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Abstract

An enduring debate in the conflict management literature concerns the wisdom of recognizing versus avoiding
reference to ethnic identities in institutions to manage ethnic conflict. Understanding why ethnic recognition occurs
is crucial for informing this debate. We develop a theory based on functional and political mobilization effects of
recognizing ethnic groups. Contrary to reasoning that minority leaders would be most interested in recognition, the
theory suggests that recognition consistently favors the interests of leaders from larger, plurality groups, whereas
minority leaders face a ‘dilemma of recognition’ between functional gains and mobilization threats. We use mixed
methods to test our theory. For our quantitative analysis, we draw on an original coding of recognition in constitu-
tions and comprehensive political settlements from 1990 to 2012. We find that for cases with leaders from plurality
groups, recognition is adopted 60% of the time. With leaders from minority groups, the rate is about 40 percentage
points lower, even after accounting for many background factors. Additional quantitative tests and a qualitative
analysis present more detailed evidence to show that the processes correspond to the logic of our theory. Answering
these questions about when and why recognition is adopted is a crucial step in evaluating its effects on conflict.
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Introduction

Past violent conflict is a robust predictor of future
conflict (Collier & Sambanis, 2002; Walter, 2010).
Moreover, conflicts with an ethnic component are nearly
twice as likely to recur (Mattes & Savun, 2009: 754).
This raises important questions about institutional
choices in the aftermath of ethnic violence. Current lit-
erature focuses intensely on institutions as the basis of
societal harmony (Acemoglu & Robinson, 2012),
including peace after ethnic conflict (Kuperman, 2015;
Reilly, 2001; Reynolds, 2011). In such instances, a fun-
damental institutional choice is whether or not ethnic
groups should be recognized explicitly. Indeed, this
choice defines an ‘enduring debate’ in the literature and
policy discussions (McGarry, O’Leary & Simeon, 2008).

An example illustrates the possibilities. With similarly
troubled pasts and nearly identical ethnic and material
structural conditions, Rwanda and Burundi have
answered the institutional question differently, both
ostensibly in the aim of peace. Burundi’s 2005 constitu-
tion entrenched public institution quotas for Hutus and
Tutsis after the 1993–2004 civil war. In contrast, Rwan-
da’s 2003 constitution resolves to ‘eradicate ethnic,
regional and any other form of divisions’, and mere ref-
erence to Hutu or Tutsi identity can be reason for pro-
secution under anti-genocide laws. What informs these
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diametrically opposed choices under such similar
circumstances?

We study why some countries adopt ethnic recogni-
tion to manage conflicts while others do not. Under-
standing this institutional choice is a crucial first step
toward assessing its impact on peace. By ethnic recogni-
tion, we mean the formal identification of ethnic groups
by name in constitutions or political settlements. While
the literature discusses philosophical merits of recogni-
tion and commonality of recognition-based policies
(Krook & O’Brien, 2010; Reynolds, 2005), to our
knowledge ours is the first systematic mapping of the
adoption of recognition in the context of violent conflict.
Analyses of recognition strategies tend to say little about
the motivations for adopting them (Sisk, 1996: 77). Yet,
it is important to study the origins of institutions, focus-
ing on critical junctures that follow social upheaval (Ace-
moglu & Robinson, 2012).

Our theoretical analysis below points to a key factor
that may inform leaders’ choices about recognition:
their status as minority or non-minority group mem-
bers. One may reason that minority leaders would be
most interested in recognition to institutionalize
respect for ethnic identities and minority groups
(Taylor, 1992; Young, 1990). Recognition allows for
‘group-differentiated rights’ such as ethnic quotas or
autonomy arrangements (Horowitz, 2000; Kymlicka,
1995; Kymlicka & Shapiro, 1997) that address risks
of ‘tyranny of the majority’ (McGarry, O’Leary &
Simeon, 2008).

However, we argue that such an assessment of the
functional advantages of recognition overlooks the polit-
ical mobilization effects. Our theoretical prediction is
that non-minority leaders are likelier to prefer recogni-
tion. This may seem counter-intuitive, but the logic is
simple. Amid identity-based conflict, leaders face inter-
group mistrust and potential for identity-based remobi-
lization (McGarry, O’Leary & Simeon, 2008).
Recognition facilitates interethnic comparisons and eth-
nic mobilization and, thus, may entrench ethnicity as a
political cleavage (Horowitz, 2000). This is to plurality
groups’ advantage, but for minority groups it presents a
risk.1 The potential gains, paired with the risks, produce
the ‘dilemma of recognition’ (De Zwart, 2005). This
dilemma has political bite for minority group leaders,
but not for plurality group leaders.

We use mixed methods to assess this theoretical pre-
diction. We draw on a dataset that incorporates an orig-
inal coding of ethnic recognition in constitutions and
comprehensive settlements adopted amid violent politi-
cal conflict from 1990 to 2012.2 Using quantitative
cross-national analysis, we find that for cases with leaders
from plurality groups, recognition is adopted 60% of the
time. With leaders from minority groups, the rate is
about 40 percentage points lower, a pattern that holds
even after accounting for many potential confounders.
The quantitative analysis structures a qualitative investi-
gation (Lieberman, 2005). We find credible illustrations
in Rwanda, Burundi, and Ethiopia that the structural
conditions underlying our theory hold in practice and
that the dilemma of recognition plays out through
mechanisms that conform to our theory.

Minority leaders and recognition

The goal of our analysis is to understand leaders’ stra-
tegies for managing ethnic conflict.3 We focus upon the
choice of whether or not to adopt ethnic recognition.
We operationalize ethnic recognition as the explicit
naming of ethnic groups in constitutions or political
settlements. Ethnic recognition is distinct from non-
discrimination clauses that bar differential treatment
based on ethnicity. Recognition also stands in contrast
to bans on references to ethnicity (Basedau & Moroff,
2011; Ishiyama, 2009).

There are strong arguments both in favor and against
recognition as a conflict management strategy. On one
side, a growing group of scholars contend that accom-
modative institutions, guaranteeing rights to ethnic
groups, build peace (Cederman, Gleditsch & Wucherp-
fennig, 2014; Lijphart, 1977, 1985; McGarry &
O’Leary, 2006). Subordination along ethnic lines has
historically provided a cause for violent intergroup con-
flict (Cederman, Gleditsch & Buhaug, 2013; Gurr,
1993; Wimmer, Cederman & Min, 2009). Recognition
strategies have the potential to redress grievances by grant-
ing groups status or allowing for more precise targeting of
resources along ethnic lines (Cunningham, Loury &
Skrentny, 2002; Horowitz, 2000: 657–659). Other scho-
lars make the case that integrative institutions that reduce
the political salience of ethnic groups best prevent conflict
(Horowitz, 1991, 2000; De Zwart, 2005). This could
avoid ‘freezing’ divisions that emerged in the heat of

1 We use the terms ‘plurality’ and ‘non-minority’ to account for the
possibility that the largest group in society may not make up a
majority of the population.

2 In this study, we do not address issues related to implementation.
3 Following Chandra (2006), ethnicities are socially constructed
identities associated with descent-based characteristics.

290 journal of PEACE RESEARCH 55(3)



conflict (Simonsen, 2005) and open more space for con-
flict transformation (Taylor, 2001). Lieberman & Singh
(2012) argue that historically, institutionalizing ethnicity
contributes to ethnic war. This debate between accom-
modative and integrative strategies – or recognition and
non-recognition – as well as a number of intermediary
strategies (Kuperman, 2015; Roeder, 2005; Sisk, 1996)
continues. Our premise is that we need to understand
conditions leading to the adoption of recognition to avoid
confusing cause with effect.4

To understand patterns in the adoption of recognition,
we must consider how leaders might view it. We analyze a
very stylized setting that brings strategic dynamics into
sharp relief. (A formal model is in the supporting infor-
mation.) We demonstrate that the ‘dilemma of recogni-
tion’ is especially pronounced for minority leaders.

Our setting is one of recent or ongoing violent con-
flict where ethnicity is an important basis of political
mobilization. Our analysis rests on a number of key
observations. First, we observe that leaders who preside
over a country’s political regime are typically concerned
with political survival. Our analysis is based on the idea
that such leaders have the power to decide how ethnicity
will be treated under the regime and the ability to adopt
recognition should they wish to do so. This assumption
is relevant in circumstances of violent mobilization,
when leaders often achieve a degree of power beyond
ordinary politics (King, 2007), but may be less convin-
cing in cases of usual legislative politics.

In settings of ethnic conflict, the leader is a member of
an ethnic group that faces opposition ethnic groups. The
political survival of the leader might be threatened by a
critical mass of opposition group members deciding to
contest his/her authority. In such situations, the leader
would evaluate strategies for dealing with this threat.
As Wimmer, Cederman & Min (2009) suggest, mem-
bers of the opposition group would support contesta-
tion if they believe opportunities available to their
group are below some critical threshold. We also
observe that ongoing conflicts generate situations of
interethnic mistrust (Collier et al., 2003; Posen,
1993; Snyder & Jervis, 1999). It is up to the leader
to decide how to manage this mistrust, including how
to deal with ethnic identities.

Two effects of recognition imply that the preference
for recognition increases in the size of the regime leader’s

ethnic group relative to that of opposition groups. These
effects are that (i) recognition may allow leaders to
overcome the mistrust of opposition members more
efficiently than non-recognition, and (ii) that ethnic
recognition confers a relative advantage to larger ethnic
groups in their ability to mobilize in the future.

Effect (i), the functional effect of recognition in man-
aging opposition mistrust, is based on three mechanisms
that have been examined in the literature. First, the sym-
bolic value of being recognized confers a direct benefit to
opposition members (Young, 1990; Taylor, 1992). Sec-
ond, by allowing for transparency about the allocation of
resources along ethnic lines, opposition members are able
to more precisely evaluate how well the regime is treating
them, which in turn makes it easier for the regime to win
opposition members’ trust (Cederman & Girardin, 2007;
Weisskopf, 2004). Third, recognition may be a step
toward institutionalizing opposition group rights, which
reduces their uncertainty about how they will fare in the
future (McGarry, O’Leary & Simeon, 2008). These func-
tional effects make recognition attractive to leaders inter-
ested in ensuring stability regardless of whether they are
from a minority or plurality group.

However, recognition effectively entrenches ethnic
divisions, yielding effect (ii), the mobilization effect of
recognition: should they wish to do so, groups can take
advantage of the opportunity to use ethnic appeals to
enhance their political position. The current literature
is clear in identifying substantial coethnic advantages
in political mobilization, and recognition lowers the bar-
riers to such mobilization (Bates, 1983; Habyarimana
et al., 2007; Varshney, 2007). Institutions that facilitate
ethnic mobilization should be especially advantageous to
larger ethnic groups, who will then be in a better position
to bargain over the distribution of spoils (Posner, 2005).
Social identity theory suggests that mere mention of
groups can cause people to think about themselves differ-
ently (Tajfel, 1982), meaning that recognition provides a
nudge toward mobilization along ethnic lines. In contrast,
by avoiding recognition, minority groups may hope to
‘transcend’ ethnicity as the primary line of political com-
petition, thereby overcoming a structural, demographic
disadvantage (Smith, 1986: 214–217).

Plurality group leaders face no conflicting pressures when
it comes to recognition: they benefit from both the func-
tional and mobilization effects. But for a minority leader,
the losses due to the mobilization effect may outweigh the
gains from the functional effect. Holding all other consid-
erations fixed, recognition should be a dominant strategy for
plurality group leaders. For minority group leaders, the
situation depends on the relative strength of the functional

4 Brancati & Snyder (2011, 2013) apply an analogous strategy in
studying the effects of electoral timing on the durability of peace
agreements.
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versus the political mobilization effects – a dilemma of rec-
ognition. This yields the following hypothesis:

H1: All else equal, minority group regime leaders
should be less likely to adopt ethnic recognition than
plurality group regime leaders.

The force of this logic depends on the starkness of the
difference in the strategic positions of minority versus
plurality groups. This starkness is affected by the level
of ethnic fractionalization. Ethnic fractionalization mea-
sures the probability that two randomly selected individ-
uals from a country belong to different ethnic groups
(Alesina et al., 2003). Minority status matters much
more in situations of lower ethnic fractionalization. It
is in those cases that the minority stands distinct relative
to a clear majority group (Collier & Hoeffler, 2004).
Under high ethnic fractionalization, minority status may
be less strategically meaningful because no one group
demographically dominates society.

This theory relegates to the background some com-
plicating factors. We presume that the regime leader is
not concerned with how recognition affects potential
dissent from his/her own group. We do not focus upon
more perverted applications of recognition that seek to
reinforce inequality rather than redress it (Cinalli, 2005).
Our analysis also ignores the possibility that majority
leaders may have an easier time enacting new provisions.
Given these complexities, the relationship between
minority/non-minority status and recognition is unlikely
to be perfect. But if the logic developed above charac-
terizes the essence of the dilemma of recognition, we
expect general patterns to conform to our hypothesis.

Methods

We use a mixed-methods approach to test our theory.
Using first a cross-national quantitative analysis, we then
apply research design principles from Lieberman to select
‘well predicted cases’ to qualitatively trace whether the
assumptions and mechanisms of our theory characterize
what actually occurred (Lieberman, 2005: 444). Because
of the impossibility of experimental variation in our pri-
mary explanatory factor of interest (minority status of
leaders), the qualitative analysis allows us to evaluate
threats to the validity of our interpretations of the ‘effect’
of minority status.

Data
We coded the adoption of recognition in constitutions
or comprehensive settlements promulgated in the

context of violent intergroup conflicts from 1990 to
2012.5 Constitutions and comprehensive settlements
represent ‘constitutional moments’ that fundamentally
define the terms of a regime6 and are more entrenched
and difficult to revise than other legal measures (Lerner,
2011: 210–211). We acknowledge that recognition may
be articulated in other ways (e.g. in legislation) and that a
few of the non-recognition decisions that we coded may
have little to do with the conflict (e.g. arguably the 1997
amendments to the Pakistan constitutions). This makes
ours a conservative estimate of the rate at which recogni-
tion is adopted. We also note the possibility of informal
recognition, for example through cabinet appointments.
Our view is that recognition in a constitution or settle-
ment more clearly signals leaders’ preferences than infor-
mal arrangements, which may be used for more tactical
purposes and may be more ‘fragile’ (Spears, 2013). Recent
research on the relationship between formal and informal
recognition comes to different conclusions. In Africa, for
example, some have found high rates of informal ethnic
accommodation despite infrequent formal recognition
(Francois, Rainer & Trebbi, 2015) while others have
found informal arrangements to be less accommodative
than formal institutions (Kuperman, 2015).7

Our main analyses below pool constitutions and set-
tlements together. One could argue that they should be
analyzed separately, because settlements may be more
malleable and they only arise amid conflicts that are not
resolved by military victory. We view this as an empirical
question and so we include a robustness check (reported
in the Online appendix) to evaluate whether adoption
patterns are different for constitutions versus settlements.

We identified cases of violent conflict from the inter-
nal conflict datasets constructed by the Uppsala Conflict
Data Program.8 These cases involve deadly violence
reaching at least 25 deaths. We did not select cases on
the basis of whether the conflicts are commonly labeled
as ‘ethnic wars’ since the relevance of recognition may

5 The 1990 cut-off is justified on the basis of allowing us to focus on
post-Cold War circumstances with a manageable number of cases.
6 The rate of recognition is similar across these two types of
documents.
7 In Kuperman’s data, patterns of formal vs. informal
accommodation are similar for minority and plurality-led regimes.
8 This includes their Internal Armed Conflict Dataset, Version 4-
2013 (Gleditsch et al., 2002; Melander, Pettersson & Themnér,
2016), Non-State Conflict Dataset, Version 2.5-2013 (Sundberg,
Eck & Kreutz, 2012; Melander, Pettersson & Themnér, 2016),
and the One-Sided Violence Dataset, Version 1.4-2013 (Eck &
Hultman, 2007; Melander, Pettersson & Themnér, 2016). The
data are available at http://www.pcr.uu.se/research/UCDP/.
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extend beyond such cases. We do, however, examine
whether results change when we consider only cases com-
monly regarded as ethnic wars. We operationalized ‘con-
stitutional moments’ as comprehensive peace agreements,
constitutions, or constitutional amendments adopted
since 1990 and that take place amid or immediately fol-
lowing (that is, within a year of) violent conflict.

We defined a ‘recognition’ variable that took a value
of 1 if the constitution or settlement explicitly identified
multiple ethnic groups, by name, as constituting the
population of the country, and took the value of 0 if
no such explicit mention is made. The coding does not
consider the precise configuration of who is being recog-
nized. Further, it is possible that a document both recog-
nizes ethnic groups and bans particular uses of ethnic
references. In such cases, we nonetheless coded the out-
come as recognition. We consulted various primary,
news, and academic sources, including direct communi-
cation with dozens of country experts, to finalize the set
of cases as well as our coding. A list of our cases and
coding is provided in Table A1 of the Online appendix.

Our main explanatory variable of interest is the
minority status of the regime leader. We used the dataset
on ‘ethnic minority rule’ produced by Fearon, Kasara &
Laitin (2007). Their dataset covers up until 1999 and we
applied their coding rules to our cases to complete the
coding to 2012.9 This variable is based on the ethnicity
of the head of state at the time that the settlement or
constitution was put forward. It takes a value of 1 for
cases where this head of state is from a group that is not
the plurality group in the country, and 0 otherwise. An
assumption in using this measure is that the head of state
is pivotal in determining the terms of the political regime.
This will not always be the case, for example in situations
where insurgent forces have more influence over regime
outcomes. For testing our hypothesis, this would repre-
sent measurement error that attenuates the relationship
between our minority leader variable and recognition
(thereby producing a bias that works against us).

Dealing with endogeneity
We also consider alternative explanations and confoun-
ders. Any relationship between the adoption of

recognition and the minority status of leaders could be
spurious to confounding factors. In identifying such con-
founders, we consider mechanisms that give rise to minor-
ity leadership. The literature suggests two mechanisms in
particular. First, countries that have lower levels of exclu-
sion and horizontal inequality may be more likely to have
minority leaders and, presumably, also less likely to
adopt recognition policies (Wimmer, Cederman & Min,
2009). Second, regionally concentrated minorities are
unlikely to win broad appeal and thus have a disadvan-
tage relative to larger groups in becoming heads of state
(Posner, 2005). Presumably, regional concentration of
groups also makes recognition more likely, to manage
the concentrated interests of such groups. Confounding
may also arise due to levels of development, political
institutions, intensity and military outcomes of the con-
flict, the engagement of the international community, or
interregional differences, variables conventionally incor-
porated into analyses of conflict resolution dynamics.
We drew on various existing data sources for these
variables. Finally, adoption patterns may depend on
cultural values that vary across regions. As such, we
include region dummy variables to account for such
heterogeneity. (Variable sources and summary statistics
are included in the Online appendix, Tables A2 and
A3.) We use logistic regression that controls for these
factors. The supporting information in the Online
appendix also contains a robustness check using a
non-parametric matching estimator.

Regression control strategies cannot fully overcome
the fact that the emergence of minority leadership is
deeply endogenous. Experimental variation is impossible
and we could not identify a source of quasi-experimental
variation. To attribute the outcomes that we observe to
the variation in minority leadership that we measure, we
seek four types of evidence. First, the effects should be of
high magnitude, in which case their sensitivity to con-
founding from unobserved variables will be low (Imbens,
2003; Rosenbaum, 2002: Ch. 4). Second, the size of the
effects should be robust to quantitative control strategies
as described above. Third, we should find evidence for
more elaborate implications of the theory (Rosenbaum,
2002: 5–6). For this, we test two interaction effects pro-
positions: first is the proposition that minority leader
effects are smaller when ethnic fractionalization is higher,
and second is the proposition that minority leader effects
are stronger in cases that are classified as ethnic conflict.
Fourth, the qualitative analysis should demonstrate that
the decisionmaking process follows the logic of our the-
ory and does not present more convincing alternative
accounts (Van Evera, 1997: 55–67).

9 We rely primarily on ethnicity data from Fearon (2003) and the
CIA World Factbook (https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-
world-factbook/), and data on leaders from Goemans, Gleditsch &
Chiozza (2009) to cover up to 2004 and then head of government
data from the CIA World Factbook to cover 2004 to 2012. For cases
that could not be completed from these sources, we consulted
biographic information reported in news sources online.
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Trends

Figure 1 and Table I show temporal and regional trends
in the adoption of recognition in constitutions, amend-
ments, and settlements in conflict-affected countries
from 1990 to 2012. There are 86 cases in our dataset.
Cases of recognition represent 43% (37 cases), indicative
of this period having been an ‘era of identity politics’
(Eisenberg & Kymlicka, 2011). The rate of adoption
holds steady over the years that we cover.

We see substantial interregional differences in the
rate of adoption. European cases include the Balkans,
Northern Ireland, constitutional revisions in the Rus-
sian Federation, and the Caucasus; all 11 of these
cases adopted recognition. We qualitatively explore
the European cases in the supporting information and

note that recognition in Europe may be affected by
regional norms. But because all European leaders in
our dataset represent pluralities, we cannot say defini-
tively whether the patterns in Europe are driven more
by our logic of recognition or by regional norms and
external intervention. The European pattern is in
stark contrast to sub-Saharan Africa, where only
17% (7) of the 40 cases we identified adopt recogni-
tion. Across the Middle East, North Africa, East and
Southeast Asia, and the Americas, recognition occurs
in a majority of cases, whereas in South and Central
Asia recognition occurs in a minority.

Quantitative analysis

Our quantitative analysis tests our hypothesis that
recognition will be substantially less likely in cases
where the regime leader comes from a minority ethnic
group. The outcome is our binary coding of recognition
adoption. Table II shows the basic pattern. These basic
results conform to the expectations of our theory. In
cases where regime leaders come from non-minority
(that is, plurality or majority) ethnic groups, recogni-
tion is adopted 60% of the time. But when the leader
comes from a minority group, recognition is adopted
only 24% of the time.

Table III provides results of logistic regressions that
control for potential confounders. (The tables report
marginal effects, which measure the estimated change
in the probability of recognition given a unit change
in the variable, holding all other regressors to their
means.) This set of models adds the various controls
described above. The results suggest that the basic
relationship captured in Table II is robust to control-
ling for these factors.

Figure 1. Proportion over time of new constitutions, consti-
tutional amendments, and comprehensive political settlements
in conflict-affected countries with recognition, 1990–2012
The dashed line is a trend line produced using a kernel smoother with
a five-year bandwidth; the gray shaded area is a 95% confidence
interval.

Table I. Regional patterns in adopting recognition in consti-
tutions, constitutional amendments, and comprehensive
settlements in conflict-affected countries, 1990–2012

Region
Percentage with

recognition N

Sub-Saharan Africa 17% 40
Americas 67% 6
East/Southeast Asia 60% 10
Europe 100% 11
Middle East/N. Africa 56% 9
South/Central Asia 40% 10
World 43% 86

Table II. Patterns in adopting recognition by the minority
status of the leader’s ethnic group for constitutions, constitu-
tional amendments, and comprehensive political settlements
in conflict affected countries, 1990–2012

Recognition

Leader type No Yes Total

Non-minority N 18 27 45
% 40% 60%

Minority N 31 10 41
% 76% 24%

Total N 49 37 86
% 57% 43%

Pearson �2 ¼ 11.10,
p < .001
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As Model 6 shows, the negative relationship
between minority leaders and recognition adoption
is considerably stronger when we limit ourselves to
cases coded as ethnic conflict in the Ethnic Power
Relations dataset (Cederman, Wimmer & Min,
2010). Rather than the 30–40 percentage point dif-
ference in rates of adoption that we see in the overall
set of cases, in the subset of ‘ethnic conflicts’ the
difference is 55 percentage points. The interaction
term is not statistically significant, however, given the
modest sample size (Model 7).

Models 8–10 use dummy variables for the regions
shown in Table I to account for unmeasured interregio-
nal heterogeneity. This forces us to drop the European
cases given that all 11 of them were cases with recogni-
tion. Nonetheless, when we do so, we find that the
relationship between minority leaders and recognition
remains strong in terms of the point estimates. Thus,
the effect is not driven solely by the European cases nor
is it spurious to interregional heterogeneity.

Model 11 considers how the effect of minority lead-
ership is modified by the extent of ethnic fractionaliza-
tion. Above, we discussed that an implication of our
theory is that the effect of minority status should be
stronger in situations with lower ethnic fractionaliza-
tion (fewer groups), which makes minority status more
relevant strategically. Model 11 includes the interaction
of the minority leader variable and ethnic fractionaliza-
tion. The nature of the effect is as we expect, although
given the relatively small number of cases, the interac-
tion term itself is not statistically significant. Nonethe-
less, as Figure 2 displays, in cases of very low ethnic
fractionalization, the predicted rate at which ethnic rec-
ognition is adopted is much lower under minority

leaders (about a 70 percentage point difference). Where
ethnic fractionalization is very high, minority leaders do
not affect the likelihood of adoption.

The supporting information contains other robust-
ness checks. First, we evaluate robustness to model spe-
cification by using the non-parametric ‘bias-adjusted’
matching estimator of Abadie & Imbens (2011). The
results are consistent with the regression estimates. Sec-
ond, a possible objection is that the 86 cases that we
study represent a ‘selected’ sample. That is, they repre-
sent cases in conflict-affected countries where a political
agreement was reached. It could be that plurality leaders
try to avoid agreements altogether. This would under-
mine our story if such avoidance were related to the
possibility of recognition occurring should an agreement
be reached. To evaluate this possibility, we extended our
dataset to include all years of conflict in all countries
from 1990 to 2012 and conducted an event history
analysis of whether agreements were reached. The results
suggest that at best, minority leaders are associated
with a small and statistically insignificant increase in
the likelihood that an agreement is struck in any
given year. Next, we studied whether results differ for
constitutions versus settlements, finding no indication
that they do. After that, we studied interaction effects
between minority leadership and levels of bloodshed,
finding no significant evidence of such an interaction.
Finally, we conducted a test of whether informal rec-
ognition tends to substitute for formal recognition
(see supporting information section 10 in the Online
appendix). We find that this is not the case – indeed,
even after controlling for many background character-
istics, formal recognition is associated with a pro-
nounced reduction in future levels of ethnic
exclusion. The finding that minority leaders are much
less likely to adopt recognition is quite robust and
appears to be meaningful.

Nonetheless, without experimental or quasi-
experimental variation in minority leadership, such a
quantitative analysis does not, on its own, seal the case
for the interpretation provided by our theory. Rather, we
turn to richer, qualitative evidence.

Qualitative analysis

We follow Lieberman’s (2005: 444) proposal to scruti-
nize good-fit cases to assess whether our interpretation of
the quantitative results is valid. We include Rwanda
(2003), a minority-led government that did not adopt
recognition, and Burundi (2005), a plurality-led govern-
ment that adopted recognition. These two countries

Figure 2. Predicted probability of ethnic recognition under
plurality (solid line) and minority (dashed line) leader regimes,
over values of ethnic fractionalization
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share nearly identical structural conditions and similar
histories of conflict, and yet have leaders who have pur-
sued diametrically opposed strategies. We also include
Ethiopia (1994), a minority-led government that
adopted recognition in a country with very high ethnic
fractionalization. Ethiopia is often said to have similar
leadership to Rwanda (Matfess, 2015), allowing us some
control for leadership style. If our theoretical explanation
is valid, we should find two patterns. First, we should
find evidence of the relevant structural conditions for our
theory: that there is a credible regime leader, a basis of
ethnic rivalry and mistrust, and the potential for remobi-
lization. Second, we should find that the decisionmaking
process follows the causal logic of our theory and that
other confounding factors were not driving recognition
decisions. For example, we should find that leaders
considered minority or plurality status, ethnic fractio-
nalization, and the functional and mobilization effects
in making decisions about recognition. If our interpre-
tation of quantitative results were wrong, we would
expect not to observe these patterns and, moreover, find
more convincing alternate explanations (Van Evera,
1997: 55–67).

Rwanda
Rwanda’s 2003 constitution fits our theory. Promul-
gated under President Paul Kagame, a minority Tutsi,
not only are ethnic groups not recognized, the constitu-
tion sets to ‘eradicate [ . . . ] ethnic, regional and other
divisions and promot[e] national unity’ (Article 9).

Evidence of structural conditions. The structural con-
ditions that underlie our theory are evident for Rwanda.
The constitution was adopted after the civil war (1990–
93) and 1994 genocide that left, according to govern-
ment estimates, nearly one million people dead. While
many Hutus were killed during the genocide, Tutsis are
considered to have been the primary targets. The geno-
cide ended through a military victory by the Tutsi-
dominated Rwandan Patriotic Front (RPF), putting an
end to more than 40 years of majority-Hutu-led
government since independence. According to common
wisdom, but no longer measured as per the current non-
recognition policy, Tutsis represent 14% of the Rwandan
population in contrast to Hutus, who represent roughly
85% and Twas comprising just 1%. Based on a long
history, as well as the ongoing presence of Hutu extremists
in the Congo, ethnic mistrust and the potential for oppo-
sition group remobilization remained high (Rafti, 2006).
Finally, Kagame’s role as the regime agenda-setter was well
established by 2003 (Reyntjens, 2004).

Evidence of dilemma of recognition in the
decisionmaking process. Consistent with our theory,
the Rwandan leadership was very conscious of the major-
ity/minority dynamics in determining a post-genocide
identity strategy. In theory, after a military victory, the
RPF would have been in a good position to enshrine
recognition for the Tutsi minority it most represented,
and/or the Hutu majority to help assuage mistrust, had it
wished to do so. Yet, according to numerous scholars, for
a Tutsi minority who wishes to maintain and ‘mask [its]
consolidation’ (Reyntjens, 2004: 178) of disproportion-
ate power, ‘ethnic amnesia’ is a good strategy to detract
attention from their dominance and therefore prevent
mobilization against them (Lemarchand, 1996; see also
Bradol & Guibert, 1997; King, 2014; Pottier, 2002). To
support their ban on ethnicity, the government often
equates ethnic ‘division’ with ‘categorization’ and has
vague divisionism and ethnic ideology laws upon which
people can be jailed. The government has ‘created a
phobia of talking about ethnicity’ (King, 2014: 141).

Additional considerations. Rwandan history provides
additional counterfactual support for our theory: had a
majority been in power after the genocide, the leadership
would likely have supported recognition. Indeed, after
the 1959 ‘social revolution’ and violence against Tutsis
surrounding independence, the Parmehutu party
(French acronym for Party of the Hutu Emancipation
Movement), whose leader ultimately became the first
President of independent Rwanda (1962–73), advocated
for recognition. The ‘Hutu Manifesto’ became govern-
ment policy, emphasizing Hutus’ historical marginaliza-
tion by Belgians and Tutsi leaders and stated that ‘we are
strongly opposed, at least for the time being, to removing
the labels “Mututsi”, “Muhutu” and “Mutwa” from
identity papers. Their suppression would create a risk
of preventing the statistical law from establishing the
reality of facts’ (cited in Prunier, 1997: 46). Two succes-
sive Hutu governments ‘emphasised sharp ethnic con-
tours’ (Pottier, 2002: 62), for instance, decreeing that
national educational needed to indicate the ‘racial’ pro-
portions of Hutus, Tutsis, and Twas in schools. The
governments also introduced ethnic quotas for promo-
tion past primary school and public employment (King,
2014). In contrast, the Union Nationale Rwandaise
(UNAR), a pro-monarchy Tutsi-dominated party, called
on the ‘Children of Rwanda’ to ‘unite our strengths’ and
insisted that ‘There are no Tutsi, Hutu, Twa. We are all
brothers!’ (cited in King, 2014: 45). Reyntjens (2004:
187) explains that the RPF’s denial of ethnicity today is
‘an essential element of the hegemonic strategies of small
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Tutsi elites, such as the powerful in Rwanda during the
1950s and in Burundi between 1965 and 1988’.

Burundi
In contrast to Rwanda today and to Burundi historically,
Burundi’s 2005 constitution includes explicit quotas for
members of the Hutu and Tutsi ethnic groups. This
accords with our theory, in that the constitution was
adopted under the incumbency of majority-Hutu presi-
dent Domitien Ndayizeye, although below we discuss
some nuances associated with the strong bargaining posi-
tion of the largest rebel faction, the Conseil national pour
la défense de la démocratie – Forces pour la défense de la
démocratie (CNDD-FDD).

Evidence of structural conditions. Like its neighbor
Rwanda to the north, Burundi’s ethnic structure is con-
ventionally understood as being constituted as 85%
Hutus, 14% Tutsis, and 1% Twas. Also like Rwanda,
Burundi had endured a post-independence history
marked by interethnic mistrust, rivalry, and violence
(Lemarchand, 1996, 2009; Ngaruko & Nkurunziza,
2000). Key events include the purging of military officers
and coup in 1966 and a Hutu uprising in 1972 that trig-
gered a genocidal crackdown by the military regime, result-
ing in some 150,000–200,000 deaths, mostly Hutus
(United Nations, 1996). Decades of repression gave way
to a tumultuous attempt at democratization in 1993, when
elections brought into power Hutu leader Melchior Nda-
daye (Reyntjens, 1993). Ndadaye was assassinated four
months after being elected in a bungled coup attempt by
officers thought to be associated with a hardline Tutsi fac-
tion (United Nations, 1996). As southern Tutsi elites ini-
tiated a restoration of their authority, Hutu elites mobilized
for insurgency. The CNDD-FDD became the largest
insurgent group. Major fighting ended with the 2003 Pre-
toria agreement, with the CNDD-FDD having taken con-
trol over large swathes of territory, forcing the southern-
Tutsi dominated army to concede a radical redistribution
of military power that, in turn, provided the basis for the
CNDD-FDD’s political rise (Samii, 2014).

The recognition outcome under Ndayizeye, a major-
ity leader, conforms to the expectations of our theory. At
the same time, attention to Ndayizeye distracts from the
fact that constitutional negotiations were driven by the
interaction between the ascendant CNDD-FDD and
Tutsi elites (Lemarchand, 2009). Hutu leaders, both
Ndayizeye and the CNDD-FDD leadership, would have
had many reasons to be sensitive to the potential for
Tutsi remobilization. This includes the memory of the
coup of 1993, the restoration of Tutsi authority in

neighboring Rwanda, and a pugnacious movement of
Tutsi intellectuals (Lemarchand, 2009: 159–162).

Evidence of dilemma of recognition in the
decisionmaking process. Given such interethnic mis-
trust, our theory proposes that majority leaders would
view recognition as an efficient method for securing the
acquiescence of the ethnic opposition. That recognition
also favors the majority group in its ability to mobilize
politically is an added advantage. The leadership’s enthu-
siasm for recognition-based strategies is evident in the
extraordinary extent to which the constitution uses them
in defining quotas. Article 124 requires that vice-
presidents be from different ethnic groups, while Article
129 mandates that Hutus constitute no more than 60%
of ministers and vice ministers, while for Tutsis the ceil-
ing is 40%. Article 143 applies the same formula for
quotas in the public administration, while Article 164
mandates a 60–40 distribution of Hutu and Tutsi depu-
ties in the national assembly. Article 255 calls for reforms
to the security forces that ensure ethnic balance. Article
266 requires ethnic balance in the electoral commission
and local administrative units.

Superficially, one could view the quotas in the 2005
constitution as merely a mechanism for consolidating
Hutu gains. But the nature of the quotas is indicative
of an intention to manage the mistrust of the Tutsi
opposition. The quotas are far more generous to Tutsis
than what one would expect under either fair division by
ethnic distribution or division on the basis of mass polit-
ical support.

Additional considerations. While we acknowledge
important differences, the structural similarities
between Burundi and Rwanda allow us to view them
comparatively. The two countries differ enormously in
the ways that they have addressed ethnicity recently in a
manner that corresponds with the propositions of our
theory. We can also look at change over time in Bur-
undi. The 1992 constitution, under which the ill-fated
1993 elections took place, was promulgated under the
rule of Tutsi president Pierre Buyoya. It contains no
quotas or other recognition provisions and emphasizes a
need for ethnic unity.

Ethiopia
Like Rwanda, Ethiopia’s 1994 constitution was adopted
under a minority government, leading us to expect non-
recognition. In contrast, the constitution states, ‘every
Nation, Nationality and People in Ethiopia has an
unconditional right to self-determination, including the
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right to secession’ (Article 39.1). It also lays out rights that
each ‘Nation, Nationality and People’ has specific rights to
language, culture, the preservation of history and self-
government (Article 39.2). This recognition outcome is
unexpected yet not entirely inconsistent with our theory:
in contrast to Rwanda and Burundi, with ethnic fractio-
nalization scores of .18 and .29, respectively, Ethiopia’s
level of ethnic fractionalization is much higher at .76. Our
theory suggests that minorities will be more likely to adopt
recognition if ethnic fractionalization is high, because the
political mobilization effects are less threatening.

Evidence of structural conditions. Meles Zenawi, the
leader of the Tigrayan People’s Liberation Front (TPLF),
was President at the time of the 1994 Constitution.
Tigrayans represent roughly 6% of the Ethiopian popu-
lation, constituting the third largest ethnic group, and
are territorially concentrated in the northernmost region
of Ethiopia, Tigray. There are over 80 ethnic groups in
Ethiopia, with Oromo (35%) and Amhara (27%) being
the two largest groups. According to Zenawi himself,
‘the key cause of the war all over the country was the
issue of nationalities’ (quoted in Spears, 2010: 78). The
situation was arguably one of high mistrust and potential
for remobilization. Ethiopia had endured civil war since
1974 leaving over 1.4 million dead. The TPLF was a
founding member of the Ethiopian Peoples’ Revolution-
ary Democratic Front (EPRDF). The EPRDF brought
into alliance several ethnically based groups who ulti-
mately defeated the Dergue in 1991.

Evidence of dilemma of recognition decisionmaking
process. The dilemma of recognition predicts that con-
cern over potential ethnic mobilization against them may
have prevented the minority-Tigray leadership from
recognizing ethnicity, although mobilization is less of a
concern with high ethnic fractionalization. Indeed, in
this case, it appears that the functional benefits of recog-
nition outweighed the mobilization concerns. The
Tigrayan leadership well understood the implications
of stemming from an ethnic minority and were ‘shrewd’
in their consequent calculations. As Spears (2010: 83)
argues, ‘[t]he ethnic politics and the constitution [ . . . ]
were not arrived at with the overall interests of Ethiopia
in mind, with the belief that this was the best way to
maintain Ethiopian unity. It was essentially a form of
self-preservation. That was the agenda.’10

The Ethiopia case highlights the differences in strate-
gic calculations when ethnic fractionalization is high.
The TPLF allied with other groups in order to win a
military victory and needed to take their concerns into
account in the constitution. Zenawi explained, ‘without
guaranteeing these rights [for which people had been
fighting, it] was not possible to stop the war, or prevent
another one from coming up’ (quoted in Spears, 2010: 78).
Such reasoning highlights the functional gains of recog-
nition. At the same time, by establishing nine ethnically
based states, the government directed political competi-
tion to these areas and promoted Tigrayan interests in
the center through control of the army, security forces,
and economy. Critics suggest that they hoped to divide
the opposition, in other words, an effort at stemming
mobilization against them. Given their geographic
concentration, Tigrayan leaders may have seen self-
determination and secession as a fall back in the event
the TPLF were unable to dominate Ethiopia.

Conclusion

The peacebuilding value of ethnic recognition is
debated. Some point to its utility in addressing grie-
vances and imbalances between groups, while others
point to the dangers of entrenching ethnicity as a basis
of mobilization. In this article we propose that such
considerations, which define the ‘dilemma of recogni-
tion’, also play into the strategic calculations of leaders
deciding on recognition policies. For leaders from plur-
ality groups, recognition is a win–win: it provides func-
tional benefits in managing the mistrust of opposition
ethnic groups and allows leaders to take advantage of
their groups’ numerical superiority in the event they wish
to do so. For leaders of minority groups, the functional
and mobilization effects of recognition work in opposite
directions, presenting a dilemma. Examining constitu-
tions and comprehensive political settlements from 1990
to 2012, regimes with leaders from plurality groups
adopt recognition about 60% of the time, while for
regimes with minority leaders, the rate of adoption is
about 40 percentage points lower, even after accounting
for many background factors. The difference is even
larger when we restrict ourselves to conflicts convention-
ally understood as ethnic wars. When ethnic fractionali-
zation is low, in which case minority–majority
differences are starker, the pattern is yet more pro-
nounced. We pursue further evidence of the plausibility
of the interpretation through qualitative analyses. The
results provide additional evidence in favor of our theory.
We show that the strength of the association between

10 This section draws on Spears (2010), Young (1997, 2004), and
Vaughan (1994).
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minority leaders and recognition means that even if it is
not the only reason for variation in recognition, it is
likely a crucial one.

Our analysis draws attention to the enduring impor-
tance of ethnic dynamics in political decisionmaking. It
is crucial to understand what drives the institutionaliza-
tion of identity, as this itself may have consequences
(Lieberman & Singh, 2012). At the same time, non-
institutionalization of ethnic identity does not necessa-
rily imply an ‘escape’ from ethnic politics. In cases with
histories of ethnic mobilization, it may be the continued
salience and fear associated with ethnic mobilization that
drives such non-institutionalization. The implication is
that one cannot neglect the politics that give rise to the
adoption or non-adoption of recognition when consid-
ering their effects.

A limitation of this study is due to challenges of
measurement. Coding the outcome variable required
judgment calls. Also, it is not always clear who is the
agenda-setting ‘leader’ during the negotiation of a polit-
ical settlement. Nor is the assessment of the minority
status of leaders always straightforward. Table A1 in the
Online appendix suggests that among our cases, South
Africa’s 1993 constitution is the most pronounced
anomaly of a minority-led government (led by then-
president FW de Klerk) adopting recognition (recogniz-
ing languages of ethnic groups and calling for judicial
institutions that are representative in terms of race). A
reasonable interpretation of this case is that Nelson
Mandela and the African National Congress were the
true agenda setters (Waldmeir, 1998). At the other end
of the spectrum, Sudan’s 1998 constitution is the most
pronounced anomaly of a plurality leader (president
Omar al-Bashir of the Arab plurality) avoiding recogni-
tion. Some, however, have argued that Bashir’s member-
ship in the northern Ja’aliyyin tribe constitutes the more
significant identity, given that such minority northern
tribes have dominated the national government since
independence (El Tom & Salih, 2003; Musa, 2010).
Of course, other cases of measurement error may not fall
in line so neatly with our theoretical expectations.

Our analysis is a necessary first step toward estimating
the effects of recognition. Understanding when and why
recognition is adopted helps us to (i) distinguish the
effects of such policies from the conditions that pro-
moted their adoption in the first place (an internal valid-
ity concern), (ii) identify good cases to investigate and
compare (another internal validity concern), and (iii)
define scope conditions for the generality of findings that
we derive from particular cases (an external validity con-
cern). We hope that future research might take the

results that we have developed here to study the effects
of recognition – a crucial question for conflict
management.

Replication data
The dataset, codebook, and do-files for the empirical
analysis in this article, as well as the Online appendix,
can be found at http://www.prio.org/jpr/datasets.
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Bradol, Jean-Hervé & Anne Guibert (1997) Le temps des
assassins et l’espace humanitaire, Rwanda, Kivu,
1994–1997 [The time of assassins and the humanitarian
space, Rwanda, Kivu, 1994–1997]. Hérodote 86–87:
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