties, but all
regional parties are not ethnic parties and all ethnic parties are not regional par-
ties+ The Basque National Party ~PNV! is a regional party but not an ethnic party,
for example, because it purports to represent all people living in the Basque Coun-
try regardless of their ethnic identity+ The Bharatiya Janata Party ~BJP!, in con-
trast, is an ethnic party that champions the interests of Hindus in India, but it is
not a regional party because it competes throughout India+

The Contrasting Effects of Political Decentralization

Decentralization is supposed to reduce ethnic conflict and secessionism by bring-
ing the government closer to the people, increasing opportunities to participate in
government, and ultimately giving groups control over their political, social, and
economic affairs+23 This control enables regions, as well as ethnic groups clus-

22+ Chandra 2004, 3+ Unfortunately, it is not possible to separate out the effects of regional parties
from ethnoregional parties because cross-national data on ethnic parties for this whole time period is
not available+

23+ See Ornstein and Coursen 1992; Kaufman 1996; Lijphart 1977 and 1996; Tsebelis 1990; Horow-
itz 1991; Gurr 2000; Stepan 1999; and Lustik, Miodownik, and Eidelson 2004+
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tered in regions, to pass legislation protecting their various interests and concerns
at the regional level of government+ These interests and concerns include: lan-
guage protection, economic development, environmental policy, security, and so
forth+ By enabling groups to protect their interests and concerns, decentralization
prevents ethnic groups from fighting each other over what they perceive as unfair
treatment by another group and reduces the incentives for regions to seek their
own independent states+

A number of scholars suggest that decentralization increases ethnic conflict and
secessionism and offers various reasons for this effect+ Some scholars suggest that
decentralization increases ethnic conflict and secessionism because it reinforces
ethnic identities by recognizing certain ethnic groups in countries and giving them
a sense of legitimacy+24 Other scholars argue that decentralization increases ethnic
conflict and secessionism by enabling groups to produce legislation that discrim-
inates against regional minorities,25 while a third group of scholars suggests that
decentralization encourages ethnic conflict and secessionism by providing regions
with certain resources that make engaging in ethnic conflict and secessionism eas-
ier to do, such as regional legislatures, regional forms of media, and regional police
forces+26

These two contrasting arguments can be reconciled, however, by looking at the
intervening effect of regional parties+ While political decentralization may reduce
ethnic conflict and secessionism directly, as other scholars have observed, by bring-
ing the government closer to the people and increasing opportunities to partici-
pate in government, it increases ethnic conflict and secessionism indirectly by
increasing the strength of regional parties in countries+ Regional parties intensify
ethnic conflict and secessionism by reinforcing ethnic and regional identities, pro-
ducing legislation that causes certain groups to feel threatened in a country, and
mobilizing groups to engage in ethnic conflict and secessionism or supporting ter-
rorist organizations that participate in these activities+27 Scholars who argue that
decentralization increases ethnic conflict and secessionism are, by and large, observ-
ing the effect of regional parties on ethnic conflict and secessionism, although
they associate these effects not with regional parties but with decentralization itself+
These negative effects, however, operate through regional parties+ That is, these
negative effects would not result were it not for regional parties+

Decentralization encourages the growth of regional parties, as scholars have
noted, through the opportunities it provides regional parties to win elections at the
regional level of government and influence policy+28 According to Chhibber and

24+ See Hardgrave 1994; and Kymlicka 1998+
25+ See Horowitz 1991; Lijphart, Rogowski, and Weaver 1993; Nordlinger 1972; and Suberu 1994+
26+ See Bunce 1999; Kymlicka 1998; Leff 1999; Snyder 2000; O’Leary and McGarry 1995; Riker

1964; and Snyder and Ballentine 1996+
27+ See Riker 1964; and Filippov, Ordeshook, and Shvetsova 2004, for a discussion of the impor-

tance of national party systems in the maintenance of federal systems+
28+ See Brancati forthcoming; and Chhibber and Kollman 1998 and 2002+

656 International Organization



Kollman, political and fiscal decentralization increases the number of parties that
do not compete in every district of a country during national elections because it
gives parties fewer incentives to merge with each other at the national level of
government in order to control decisions made at this level of government+29 In a
separate study,30 I demonstrate that political decentralization promotes regional
parties in particular because regional parties have a much better chance of gov-
erning at the regional level of government—where the ability of parties to govern
is constrained by the number of seats they win in a certain region of a country—
than at the national level of government—where the ability of parties to govern is
constrained by the number of seats parties win in a country overall+ The presence
of regional parties at the regional level of government carries over to the national
level of government in decentralized systems of government because regional par-
ties benefit electorally at the regional level from participating in elections at the
national level, and because regional legislatures often elect or appoint upper houses
of legislatures at the national level of government+

In this study I also show that political decentralization promotes regional par-
ties more in some countries than in others, depending on different features of decen-
tralization+ This fact is the key reason for decentralized systems of government
being more successful in reducing ethnic conflict and secessionism in some coun-
tries than in others+ These features of decentralization include the size of regions,
the number of regional legislatures in a country, the method used to elect upper
houses of government, and the sequencing of national and regional elections+ Hav-
ing large regions, many regional legislatures, upper houses of government elected
or appointed by regional legislatures and noncurrent national and regional elec-
tions increases the strength of regional parties in countries+31

In this article, however, the focus is not on the effect of decentralization on
regional parties, but on the effect of decentralization and regional parties on eth-
nic conflict and secessionism+ Regional parties increase ethnic conflict and seces-

29+ Chhibber and Kollman do not measure the effect of decentralization on regional parties in par-
ticular+ Their measurement of parties includes statewide parties that do not compete in every constit-
uency of a country, as well as regional parties+

30+ Brancati forthcoming+
31+ In related work, Gary Cox ~1997! shows that nonconcurrent executive and legislative elections

decrease the overall number of parties in national legislative elections+

FIGURE 1. Path analysis
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sionism by reinforcing ethnic identities, passing legislation that is harmful to
regional minorities, and mobilizing groups to engage in ethnic conflict while using
the resources decentralization provides them to do so+ Several scholars have noted
how particular regional parties may produce some of these effects+32 Some schol-
ars have even recognized how regional parties, in general, may reinforce ethnic
identities,33 but none has recognized the link between decentralization and regional
parties+

Regional parties reinforce regional and ethnic identities by making people who
possess certain physical characteristics or live in certain locales think of them-
selves as a group with shared needs and goals+34 Not all countries with strong
ethnic or regional identities experience ethnic conflict and secessionism+ Nonethe-
less, strong ethnic identities are the basis for all forms of ethnic conflict, and strong
regional identities are the basis for all forms of secessionism+ Intense competition
between regional parties may also facilitate ethnic outbidding where ethnic and
regional boundaries overlap, because regional parties competing for the same elec-
torate may adopt increasingly extreme views to attract votes away from other
regional parties+35

The Northern League, a regional party in Italy, has successfully reinforced
regional identities in this way+ In order to make people living in Northern Italy
think of themselves as Northern Italians, the Northern League produced and dis-
tributed special identification cards for residents of the “Free Republic of Pada-
nia,” published paper focusing on issues affecting only Northern Italy, and invented
a flag of a green sunset against a white field to represent Padania+ The Northern
League even formed a human chain in one demonstration along the Po River to
delineate the physical boundaries of Padania from the rest of the country+ The
Northern League did not invent the term Padania+ The term describes the plain
area surrounding the River Po and is derived from the name of the river+ The North-
ern League did, however, appropriate the word to describe the people of Northern
Italy as a nation+

Statewide parties, in contrast, do not reinforce regional identities, because they
strive to make people living in a whole country feel united in a common fate+36

They make appeals based on issues that cut across regional boundaries, such as
class, health care, or national security+ To underscore this difference, one need
only look at the issues Forza Italia ~Let’s Go Italy! campaigned on the year it
shared control of Italy’s national government with the Northern League+ In 2001,

32+ See Banerjee 1984; Bhatnagar and Kumar 1998; Gassah 1992; and Kumar 1986+
33+ See de Winter and Türsan 1998; and Keating 1998+
34+ Ibid+ Regional parties reinforce ethnic identities only when ethnic and regional boundaries

coincide+
35+ See Horowitz 1985; and Rabuska and Shepsle 1972+
36+ Statewide parties may reinforce ethnic identities when ethnic groups are not territorially con-

centrated+ Decentralized systems of government have no effect, however, on ethnic conflict when eth-
nic groups are not territorially concentrated in the first place+
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Forza Italia, a statewide party as well as the largest party in the national legisla-
ture, campaigned on issues affecting all Italians, such as crime, education, health
care, and immigration, while the Northern League, in contrast, campaigned on
issues relating to independence and immigration in Northern Italy+

Regional parties also promote ethnic conflict and secessionism by producing
policies at the regional level of government that threaten regional minorities+ In
1977, the Quebec Party, a regional party in Canada, adopted a law that threatened
English speakers in Quebec by allowing only children whose parents attended
English schools in Canada to attend English-language schools in Quebec+ The law
also prohibited all languages other than French on public and commercial signs+37

Similarly, in Moldova in 2004, regional parties elevated tensions among Roman-
ians and Russians in Transnistria by passing a law that prevents Romanians in
Transnistria from being educated in their language by closing all schools that do
not use the Cyrillic alphabet+ Unlike the Quebec law, this law has not been declared
unconstitutional—at least not yet+ Statewide parties,meanwhile, are much less likely
than regional parties to pass legislation harmful to regional minorities if these minor-
ities have a significant presence in other areas of a country+38 By doing so, state-
wide parties risk losing the support of these minorities in the rest of the country+

The Congress Party, a statewide party in India, did not support legislation advo-
cated by the People’s Democratic Party ~PDP!, a regional party in Jammu and
Kashmir, for this reason+ The legislation, known commonly as the Daughter’s Bill
~2004!, prevents a woman who marries a non-Kashmiri man from passing on
immovable property to her husband or children upon her death+ The law was
intended to prevent an influx of immigrants into the Muslim majority region of
Jammu and Kashmir and to preserve Muslim culture+ The Congress Party did not
vote for the bill, however, because it drew considerable support from non-Muslims
and women outside the region, who were either directly harmed by the law or
who viewed the law as discriminatory against their people+ Statewide parties are
also unlikely to pass legislation heavily favoring one region of a country over
another at the national level of government because they risk losing the electoral
support of the neglected region by doing so+ Whether statewide parties do or not,
depends of course on the electoral importance of a region, as well as the particu-
lar ethnic groups within a region+

Finally, regional parties may increase ethnic conflict and secessionism by mobi-
lizing groups to engage in ethnic conflict and secessionism, while using the re-
sources decentralization provides them to achieve these goals, such as regional
legislatures, regional forms of media and regional police and militia forces+ In the
former Yugoslavia, regional parties in Croatia and Slovenia used regional militia

37+ The Supreme Court of Canada declared the latter part of this law unconstitutional ten years
later+

38+ If the minority groups do not have a presence in any other region of a country, both statewide
parties and regional parties may produce legislation that is harmful to minority groups in these regions+
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forces to fight for independence in the 1990s+ Regional parties have also sup-
ported terrorist organizations that engage in these activities as well+ In Northern
Ireland and Spain regional parties, such as Sinn Féin and Herri Batasuna, have
bolstered terrorist organizations, such as the Irish Republic Army ~IRA! and Euskadi
Ta Azkatasuna ~ETA! respectively+ Batasuna has supported ETA financially by col-
lecting the proceeds of ETA’s “revolutionary tax,” a local tax that businesses must
pay if they do not want ETA to attack them+ Batasuna also uses the Basque media
to support ETA and its goals and even uses its offices to store guns and ammuni-
tion for ETA+

Causal Direction

An alternative explanation, however, for the argument presented in this article is
that the presence of ethnic conflict and secessionism causes countries to adopt
decentralized systems of government, not vice versa+According to this view, coun-
tries that are more prone to experience ethnic conflict and secessionism, not only
have deeper regional cleavages and stronger regional parties, but are also more
likely to adopt decentralized systems of government than countries less prone to
experience ethnic conflict and secessionism+ While the potential for conflict and
secessionism as well as the presence of regional parties in a country may contrib-
ute to decentralization, they cannot account for why countries adopt decentralized
systems of government in the first place+

Decentralized systems of government do not have higher levels of ethnic con-
flict and secessionism than centralized systems of government, as this alternative
explanation suggests, and then do not necessarily have stronger regional cleav-
ages than centralized systems of government either+While many decentralized sys-
tems of government have strong regional cleavages, decentralization cannot be
completely attributed to strong regional cleavages+ Many decentralized systems of
government have weak regional cleavages, including Australia, the former Czecho-
slovakia, and the United States, while many centralized systems of government
have strong regional cleavages, including Bolivia, Romania, and Sri Lanka+39

Regional cleavages are weaker in the former Czechoslovakia than in Romania
because Czechs and Slovaks speak mutually intelligible languages and practice
the same religion ~Catholicism!, while in Romania, Hungarians and Romanians
speak distinct languages and practice different religions, although both are sects
of Christianity+

Many countries with strong regional cleavages are not decentralized because
national leaders are unwilling to relinquish power to decentralize, or because
national leaders fear that decentralization will increase ethnic conflict and seces-

39+ Regional cleavages are strong when the political, social, and economic differences between regions
are significant+ Conversely, regional cleavages are weak when these differences are small+

660 International Organization



sionism, not decrease it+40 Sri Lanka, Madagascar, and Uganda are all examples of
countries that have been reluctant to adopt decentralization because of its poten-
tially negative consequences on conflict and secessionism+

Many countries, moreover, have adopted decentralization for reasons other than
the need to manage ethnic conflict and secessionism+ Some countries, such as the
United States and Canada, have adopted decentralized systems of government to
unite different territories into a single country, protect themselves against external
military threats,41 and achieve economies of scale+42 Some countries also have
decentralized systems of government because they are large and cannot be easily
managed from a single central government located far away from most of its
constituents+43

Other countries, such as Nigeria and South Africa, have decentralized systems
of government because they are former colonies of the United Kingdom+ The United
Kingdom used decentralization to maintain control over its colonies and extract
taxes from its territories+ Many of these colonies have continued to use decentral-
ization after gaining independence because decentralization entrenched regional
elites who were unwilling to relinquish power once their colonies gained indepen-
dence+44 Other colonial powers, including France and Spain, did not use this sys-
tem of government to maintain control over their colonies, even though their
colonies were diverse ethnically and religiously+

Finally, even if decentralized systems of government experience higher levels
of ethnic conflict and secessionism than countries with centralized systems of gov-
ernment, decentralization can still diminish the intensity of ethnic conflict and seces-
sionism once it has been adopted+ In the United Kingdom, intercommunal conflict
decreased according to the MAR project from “sporadic violent attacks” to “polit-
ical agitation” after this country decentralized by extending autonomy to Northern
Ireland in 1998 and Scotland and Wales in 1999+45 The extension of autonomy to
Transnistria and Gaugauz in 1994 also quelled ethnic conflict and secessionism in
Moldova+ Before 1994 Moldova experienced “local rebellions” and “small-scale
guerilla activity,” according to the MAR project, while after the country decentral-
ized, Moldova did not experience any forms of antiregime rebellion+ Finally, the
ability of decentralization to reduce ethnic conflict and secessionism hinges on the
structure of decentralization and its effect on regional parties, which is not a prod-
uct of ethnic conflict and secessionism or of regional parties+

A second possible alternative explanation for the argument presented in this arti-
cle suggests that regional parties do not have an intervening effect on ethnic con-
flict and secessionism, but that regional parties cause decentralization in the first

40+ See O’Neill 2003; and Eaton 2004+
41+ See Hamilton, Madison, and Jay 1987; and Riker 1964+
42+ See Hamilton, Madison, and Jay 1987; Alesina and Spolare 1997; and Bolton and Roland 1997+
43+ See Panizza 1999; and Treisman 2002+
44+ See Young 1994; and Herbst 2000+
45+ CIDCM 2002+
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place+ Decentralization is not attributable to regional parties, however+ As already
mentioned, countries decentralize ~and do not decentralize! for many reasons
unrelated to regional parties, resulting in some decentralized countries, including
Australia, the United States, and India ~pre-1990s!, having weak regional parties
and some centralized countries, such as Mauritius or Trinidad and Tobago, having
strong regional parties+

While regional parties may pressure countries to decentralize,46 they usually do
not have the political power to force countries to decentralize and are often unable
to credibly threaten to secede+ For decades, regional parties in Northern Ireland,
Scotland, and Wales adamantly demanded either autonomy or independence from
the United Kingdom—demands that successive Labour and Conservative govern-
ments ignored, that is, until the late 1990s, when the Labour Party embraced decen-
tralization, suggesting that pressure from regional parties is not enough to cause a
country to decentralize+ The Labour Party also suspended Northern Ireland’s leg-
islature in 2001 despite pressure from regional parties, suggesting that pressure
from regional parties is not enough to prevent a country from centralizing either+

In most, if not all countries, statewide parties are responsible for adopting decen-
tralization+ In India, the Congress Party adopted decentralization+ In Eastern Europe,
communist parties in the former Czechoslovakia, Yugoslavia, and the Soviet Union
instituted decentralization, although decentralization was not genuine until after
these countries democratized+ More recently, in Latin America, various statewide
parties have initiated decentralization reforms, believing that their electoral pros-
pects are greater at the regional level of government than at the national level of
government+47

Even if it were the case that countries decentralize because of pressure from
regional parties, certain characteristics of decentralization increase the strength of
regional parties more than others+48 In addition, even if regional parties from cer-
tain regions of a country played a role in the decentralization process, decentral-
ization may still exert an independent effect on regional parties in the remaining
regions of a country+ At the time Spain decentralized, regional parties advocating
autonomy had a strong presence in the Basque Country and Catalonia, but a weak
presence in the regions of Spain that did not have ethnolinguistically distinct iden-
tities+ But after Spain decentralized regional parties emerged in these regions as
well+ In some cases, the presence of regional parties in the nondistinct regions of
Spain today is comparable in strength to the presence of regional parties in the
distinct regions of Spain+

Finally, a third possible alternative explanation for the argument presented in this
article is that ethnic conflict and secessionism cause regional parties, not vice versa+
Ethnic conflict and secessionism are unlikely to foster the rise of regional parties,

46+ See Meguid 2002; de Winter and Türsan 1998; and Rokkan and Urwin 1982+
47+ See O’Neill 2003; Eaton 2004; and Escobar-Lemmon 2003+
48+ Brancati forthcoming+
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however, because neither phenomenon arises spontaneously+49 Rather, groups must
be organized to engage in ethnic conflict and secessionism even if they have clear
grievances against the government or each other+ Regional parties play precisely
this role by helping groups to overcome their collective action problem+Moreover,
rather than produce regional parties, ethnic conflict and secessionism are more likely
to dampen support for regional parties because as conflicts drag on, citizens often
grow weary of violence as well as those parties that helped incite the violence+

To further explore the possibility of endogeneity in this study, I conduct an instru-
mental variable regression analysis ~not shown!+50 This method corrects for the
problem of endogeneity by substituting new variables for the endogenous vari-
ables in the model that are unrelated to the error terms+ These new variables are
based on instruments, which are variables that affect one, and only one, of the
endogenous variables in the model+51 According to Hausman specification tests,
the models with instrumental variables are not statistically different from the mod-
els without instrumental variables presented in the following section, indicating
that endogeneity is not a problem in this analysis, and that the models presented
in the following section are reliable+

Data and Measurements

In order to evaluate the effect of decentralization and regional parties on ethnic
conflict and secessionism, I conduct a statistical analysis of thirty countries around
the world drawing on two major data sets for this analysis+ The first is an original
data set of constituency-level election results for fifty democracies around the world
from 1945–2002+52 This data set is unique in that it reports data at the constitu-
ency level of government+ A constituency or district is the level at which seats are
distributed in a country+Most data sets on elections only report results at the national
level and cannot be used for this project because this study requires information
on where parties win votes throughout a country in order to measure the strength
of regional parties+53

49+ See Hardin 1997; and Olson 1971+
50+ The results of this analysis are available from the author on request+
51+ My instruments for decentralization are UK colonial legacies, physical size of a country, and

territorial contiguity+ My instruments for regional party strength are two indicator variables represent-
ing the sequencing of executive and legislative elections+

52+ I collected this data by contacting every country in the world that met the following two require-
ments: ~1! its elections are democratic, scoring a five or higher on the Polity Index ~0–10!; and ~2! it
held at least two consecutive elections under the first requirement so that there is a potential for a
turnover in power+ Seventy-five countries met this requirement, and I was able to acquire data for fifty
of them+

53+ Of these fifty countries it is only possible to measure regional party strength in thirty-seven
countries because the constituency-level of government is larger than the regional level of government
in thirteen countries+ I do not expect, however, the exclusion of these countries to bias the results
because the size of an electoral constituency is not related to decentralization or ethnic conflict and
secessionism+

Decentralization and Ethnic Conflict 663



The second is the MAR data set, which provides data on ethnic conflict and
secessionism for “at-risk” groups within countries on a yearly basis from 1985 to
2000+54 At-risk groups are “all non-state communal groups that collectively suffer
or benefit from systematic discriminatory treatment vis-à-vis other groups, and0or
groups that collectively mobilize in defense or promotion of their self-defined inter-
ests+” 55 The MAR data set codes varying intensities of ethnic conflict and seces-
sionism within countries and thus provides a more nuanced measure of ethnic
conflict and secessionism than other datasets that simply measure conflict in terms
of whether or not a civil war has occurred in a country+

The analysis borrowing from these two data sets includes the following thirty
countries from 1985 to 2000: Argentina, Belgium, Bolivia, Bosnia-Herzegovina,56

Botswana, Canada, Colombia, Costa Rica, the former Czechoslovakia, Estonia,
Finland, Greece, India, Indonesia, Lithuania, Malaysia, Mexico, Niger, Norway,
Poland, Romania, Slovenia, Switzerland South Africa, Spain, Sweden, Turkey, the
United Kingdom, the United States, and Venezuela+57 I do not include countries in
the analysis that do not have regionally concentrated ethnolinguistic groups because
decentralization cannot reduce ethnic conflict and secessionism among groups that
are not regionally concentrated, since it cannot provide these groups with control
over their political, social, and economic affairs+58 At the same time, I have added
data to the analysis for countries with regionally concentrated ethnolinguistic groups
that are excluded from the MAR data set ~but are included in my election data
set!, in order to correct for country-based selection bias in the MAR data set+59

Although these countries are not exhaustive of all the democracies in the world,
they provide a representative sample of the larger population+ These countries hail

54+ CIDCM 2002+
55+ Ibid+
56+ Some scholars may object to the inclusion of Bosnia-Herzegovina in this analysis since it was

under the control of the North Atlantic Treaty Organization ~NATO! in the 1990s+ The substantive
conclusions, however, one draws from the analyses to follow are the same whether or not Bosnia-
Herzegovina is included+

57+ All of these countries are not represented every year of the period because some countries did
not exist for this entire period ~Bosnia-Herzegovina!, and because some countries did not democratize
until the early 1990s ~Niger, Romania, and South Africa! or the late 1990s ~Indonesia and Mexico!+

58+ I determine the regional concentration of each group in the MAR data set using MAR’s group
concentration index+ The group concentration index places ethnolinguistic groups into four different
categories: ~1! widely dispersed; ~2! minority in one region or primarily urban; ~3! majority in one
region and dispersed in others; and ~4! concentrated in one region+ Using various different resources, I
divide the second category of this index into two different categories—one representing groups that
are primarily urban and one representing groups that are a minority in one region+ This distinguishes
groups such as the Irish, who form a minority in Northern Ireland, from Asians and Afro-Caribbeans
in the United Kingdom, who live primarily in urban areas of the country+ I then eliminate from this
study all groups that are either widely dispersed or primarily urban, and all countries containing only
these types of groups+

59+ These countries include Belgium, the former Czechoslovakia, Finland, Norway, Poland, Slove-
nia, and Sweden+ I determine the level of intercommunal conflict and antiregime rebellion in these
countries based on newspaper accounts available from Lexis-Nexis, Human Watch reports, and other
resources+
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from every region of the world and include developed as well as developing coun-
tries, heterogeneous as well as homogenous countries, and consolidated as well as
newly emerging democracies+ Not only are these countries diverse socially and
economically, but they also have different types of political systems and differ,
most importantly, in terms of decentralization and regional party strength+

Dependent Variables

I measure the intensity of ethnic conflict and secessionism in this study using two
variables from the MAR data set—antiregime rebellion and intercommunal con-
flict+Antiregime rebellion refers to “all conflicts between minority groups and states
and between minority groups and dominant groups exercising state power+” 60 Seces-
sionism is a form of antiregime rebellion since it is an act perpetrated against a
state for the purpose of achieving an independent state+ Rebellion, however, is an
imperfect measure of secessionism because it only includes violent forms of seces-
sionism+ Rebellion also includes acts of violence carried out by secessionist orga-
nizations that do not necessarily have the widespread support of society+ Rebellion,
moreover, comprises acts of violence that are not secessionist in nature, although
a careful study of rebellion in this analysis reveals most, if not all, forms of rebel-
lion in this study involve demands for autonomy or independence+

The MAR data set provides data on antiregime rebellion for “at-risk” groups on
a yearly basis from 1985 to 2000, recording the highest form of antiregime rebel-
lion experienced by a group in a country per year+ Antiregime rebellion is divided
into seven categories, ranging from low to high levels of rebellion ~see Table 1!+

The level of antiregime rebellion varies considerably within and across coun-
tries in this study+ The most intense forms of antiregime rebellion have occurred
in India and Turkey+ In Turkey, the Kurds were involved in a “protracted civil
war” against the government for most of the 1990s, while in India, the Assamese,
Kashmiris, and the Sikhs were involved in “large-scale forms of guerrilla activ-
ity” throughout this period+61 The least intense forms of antiregime rebellion in
this study have occurred in Argentina, Botswana, Canada, Estonia,Malaysia, Roma-
nia, South Africa, the United States, and Venezuela+ These countries have not expe-
rienced any forms of antiregime rebellion+

Intercommunal conflict, meanwhile, includes “any and all incidences of open
conflict among minority groups and between minority and majority groups+” 62 It
is a good measure of ethnic conflict, which encompasses all forms of violence
among people of different ethnic groups broadly defined+ The MAR data set pro-
vides data on intercommunal conflict for “at-risk groups” on a yearly basis from
1990 to 2000+ Intercommunal conflict is divided into six categories, ranging from
low to high levels of conflict ~see Table 1!+

60+ CIDCM 2002+
61+ Ibid+
62+ Ibid+
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The level of intercommunal conflict varies considerably within countries, but
the most intense forms of intercommunal conflict in this study have occurred in
Bosnia-Herzegovina, India, and Indonesia+ Each of these countries has experi-
enced “large-scale intergroup violence+” In Bosnia-Herzegovina, the violence
involved all three of the country’s major ethnic groups—the Croats, Muslims, and
Serbs+ In India and Indonesia, the violence involved only Muslim and Chinese
ethnic groups, respectively+ The least intense forms of intercommunal conflict in
this study have occurred in Bolivia, Botswana, Estonia, and Turkey+ These coun-
tries have not experienced any forms of intercommunal conflict+ The average level
of intercommunal conflict in this study is presented in Table 2, along with the
summary statistics for the remaining variables in this study+

Independent Variables

Political decentralization is measured in several different ways in this study+ The
first is with a dichotomous variable in which countries are coded 1 for decentral-
ized if they have regional legislatures with independent decision-making power
over at least one issue area, and 0 for centralized if they do not+ The coding is
based on how countries distribute powers between national and regional legisla-
tures according to their constitutions, and is consistent with other coding schemes+63

63+ See Elazar 1994; and Gerring and Thacker 2005+

TABLE 1. Antiregime rebellion and intercommunal conflict measures

Antiregime rebellion

0+ None evident
1+ Political banditry and sporadic acts of terrorism
2+ Sustained campaigns of terrorism
3+ Local rebellions
4+ Small-scale guerilla activity
5+ Intermediate forms of guerilla activity
6+ Large-scale forms of guerrilla activity
7+ Protracted civil war

Intercommunal conflict

0+ None evident
1+ Harassment against people or property and no fatalities
2+ Political agitation including campaigns urging authorities to impose restrictions on certain groups
3+ Sporadic violent attacks
4+ Antigroup demonstrations, rallies and marches
5+ Communal rioting and armed attacks
6+ Large-scale intergroup violence
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The decentralized countries in this study are Argentina, Belgium, Bosnia-
Herzegovina, Canada, the former Czechoslovakia, Finland, India, Malaysia, Mex-
ico, South Africa, Spain, Switzerland, the United Kingdom, the United States, and
Venezuela+

I also measure decentralization in this study according to the level of decentral-
ization in a country+ To do this, I created a four-point index based on whether or
not regional legislatures are elected and the types of issues over which regional
legislatures have control+ I carefully selected these issues—tax authority, educa-
tion, and public order0police—for three different reasons+ First, these powers reflect
powers that are central to all governments+ Second, these powers are also very
general and likely to be included in a country’s constitution instead of determined
by subsequent legislation+ Third, these issues address the three major types of issues
over which ethnic conflict and secessionism erupt—economic issues, political0
social issues, and security issues—and because subnational control over these issues
may be effective in reducing ethnic conflict and secessionism in countries+ Con-
trol over education allows groups to protect and promote their languages, culture,
and histories+ Control over taxes allows groups to finance all types of legislation

TABLE 2. Descriptive statistics

Variable Mean
Standard
deviation Minimum Maximum

antiregime rebellion (0–7) 1+04 1+95 0 7
intercommunal conflict (0–6) +95 1+70 0 5
decentralization (0–1) +49 +50 0 1
decentralization index (0–4) 2+47 +95 0 4
decentralization index (0–5) 2+70 1+13 0 5
number of regional parties
~ percentage of total ! 27+94 25+52 0 83+20

vote for regional parties
~ percentage of total ! 4+89 11+27 0 87+54

seats for regional parties
~ percentage of total ! 5+21 11+83 0 87+82

subnational expenditure
~ percentage of total expenditure! 31+88 14+16 2+44 66+66

subnational revenue
~ percentage of total revenue! 23+30 13+37 2+6 53+04

civil and political rights (1–7) 1+94 1+10 1 5
first elections (0–1) +03 +16 0 1
elections (0–1) +33 +47 0 1
mixed electoral systems (0–1) +10 +28 0 1
majority/plurality systems (0–1) +27 +45 0 1
presidentialism (0–1) +33 +47 0 1
gdp (log) 25+47 1+91 17+32 29+91
economic development index �2+74e-09 1 �1+41 3+08
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they adopt, while control over public order and police allow groups to protect
themselves against threats to their physical security+64

According to this index, countries receive one point if they have regional leg-
islatures that are democratically elected+ They receive a second point if these
regional legislatures can raise or levy their own taxes+ Countries receive a third
point if regional legislatures have either joint or exclusive control over education+
Finally, they receive a fourth point if regional legislatures have either joint or exclu-
sive control over public order or police in their country+

I also created a second version of this index by adding a fifth factor to the index
for whether regions must approve constitutions or constitutional amendments in
order for them to become law in a country+ This arrangement not only increases
the degree of decentralization in a country but also increases the overall power
and influence of regional parties in a country+ I include this measure in a separate
index because this power should only be important in certain periods of a country’s
history+ In the former Czechoslovakia, for example, regional parties thwarted the
adoption of a new constitution, which led to the dissolution of the country, because
regional parties controlled the former Czechoslovakia’s regional legislatures, which
had veto power over the national constitution+

The strength of regional parties is also measured in several different ways in
this study+ I first define regional parties narrowly as parties that compete in only
one region of a country+ This definition of regional parties does not include infor-
mation about the programs or agendas of parties+ With more than 5,000 political
parties in this data set and with limited information on all but the largest parties of
them, it is impossible to code parties based on their programs and agendas+ Cod-
ing parties in this way also introduces a significant amount of subjectivity into the
analysis+

I operationalize regions in this study as the political regions of a country, which
represent the level of government directly below the national level of government+
This operationalization best fits my argument+ I claim that decentralization increases
the strength of regional parties by means of regional legislatures and that decen-
tralization reduces ethnic conflict and secessionism through regional legislatures,
which coincide with the political regions of a country+ In order to test the robust-
ness of my findings, however, I also operationalize regions according to the geo-
graphic regions of a country+ I identify the political and geographic regions in
each country of this study based on national census data and the Federal Informa-
tion Processing Standards ~FIPS! region codes+ Geographic regions are areas of
usually contiguous land considered to be a unit based on common physical char-
acteristics, such as mountain ranges, plains, bodies of water, and so forth+

64+ Each of these powers are included in the only other index of decentralization that I am aware of
which measures decentralization in terms of types of policies that are decentralized to regional legis-
latures+ See Henderson 2000+
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Having defined regional parties and operationalized regions, I evaluate the
strength of regional parties in this study in three different ways: ~1! the percentage
of parties competing in an election that are regional parties; ~2! the percentage of
votes received by regional parties in an election; and ~3! the percentage of seats
won by regional parties in an election+ Each of these measures ranges between 0
and 100 percent+65 I evaluate the strength of regional parties using these three
different measures and the two different operationalizations of regions ~political
regions and geographic regions! for a total of six different measures of regional
party strength, although the main analyses focus on only one measure, regional
party vote, because of space constraints+ I also explore in this analysis a possible
interaction effect between decentralization and regional parties using these differ-
ent measures although an interaction effect does not distinguish between the direct
and indirect effects of decentralization+

Control Variables

I also include a number of control variables in this analysis to take into account
other factors that may affect ethnic conflict and secessionism+ The first set of
controls represents socioeconomic factors that influence ethnic conflict and seces-
sionism, such as gross domestic product ~GDP!, economic development, and eth-
nolinguistic heterogeneity+ Ethnolinguistic heterogeneity is one of the most basic
elements of ethnic conflict+ That is, countries must have more than one ethnic group
for ethnic conflict to occur within them+ Beyond this, however, it is not clear that
increasing heterogeneity will increase or decrease ethnic conflict and secession-
ism+ Previous studies of civil war have not found a significant relationship between
heterogeneity and conflict+66 I control for ethnolinguistic heterogeneity using the
ethnolinguistic fractionalization ~ELF! index, which ranges from 0 to 1 with a
score of 0 indicating that every person in a country belongs to the same ethnolin-
guistic group and a score of 1 indicating that everyone belongs to a different eth-
nolinguistic group+ I also square this index in some models to test for a nonlinear
relationship between heterogeneity and conflict and rebellion+ The data on the ELF
index comes from the Ethno-Linguistic Fractionalization (ELF) Indices, 1961 and
1985+

Economic development, in contrast, may reduce ethnic conflict by increasing
the capacity of states to suppress insurgencies+67 It may also reduce ethnic conflict
by improving education and social welfare, which makes people less vulnerable

65+ In an election where there are four parties competing and only one of these parties is a regional
party, the value of the first measure is 25 percent+ If this party wins 10,000 votes out of a possible
40,000 votes and ten out of a possible forty seats, the values of the second and third measures are also
25 percent+

66+ Fearon and Laitin 2003+
67+ See Fearon and Laitin 2003; and Miguel, Satyanath, and Sergenti 2004+
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to extremist ideologies+68 Economic development, however, if it is uneven, may
increase ethnic conflict and secessionism+69 Economic development may not nec-
essarily reduce secessionism either+ Secessionism has occurred in well-developed
countries, such as Canada, Spain, and the United Kingdom, as well as less-
developed countries, such as India, Nigeria, and Sri Lanka+ Secessionism has also
affected wealthy regions of countries, such as Croatia and Slovenia in Yugoslavia,
as well as poor regions, such as Slovakia in the former Czechoslovakia+70 In these
countries secessionism has not been motivated by the overall development of a
country or a region of a country, but by the belief that a particular region is better
off economically as an independent state+71

I measure economic development in this study using two different measures+
The first is the log of a country’s GDP ~current U+S+ dollars!+72 The larger a country’s
GDP, the greater ability it should have to suppress ethnic conflict and secession-
ism+ At the same time, the larger a country’s GDP, the more diverse its economy
should be and the more likely it is to experience secessionism+ The second is an
index of economic development based on how advanced is the technology and
communication sector of a country+73 This index is based on the number of Inter-
net users ~per 1,000 people! in a country, as well as the number of mobile phones,
telephone mainlines, and television sets ~per 1,000 people! in a country+

I obtained this data from the World Bank’s World Development Indicators Online
with the idea that the economic development is higher in countries that have a
more advanced telecommunications sector+74 I created the index using principal-
components factor ~PCF! analysis+ Each of these variables loaded highly ~+85 or
above! on a single factor+ I explored the possibility of including other variables in
this index, such as life expectancy, literacy, and unemployment, but I ultimately
did not include these variables because they did not load highly on the same fac-
tor and significantly reduced the number of observations in this study+

Fiscal decentralization is thought to reduce secessionism in developed regions
of countries because it allows these regions to raise their own revenue and to min-
imize their financial contributions to the national government+75 Fiscal decentral-
ization, though, may not reduce secessionism in poor regions that lack the ability
to raise many taxes on their own+ In weak democracies, moreover, such as Nige-
ria, ordinary citizens may not benefit from fiscal decentralization because regional
governments do not distribute their funds to the general population+ I measure

68+ Lipset 1963+
69+ See Anderson 1983; Gellner 1983; Hechter 1975; and Hechter and Levi 1985+
70+ See Bookman 1991; and Horowitz 1985+
71+ Herrera 2005+
72+ Unfortunately, I am unable to directly test the hypothesis that inequality among ethnic or regional

groups increases ethnic conflict and secessionism directly because cross-national data on this subject
is not available+ Cross-national data on economic inequality overall is also inadequate+

73+ This index is not logged because the index takes on negative values+
74+ World Bank 2002+
75+ See Bookman 1991; and Buchanan and Faith 1987+
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fiscal decentralization in two different ways in this study using the International
Monetary Fund’s Government Finance Statistics covering 1972–2000+76 They are
~1! regional expenditures ~as a percentage of total government expenditures!, and
~2! regional revenues ~as a percentage of total government revenues!+

The second set of controls in this study relates to different aspects of a country’s
political system+ Ethnic conflict and secessionism should be less intense in
countries where democracy is extensive and political and civil rights are well
protected+ In these countries groups should have fewer grievances with the gov-
ernment+77 They should also be better able to resolve their grievances with the
government through peaceful means, including protest+78 I measure democracy using
Freedom House’s ratings of political rights and civil liberties protection+ Freedom
House measures political rights and civil liberties separately on a yearly basis+ In
this study I use Freedom House’s composite measure of political rights and civil
liberties, however, which ranges from 1 ~free! to 7 ~not free!, because I do not
expect separate effects for political rights and civil liberties+ The composite mea-
sure is based on the mean level of political rights and civil liberties in a country
per year+

In addition to the degree of democracy, the type of executive system and the
type of electoral system in a country may also affect the likelihood of ethnic con-
flict and secessionism in countries and help explain why increasing social and eco-
nomic heterogeneity does not necessarily produce ethnic conflict+ Presidentialism,
which is a system of government in which voters directly elect the chief executive
as opposed to parliamentary systems of government in which the national legisla-
ture elects the chief executive, is thought to increase ethnic conflict and secession-
ism because executives in presidential systems of government are less likely to
represent multiple ethnic groups than executives in parliamentary systems of gov-
ernment+79 In parliamentary systems of government, the executive branch may
include more than one ethnic group through coalition governments+

The effect of presidentialism is much more nuanced than this, however+ Presi-
dents can belong to more than one ethnic group+ They may also appeal to different
ethnic groups by wearing clothing or symbols of these different groups, as Presi-
dent Hamid Karzai has done in Afghanistan+ They can also appoint people of dif-
ferent ethnic groups to their cabinets+ In Bosnia-Herzegovina the presidency itself
rotates among three different presidents that ~de facto! represent the three major
ethnic groups in the country+ Presidents can also reach out to different ethnic groups
through the policies they produce+ At the same time, however, presidents can also
antagonize certain groups by producing policies that harm their interests+ I mea-

76+ IMF 1972–2000+
77+ Fearon and Laitin 2003+
78+ I do not control for democracy using the Polity IV index, which measures the existence of free

and fair elections, because this analysis is already restricted to democracies scoring a 5 or higher on
the Polity Index+

79+ Linz and Valenzuela 1994+
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sure presidentialism in this study with an indicator variable coded 1 if citizens
directly elect the chief executive of a country and 0 otherwise+

Proportional representation systems, in contrast, are thought to reduce ethnic
conflict and secessionism more than plurality or majority systems, because pro-
portional representation systems are more inclusive of small parties representing
different ethnic or religious groups than majoritarian or plurality systems+80 At the
same time, however, proportional representation systems are more open to regional
parties, which may increase ethnic conflict and secessionism+ In this study I rep-
resent the type of electoral system in a country using two indicator variables rep-
resenting mixed electoral systems and majority0plurality systems+ Proportional
representation systems are the base category+

Elections in general, however, whether they occur under a proportional repre-
sentation system or a majoritarian system of government, may increase ethnic con-
flict and secessionism+81 Some groups engaged in ethnic conflict or supportive of
secessionism may increase their activities during election times to extract conces-
sions from political parties+ Some groups may also increase their activities before
an election to prevent elections from taking place at all, as insurgents tried to do
in Iraq+ Parties, for their part, may ignore the violence perpetrated against certain
groups unless political competition is intense and the support of certain groups is
needed to control the government+82 Other groups, however, may suspend their
activities during election times to prevent parties supportive of their views from
losing votes to more moderate parties+ The Basque terrorist group ETA has lim-
ited attacks during election times in Spain so as not to alienate moderate voters
away from Herri Batasuna, the political wing of ETA+ I measure elections in this
study with an indicator variable coded 1 if an election occurs in a given year and
0 otherwise+

Democratization may also encourage ethnic conflict and secessionism because
democratization weakens national governments, making it difficult for govern-
ments to prevent ethnic conflict and secessionism militarily, while creating power
vacuums where competition among politicians is intense and temptations to resort
to ethnic appeals are profound+83 I measure democratization as the first elections
in a country although democratic transitions may extend beyond the first demo-
cratic elections in some countries+ This variable is coded 1 if an election is the
first democratic election in a country and 0 otherwise+ Elections that are not the
first-ever democratic elections in a country, but are the first democratic elections
in a country after a prolonged period of nondemocratic rule are also coded 1+ The
1990 elections in the former Czechoslovakia are coded 1, for example, even though
the former Czechoslovakia held democratic elections between World War I and

80+ See Lipset and Rokkan 1967; Lijphart 1977; and Saideman et al+ 2002+
81+ See Brass 1997; and Saideman et al+ 2002+
82+ Wilkinson 2004+
83+ See Snyder and Mansfield 1995; and Snyder 2000+
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Word War II, because these elections were the first elections following com-
munism’s almost fifty-year rule in the country+

Results of the Analysis

The analysis presented in this article is an ordered logit analysis since the depen-
dent variables in this study are categories of conflict and rebellion ordered from
low to high forms of conflict and rebellion+84 This type of analysis does not assume
that the categories of intercommunal conflict and antiregime rebellion are equally
spaced, although it does assume that the effects of the explanatory variables are
the same for all categories of the dependent variables+ For this analysis, I aggre-
gate the group level data to the national level using the maximum level of antire-
gime rebellion among “at-risk” groups in a country per year, and the maximum
level of intercommunal conflict among “at-risk” groups in a country per year as
my dependent variables+85

I aggregate the data to the national level using the maximum value of conflict
or rebellion in a country per year because this method of aggregation overcomes
group-based selection bias in the MAR data set+ Since the MAR data set does not
measure antiregime rebellion and intercommunal conflict for all groups in a coun-
try but only “at risk” groups, any measure that aggregates across groups, such as
the median level of conflict or rebellion in a country, is biased by the absence of
groups not deemed “at risk+” Using the maximum level of conflict or rebellion in
a country overcomes this problem because it does not aggregate across groups+
The absence of groups from this study considered not “at risk” does not bias this
measure because groups that are not “at risk” have not experienced conflict or
rebellion to a greater degree than that of “at-risk” groups in this study+86

84+ In separate models ~not shown!, I include fixed effects for years and regions of the world+ One
draws the same substantive conclusions about decentralization and regional parties from these models
as those without fixed effects+ In other models ~not shown!, I condition on decentralization—that is, I
split the data set into decentralized systems of government and test the effect of regional party vote on
conflict and rebellion+ In these analyses, regional party vote increases conflict and rebellion in decen-
tralized systems of government, and either decreases or has no effect on conflict and rebellion in cen-
tralized systems of government+

85+ It is necessary to aggregate the group-level data in this study to the national level because none
of the variables in this analysis vary at the group level and because groups and regions do not coincide
perfectly+ In separate models ~not shown!, I also aggregate the data according to the median level of
conflict or rebellion in a country and according to whether there is any form of conflict or rebellion in
a country ~using a logit model!+ One also draws the same substantive conclusions from these analyses
as those presented in this article+

86+ Most groups, excluded from the analysis because they are not “at risk” are not violent at all,
including French and Dutch speakers in Belgium, French and Italian speakers in Switzerland, and the
Samis in the Nordic countries among others+ Only a few of the groups excluded from the MAR data
set, including the Galicians in Spain and the Toubous in Niger, have experienced conflict or rebellion,
but the level of conflict involving these groups is lower than that of groups included in the MAR data
set+
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Antiregime Rebellion

The ordered logit results for antiregime rebellion are presented in Table 3+ In
Model 1, I test the effect of decentralization on antiregime rebellion controlling
for different social and economic variables+ According to this model, GDP and the
ELF index both increase antiregime rebellion while the economic development
index decreases antiregime rebellion+87 Political decentralization also decreases anti-
regime rebellion according to this model, but its effect is not statistically signifi-
cant without a control for regional parties+

87+ In separate models ~not shown!, I find evidence of a nonlinear relationship between the ELF
and rebellion, where both low and high degrees of heterogeneity reduce rebellion and moderate levels
of heterogeneity increase rebellion+ The R-squared is slightly higher in the nonlinear model suggesting
a better fit+

TABLE 3. Antiregime rebellion (ordered logit)

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5

decentralization �+70 �1+04*** �+33
~+52! ~+36! ~+46!

decentralization index (0–4) �+56**
~+24!

decentralization index (0–5) �+82***
~+20!

subnational expenditure �+01
~+02!

regional party vote +04** +05*** +05** +06***
~+02! ~+02! ~+02! ~+02!

gdp (log) +85*** +78*** +51*** +86*** 1+04***
~+17! ~+13! ~+13! ~+16! ~+16!

economic development index �1+44***
~+32!

elf index 1+35
~+95!

political and civil rights (0–7) 1+23*** +86*** 1+20*** 1+22***
~+16! ~+20! ~+16! ~+16!

first elections �+36 +75 �+21 �+05
~+75! ~+82! ~+74! ~+76!

mixed electoral systems 1+09 2+47*** +80 1+31*
~+77! ~+83! ~+79! ~+80!

majority/plurality systems �+23 +84** �+47 �+38
~+36! ~+41! ~+37! ~+37!

presidentialism �1+24*** �1+54*** �1+07*** �+84***
~+35! ~+41! ~+35! ~+36!

Log likelihood �150+11 �282+23 �190+15 �283+95 �277+15
Pseudo R2 +137 +163 +162 +156 +176
N 193 290 214 290 290

Note: Standard errors are in parentheses+ *p � +10, **p � +05, ***p � +01+
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In Model 2, I introduce controls for different political factors that may also affect
antiregime rebellion including regional party vote+88 In this model political decen-
tralization decreases antiregime rebellion while regional parties increase it+89 Also,
according to Model 2, weak civil and political rights protection increases antire-
gime rebellion, while elections and the type of electoral system in a country have
no effect on antiregime rebellion+90 Presidentialism also decreases antiregime rebel-
lion in this model+

In separate models ~not shown!, I add a lag of rebellion to the model+ The mag-
nitude of the coefficients for decentralization and regional party vote are nearly
the same as they are in Model 2, although only the effect of regional party vote is
significant+91 In other models ~not shown!, I include an interaction effect between
decentralization and regional party vote+ The interaction effect suggests the regional
party vote increases antiregime rebellion in decentralized systems of government,
but not in centralized systems of government; and that decentralization decreases
antiregime rebellion when regional party vote is low and increases it when regional
party vote is high+ The main effects for decentralization and regional party vote as
well as the interaction term are significant on their own in this model and jointly
significant as well+

The graphs in Figure 2 illustrate the results from Model 2+ The graphs indicate
the predicted probabilities that antiregime will equal either 0 ~no incidences of
antiregime rebellion! or 7 ~protracted civil war!+ These values represent the
lowest and highest values of antiregime rebellion in this study+ In these graphs
political and civil rights, majority0plurality systems, first elections and presi-
dentialism are set to 1, mixed electoral systems are set to 0, while GDP is set to
its mean+ The solid line represents the change in the predicted probabilities for
decentralization when regional party vote is varied from 0 to 100 percent+ The
dashed line represents the change in the predicted probabilities for centralization

88+ I exclude the ELF index from this and all other models due to collinearity between it and cer-
tain control variables included in Model 2+ One draws, however, the same substantive conclusions
about decentralization and regional parties if the ELF index is included, and these control variables are
excluded+

89+ To explore the robustness of my findings on regional parties, I replace regional party vote with
two variables—one representing the percentage of parties that are regional parties in an election, and
the other representing the percentage of seats received by regional parties in an election+ The coeffi-
cients of these variables are both positive and statistically significant at the +01 level+ In other models
~not shown!, I measure the strength of regional parties, according to the geographic, not the political
regions, of a country+ In these models, regional parties measured in terms of the percentage of regional
parties competing in an election, as well as the percentage of votes and seats they receive antiregime
rebellion at the +10 level or better+

90+ In separate models ~not shown!, where I substitute elections in general for the first elections in
a country, elections in general have no effect on antiregime rebellion+

91+ The coefficient for decentralization is �+98 ~+63! and the coefficient for regional party vote is
+04 ~+02! in the lagged model+ I also averaged the data across years for each country and redid the
analysis on the country averages+ The coefficients for decentralization and regional party vote are in
the same direction and significant at the +10 level in these models+
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when regional party vote is varied from 0 to 100 percent+ In these graphs politi-
cal and civil rights, majority0plurality systems, first elections and presidentialism
are set to one, while mixed electoral systems are set at 0, and GDP is set to its
mean+

FIGURE 2. Predicted probabilities for antiregime rebellion
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According to the first graph, countries with decentralized systems of govern-
ment are less likely to experience antiregime rebellion than countries with central-
ized systems of government+ The likelihood of countries with either decentralized
systems of government or centralized systems of government not experiencing anti-
regime rebellion declines, however, sharply as regional party vote increases+

The second graph depicts a similar relationship between decentralization and
regional party vote+According to this graph, the likelihood of countries experienc-
ing “protracted civil war” is lower for decentralized systems of government than
for centralized systems of government, and the likelihood of either centralized sys-
tems of government or decentralized systems of government experiencing “pro-
tracted civil war” increases as regional party vote increases, more so for centralized
systems of government than decentralized systems of government+

In Model 3, I add a control for fiscal decentralization measured in terms of total
subnational expenditure ~as a percent of total expenditure!+ In this model, fiscal
decentralization decreases antiregime rebellion but is not significant+ In separate
models ~not shown!, I measure fiscal decentralization in terms of subnational rev-
enue ~as a percent of total revenue!+ Fiscal decentralization decreases antiregime
rebellion in this model and is significant at the +01 level+

In Model 4, I measure decentralization as a four-point index+ Decentralization
decreases antiregime rebellion in this model as in the previous models, while
regional party vote increases antiregime rebellion, suggesting that more decentral-
ization decreases antiregime rebellion over less decentralization+ In Model 5, I
replace the four-point measure of decentralization with the five-point measure of
decentralization, the effect of which is negative and significant confirming the results
of the previous model+

Intercommunal Conflict

The ordered logit results for intercommunal conflict are presented in Table 4+ In
Model 1 of this table, I explore the effect of decentralization on intercommunal
conflict while controlling for different social and economic variables that may also
affect intercommunal conflict+ In this model—where I do not control for the effect
of regional parties on intercommunal conflict—the effect of political decentraliza-
tion is negative but not significant+ The effect of the economic development index,
meanwhile, is negative and significant, as expected, while the effect of GDP is
positive and significant, in contrast+ The ELF index is also positive and significant
in this model, indicating that heterogeneous countries are more likely to experi-
ence intercommunal conflict than less heterogeneous countries+92

92+ In separate models ~not shown!, I also find evidence of nonlinear relationship, however, between
the ELF and conflict where both low and high degrees of heterogeneity reduce conflict and moderate
levels of heterogeneity increase conflict+ The R-squared is slightly higher in the nonlinear model sug-
gesting a better fit+
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In Model 2, I introduce control variables for different political factors that may
affect intercommunal conflict, including regional party vote+93 In this model, when
I control for regional party vote, decentralization is negative and significant while
regional party vote is positive and significant+ The fact that decentralization only
has a significant effect on intercommunal conflict when regional party vote is con-
trolled for lends considerable support to my argument that the overall effect of

93+ I exclude the ELF index from this and all other models due to collinearity between it and cer-
tain control variables included in Model 2+ One draws, however, the same substantive conclusions
about decentralization and regional parties if the ELF index is included, and these control variables are
excluded+

TABLE 4. Intercommunal conflict (ordered logit)

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5

decentralization �+89 �+93* �2+19***
~+58! ~+54! ~+72!

decentralization index (0–4) �+72*
~+38!

decentralization index (0–5) �+87***
~+30!

subnational expenditure +03
~+02!

regional party vote +05*** +06*** +07*** +07***
~+02! ~+02! ~+02! ~+02!

gdp ~log! +83*** +88*** +98*** +99*** 1+01***
~+16! ~+16! ~+22! ~+20! ~+19!

economic development index �1+24*** �1+51*** �1+52*** �1+43***
~+29! ~+34! ~+33! ~+33!

elf index 3+50***
~1+01!

political and civil rights (0–7) +19 1+25*** +12 +18
~+19! ~+30! ~+19! ~+19!

first elections 1+52* 1+14 1+77* 1+95**
~+93! ~1+24! ~+95! ~+95!

mixed electoral systems +07 +60 �+20 +29
~+95! ~1+09! ~+95! ~+96!

majority/plurality systems 2+15*** +98* 1+95*** 2+29***
~+48! ~+60! ~+47! ~+49!

presidentialism +28 �+52 +61 +79
~+44! ~+46! ~+46! ~+47!

Log likelihood �144+67 �142+44 �133+32 �142+18 �139+35
Pseudo R2 +180 +247 +232 +248 +263
Observations 184 193 173 193 193

Note: Standard errors are in parentheses+ *p � +10, **p � +05, ***p � +01+
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decentralization on ethnic conflict depends on the strength of regional parties+94

According to Model 2, first elections and majority0plurality systems also increase
the likelihood of intercommunal conflict+95 The effects of political and civil rights,
mixed electoral systems and presidentialism are not statistically significant+

In separate models ~not shown!, I include a lag of conflict in the analysis+ The
size of the coefficients for decentralization and regional party vote are the same
as they are in Model 2, although they are not all significant+96 In other models
~not shown!, I add an interaction effect to the model between decentralization
and regional party vote+ The interaction effect suggests that regional party vote
increases intercommunal conflict in decentralized systems of government but not
in centralized systems of government, and that decentralization decreases inter-
communal conflict when regional party vote is low and increases it when regional
party vote is high+ The interaction term is not significant on its own, nor is the
main effect for regional party vote, although both these variables are jointly sig-
nificant with decentralization, which has a significant effect on intercommunal
conflict+

The graphs in Figure 2 illustrate the results of Model 2+ The graphs show the
predicted probabilities that intercommunal will equal either 0 ~no incidences of
intercommunal conflict! or 5 ~communal rioting and armed attacks!+ These values
represent the lowest and highest values of intercommunal conflict in this study+97

In these graphs political and civil rights, majority0plurality systems, first elections
and presidentialism are set to 1, mixed electoral systems are set to 0, while GDP
and the economic development index are set to their means+ The solid line repre-
sents the change in the predicted probabilities of intercommunal conflict for decen-
tralization when regional party vote is varied from 0 to 100 percent+ The dashed
line represents the change in the predicted probabilities for centralization when
regional party vote is varied from 0 to 100 percent+

According to the first graph, countries with decentralized systems of govern-
ment are less likely to experience intercommunal conflict than countries with cen-
tralized systems of government+ Both decentralized systems of government and

94+ In separate models ~not shown!, I also replace regional party vote with two variables—one
representing the percentage of parties that are regional parties in an election, and the other represent-
ing the percentage of seats received by regional parties in an election+ In these models, only the seats
variable is positive and significant at the +01 level, suggesting that the effect of regional parties on
intercommunal conflict operates more through parties in government than those outside of govern-
ment+ In still other models ~not shown!, I measure the strength of regional parties according to the
geographic, not the political regions, of a country+ The effect of regional parties on intercommunal
conflict is not significant in these models+

95+ In separate models ~not shown!, I include a control variable for all elections rather than the first
elections in a country+ This variable is not significant+

96+ The coefficient for decentralization is �+82 ~+81! while the coefficient for regional party vote is
+01 ~+03! in the lagged model+ I also averaged the data across years for each country and redid the
analysis on the country averages+ The coefficients for decentralization and regional party vote are in
the same direction in these models, although their effects are not significant given the small-N+

97+ No country in this study experienced the highest possible level of intercommunal conflict, large-
scale intergroup violence+
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centralized systems of government, however, are more likely to experience
intercommunal conflict as regional party vote increases+ The change in the likeli-
hood of a country experiencing intercommunal conflict as regional party vote
increases is more dramatic in decentralized systems of government than in cen-
tralized systems of government+

FIGURE 3. Predicted probabilities for intercommunal conflict
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The second graph shows a similar relationship between decentralization and
regional party vote in terms of a country’s likelihood of experiencing “large-scale
intergroup violence+” In this graph, the probability of a country experiencing this
type of violence is lower for decentralized systems of government than for cen-
tralized systems of government+ The probability of experiencing “large-scale inter-
group violence” increases, however, for both centralized and decentralized systems
of government as regional party vote increases+

In the next three models, I measure decentralization in terms of degrees of decen-
tralization+ In Model 3, I include a variable for fiscal decentralization in terms of
total subnational expenditures ~as percentage of total expenditures!+ This variable
is not significant+ In separate models ~not shown!, I measure fiscal decentraliza-
tion in terms of subnational revenue ~as a percent of total revenue!+ This variable
is negative and significant, suggesting that increasing levels of fiscal decentraliza-
tion decrease intercommunal conflict+

In Model 4, I measure decentralization as a four-point index+ This index is neg-
ative and statistically significant, indicating that an increase in the degree of decen-
tralization in a country reduces intercommunal conflict+ In Model 5, I measure
decentralization as a five-point index, the effect of which is also negative and
significant+

Conclusion

Decentralization is viewed by many as, at best, an ineffective tool in reducing
ethnic conflict and secessionism and, as, at worst, an encouraging factor behind
both+ This article shows, however, that decentralization is neither and in fact is a
useful mechanism in reducing both ethnic conflict and secessionism+ According to
the statistical analysis, decentralized systems of government are less likely to expe-
rience intercommunal conflict and antiregime rebellion than centralized systems
of government+ The presence of regional parties, however, undermines the effect
of decentralization on ethnic conflict and secessionism, as the statistical analysis
also shows+ For this reason the strength of regional parties must be regulated in
countries through different features of decentralization or alternative institutional
mechanisms, such as the type of electoral system in a country+

Some of these institutions have competing effects on regional parties and eth-
nic conflict and secessionism, including majority and plurality systems+ That is,
while certain institutions decrease the strength of regional parties in countries
directly, they also increase the strength of ethnic conflict and secessionism+ Some
of these institutions are also easier to manipulate than others+ Changing the sequenc-
ing of national and regional elections is much easier, for example, and much less
controversial to accomplish than changing the internal borders of countries+ Many
of these institutions, however, are not controversial and can be practically imple-
mented+ Policymakers must be very careful, therefore, in designing their political
systems to take into account both the direct and indirect consequences of these
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alternative institutions, as well as the unexpected costs involved in them+ The choice
of just how to do this remains an open question for countries+
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