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Abstract

In this article, we reorient the literature on colonialism and ethnic violence by exploring
how different types of communalizing colonial policy (CCP) affected postcolonial
patterns of ethnic warfare. We hypothesize that CCPs have limited or mixed effects
when they simply recognize or empower communities but that they promote ethnic
warfare when explicitly favoring some communities over others, especially when this
discrimination affects the power of communities. To test these hypotheses, we combine
a statistical analysis of the British Empire with a focused case study ofMyanmar.We find
that two relativelynon-discriminatoryCCPs—the use of communal census categories and
high levels of indirect rule—had limited or mixed effects on postcolonial ethnic warfare.
Unequal communal representation in the legislature and security forces and a mixed use
of indirect rule, on the other hand, are three highly discriminatory CCPs, and we provide
evidence that they increased the odds of postcolonial ethnic warfare.

Keywords: British colonialism; Ethnic warfare; Communalizing colonial policies;
Myanmar; Multimethod analysis.

C O M M U N A L I Z I N G colonial policies (CCPs) were one of many
techniques that colonial powers employed to rule over large numbers
of distant people. They involved colonial officials explicitly recognizing
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the presence of multiple colonized communities in ways that strength-
ened inter-communal boundaries. Common examples of CCPs include
the documentation of communal difference on colonial censuses, the
reservation of legislative seats for particular communities, and the insti-
tutionalization of communal authority and autonomy through indirect
rule. Until recently, there was a broad consensus that CCPswere ameans
of “divide and rule”, pitting communities against one another in ways
that contributed to postcolonial ethnic violence [Abernethy 2000; Blan-
ton, Mason and Athow 2001; Lange and Dawson 2009; Lieberman and
Singh 2012; Mamdani 2001, 2009]. Several more recent analyses, how-
ever, complicate these claims. A few measure CCPs and fail to find clear
relationships with ethnic violence [Lange and Balian 2008; Ray 2018;
Verghese 2016]. Other works flip previous claims on their heads and
describe how CCPs can deter ethnic violence by strengthening the
bargaining power of communities and contributing to communally
inclusive power-sharing arrangements [Wig and Kromrey 2018;
Wucherpfennig, Hunziker and Cederman 2016].

Regardless of their claims, all past analyses overlook the fact that
colonial powers employed many types of CCPs, and one potential expla-
nation for the literature’s mixed claims and findings is that different types
of policies had different effects. While all CCPs recognized difference,
many did much more. Some empowered communities while others dis-
criminated against communities, and the extent of empowerment and
discrimination varied depending on the type of communalizing policy.
In this article, we provide the first systematic analysis of the impact of
multiple CCPs on postcolonial patterns of ethnic violence. Our main
hypothesis is simple: CCPs were most likely to increase the risk of
ethnic violence when they were highly discriminatory, especially when
such discrimination empowered some communities more than others.

To test our claims,we complete amultimethod analysis of formerBritish
colonies.For the statistical analysis,wemeasure fourdifferentCCPsand test
their relationshipswith the risk ofpostcolonial ethnic civilwar onset.For the
qualitative analysis, we use new archivalmaterial to complete a structured
and focused analysis of Myanmar. The case study uses within-case
methods to explore potential processes and mechanisms linking par-
ticular CCPs to postcolonial ethnic civil warfare.

Types of Communalizing Colonial Policy and Ethnic Violence

While communal recognition can be a goal in itself, colonial officials
commonly used CCPs as a means to other ends. Colonial powers
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sometimes recognized communities in order to empower them. In addi-
tion, CCPs commonly recognized communal difference in order to favor
some communities over others in a discriminatory fashion. Different
combinations of recognition, empowerment, and discrimination, in turn,
likely affected inter-communal relations in contrasting ways, suggesting
that CCPs might have had diverse effects on ethnic violence.

Within the social scientific literature, there are competing views on the
impact of communal recognition on ethnic violence. According to Tajfel
[1974], the simple act of group differentiation promotes discrimination,
prejudice, and competition. He therefore suggests that recognizing dif-
ference promotes inter-communal violence. Several scholars of inclusive
nationalism take an opposing view that focuses on institutional processes
instead of individual interactions. They claim that the recognition and
institutionalization of communal difference contains inter-communal
competition and antagonisms by preventing one-sided assimilationist
policies and symbolically recognizing all communities as members of
the nation [Kymlicka 1995; McEvoy and O’Leary 2013; Stepan, Linz,
and Yadav 2011]. Both sides of this debate make convincing arguments
that seem possible under different circumstances, and we believe that
CCPs that simply recognize communal difference have the potential to
either promote or deter violence.

In contrast,wehypothesize that highlydiscriminatoryCCPshave strong
and positive effects on ethnic violence. Communities that suffer from
discrimination resent those who benefit from it. This situation is usually
compounded in a colonial setting, as thosewho face discrimination view the
beneficiaries as colonial stooges who betray the true nation. At the same
time, communities benefiting from discriminatory CCPs expect to retain
their privileged status and mobilize to protect their interests after indepen-
dence. And the co-presence of one community that is angry and resentful
over colonial favoritism and another that is scared andmobilizes tomaintain
the advantages it gained during colonialism creates a high risk of violence.

Similar to policies that simply recognize difference, we expect that
CCPs that empower communities have little or no general effect on ethnic
violence. Some claim that colonial empowerment increases inter-commu-
nal competition by heightening communal divisions and providing com-
munities with the mobilizational resources [Blanton, Mason and Athow
2001], but others recognize that empowering colonial policies can deter
ethnic violence by promoting inclusive politics [Wucherpfennig, Hunzi-
ker andCederman2016].We believe that empoweringCCPs can promote
either outcome, and suggest that the direction of their effects depends
largely on whether CCPs empower in a discriminatory fashion. CCPs
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that empower communities to different extents create very powerful griev-
ances, as communal power and autonomy have great practical and sym-
bolic value and provide resources that can mobilize movements to protect
the interests of communities and their leaders. Yet when all communities
are empowered to similar extents, empowerment is less likely to create
grievances, and broad-based communal empowerment can promote inclu-
sive power-sharing arrangements.

Our claims about discriminatory empowerment have implications on
other discriminatory CCPs. All types of discrimination can provide strong
motives for ethnic violence, but some types motivate violence more than
others. We expect that the impact depends on the extent to which discrim-
ination affects the relativepower and status of communities.Discriminatory
empowerment, for example, commonly promotes conflict over the control
of powerful positions, institutions, and the state. Even more, it contributes
to contention over the formof the postcolonial nation-state, as communities
that were empowered by colonial policies demand a nation-statemodel that
gives them special power and autonomywhereas other communities resent
these demands and pursue nation-statemodels that either ignore or exclude
communities previously empowered by colonialism.

Overall, we propose that CCPs were most likely to shape postcolonial
patterns of ethnic violence when they were highly discriminatory and
empowered communities to different extents. To test these claims, we
analyze four CCPs that were commonly used in the British Empire:
employing colonial censuses to document communal difference, granting
special legislative representation to communities, stacking the colonial
police with certain communities, and using indirect rule to provide com-
munities with autonomy. Because these CCPs generally discriminated to
different extents and affected relative communal power in different ways,
we hypothesize that each had contrasting effects on ethnic violence.

Recognition in a census can empower communities in different ways,
and the failure of censuses to recognize communities can be discrimina-
tory. Relatively speaking, however, the use of communal census catego-
ries is rarely explicitly discriminatory and therefore has limited direct
effects on communal empowerment and discrimination. As a result, we
expect that the use of communal census categories has little or no general
effects on ethnic violence.

Unlike colonial censuses, communal legislative representation is a
highly discriminatoryCCP that gives select communities special political
representation. And communal legislative representation is an important
form of empowerment, as legislative representation affects a commu-
nity’s ability to pursue communal interests and is a symbol of special
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communal status. This form of discrimination therefore has the potential
to contribute to powerful grievances and intense political competition
over the form of the nation-state, and we hypothesize that it increases the
risk of postcolonial ethnic violence.

Stacking the colonial police with certain communities is also a highly
discriminatory CCP affecting communal empowerment, and we there-
fore expect that discriminatory police recruitment increases the risk of
postcolonial ethnicwarfare. Indeed, this policy allows some communities
to have greater control over the state’s security forces, which is a source of
communal power and prestige.

Finally, indirect rule is aCCP that empowers communities byproviding
them with some degree of self-rule. Commonly, colonial powers employ
indirect rule in a non-discriminatory fashion, thereby providing all com-
munities with power and authority. When this occurs, we expect that
postcolonial states must share power with all communities, and indirect
rule therefore deters ethnic violence. Yet indirect rule can be used in a
discriminatory fashion that promotes stark inequalities in terms of power,
status, and self-rule, and we expect that this increases the risk of ethnic
violence. Overall, the effect of indirect rule should therefore be mixed.

Multimethod Research Design

Past analyses of colonialism and ethnic violence employ three general
research designs. Several assume that the British employed CCPs more
than the French and use statistics to explore whether postcolonial ethnic
violence varied by empire [Blanton,Mason and Athow 2001; Lange and
Dawson 2009; Wucherpfennig, Hunziker and Cederman 2016]. Others
provide historical case studies linking CCPs to ethnic violence [de Silva
1986; Idris 2005; Mamdani 2001, 2009; Pollis 1973]. And still others
use statistics to analyze the relationship between CCPs and ethnic vio-
lence within the British Empire [Lange and Balian 2008; Ray 2018;
Verghese 2016]. In this article, we combine the second and third strat-
egies to test our hypotheses, comparing former British colonies to high-
light general relationships and using a case study to explore processes and
mechanisms.

Our multimethod research design differs from past analyses of colo-
nialism and ethnic violence, which generally use either qualitative or
quantitative methods. In addition, our within-case analysis differs from
previous case studies because it focuses on the effects of several particular
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CCPs instead of analyzing colonial “divide and rule” more generally.
Finally, our intra-imperial statistical analysis of the British Empire
differs from previous analyses in two important ways. First, we analyze
four different types of CCPs, whereas previous intra-imperial analyses
only considered one. Due to this difference, we are able to explore
whether different types of CCPs have different effects. Second, all pre-
vious intra-imperial analyses use ethnic violence between civilians as the
dependent variable, but we focus on ethnic civil warfare between a
state and an organized ethnic opposition. This difference is potentially
important: we propose that discriminatory CCPs affect conflict over the
postcolonial state and nation-state and that non-discriminatory empow-
erment affects communal power-sharing, and the literature suggests that
all of these shape the risk of ethnic civil warfare in influential ways
[Wimmer, Cederman and Min 2009; Wimmer 2013].

Whereas some claim that multimethod analyses should start by
exploring general statistical relationships [Lieberman 2005], we com-
pleted the quantitative and qualitative sections simultaneously. The
main reason for this is practical: a simultaneous analysis permits the
quantitative and qualitative analyses to inform one another in a back-
and-forth manner, thereby increasing the chances of methodological
complementarity and decreasing the chances that the analyses produce
incompatible results. Our decision to present the quantitative analysis
first is therefore based merely on stylistic considerations.

Statistical Analysis of Communalizing Colonial Policies
in the British Empire

Our statistical analysis explores whether the use of CCPs is related to
the odds of postcolonial ethnic civil war onset among the set of 34 former
British colonies that hadmore than 1million inhabitants in2010 and that
did not merge with other territories with larger populations at indepen-
dence.1 Using cross-national panel data (country-year data), we conduct
a recurrent-event discrete-time survival analysis. The event of interest is
ethnic civil war onset, and time is modeled as the number of years since

1 The former British colonies include
Australia, Bangladesh, Botswana, Canada,
Cyprus, Egypt, Gambia, Ghana, India, Iraq,
Israel, Jamaica, Jordan, Kenya, Lesotho,
Malawi, Malaysia, Mauritius, Myanmar,

New Zealand, Nigeria, Pakistan, Sierra
Leone, Singapore, South Africa, Sri Lanka,
Sudan, Swaziland, Tanzania, Trinidad and
Tobago, Uganda, United States, Zambia and
Zimbabwe.
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independence. As such, each country-year is treated as a Bernoulli trial in
which an ethnic civil war may or may not occur, and is regressed on
different linear combinations of predictor variables through a logit link
function. As observations within each country are dependent, we used
adjusted standard errors computed with the Eicker-Huber-White sand-
wich estimator. All statistical analyses were conducted in R3.6.2 using
the glm command.

Our dependent variable is a dichotomous measure of whether an
ethnic civil war occurred in a country during a given year, and we
measure it for each year between colonial independence and 2010. We
calculate this variable using the Ethnic Armed Conflict (EAC) dataset,
which notes the years and locations of all ethnic-based conflicts resulting
in civil wars between 1946 and 2010 [Wimmer, Cederman and Min
2009]. Because our data on ethnic civil warfare begin in1946 andbecause
some British colonies—Australia, Canada, Egypt, Iraq, New Zealand,
South Africa, and the United States—received their independence prior
to that date, some cases do not have data for all post-independence years.
These missing data potentially bias the statistical findings. In addition,
the seven former British colonies that received early independence were
unique in other ways that might affect the long-term risk of ethnic
warfare independent of CCPs. Recognizing these potential problems,
we run the statistical analyses using two different sets: the entire set of
formerBritish colonies and amore limited set that excludes countries that
gained their independence prior to 1946.

To test our hypotheses, we operationalize four different CCPs: indi-
rect rule, the extent to which colonial powers used communal categories
in colonial censuses, communal representation in the colonial police, and
communal legislative representation. Our measure of indirect rule is
drawn from Lange [2009] and operationalizes the extent of indirect rule
by calculating the proportion of total colonial court cases heard in cus-
tomary tribunals. The variable is available for 31 of 34 British colonies,
with scoresmissing for theMiddle EasternMandateTerritories. For ease
of interpretation, we standardize the results so that the regression coef-
ficients of indirect rule represent the effect of a one-standard deviation
increase in the level of indirect rule.

Our second focal independent variable measures the use of colonial
censuses to document communal difference, a CCP that was relatively
non-empowering and non-discriminatory. We use data from Lieberman
and Singh [2017] to measure whether colonial censuses gathered infor-
mation on language, caste, race, religion, and tribe and create a variable
that counts the highest number of types of communal categories ever
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collected on a single colonial census. The scores range from 0—no
communal categories collected on colonial censuses—to 5—all types of
communal categories collected on a colonial census. Because Jordan and
the United States never had a colonial census, no communal categories
were ever collected on a colonial census, and we score the variable as zero
for both cases. The variable is available for all countries in our set.

Our third focal independent variable is dichotomous and measures a
highly discriminatory CCP: communal representation in colonial legis-
latures. For this variable, we gathered information from primary and
secondary sources on whether colonial legislatures at the colony-level
either reserved seats or had separate electoral colleges or assemblies for
particular indigenous communities at any time during the colonial
period. Because of our focus on indigenous communal divisions, we score
cases as 0 if legislatures only privilege non-indigenous peoples, such as
the reservation of seats for white settlers. This variable is available for all
cases in our set.

Our final focal independent variable measures communal police rep-
resentation, which is also a highly discriminatory CCP. For the variable,
we transform data fromRay [2012] to create a continuous measure of the
degree to which a country’s largest indigenous community was under-
represented in the colonial police force, with 0 signifying no underrep-
resentation and 1 representing the total exclusion of the largest ethnic
community from the police force. Ray provides data on communal police
representation for24 of the34British colonies in our set, andwe gathered
data for seven additional cases but were unable to find data for Jamaica,
Lesotho, and Swaziland. Similar to indirect rule, we standardized this
variable for ease of interpretation.

Using these focal independent variables, we employ two standard
control variables and two different sets of additional controls. The stan-
dard controls are particular to this study and measure two aspects of a
country’s history of colonialism. First, we control for the time since
colonial independence in all models. Following Beck, Katz, and Tucker
[1998], we apply a natural cubic spline to years since independence. Our
second standard control measures the non-indigenous African and
European populations as a percentage of total population during the late
colonial period, andwe employ the natural log of the score.We include this
variable because these non-indigenouspopulations are linked to settlement
andplantations, shaped social relations in a variety ofways, andmight have
affected the long-term risk of ethnic warfare independent of CCPs.

Our first set of additional controls includes four variables that are
commonly included in past statistical analyses of ethnic warfare: ethnic

matthew lange, emre amasyali and tay jeong

344

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0003975621000229 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0003975621000229


fractionalization [Fearon 2003], the percentage of the population
excluded from formal politics because of their ethnicity [Wimmer,
Cederman and Min 2009], the natural log of per capita GDP [Feenstra,
Inklaar and Timmer 2015], and the natural log of total population
[Ibid.]. We refer to these as the “common” controls. We refer to our
second set of additional controls as “historical” controls, as it includes
three factors—latitude, mountainous terrain, and precolonial statehood
—that preceded colonialism. These precolonial conditions might have
shaped both the use of CCPs and postcolonial ethnic warfare, thereby
confounding any relationship between colonial policies and postcolonial
ethnic warfare. As noted by Alesina et al. [2003], a country’s latitude
measures ecological conditions that shaped the extent of communal
diversity, and latitude therefore provides a proxy for historical ethnic
fractionalization. Among our set, for example, the correlation between
latitude and contemporary ethnic fractionalization is -0.48. Precolonial
ethnic diversity, in turn, might have affected both the use of CCPs and
the long-term risk of ethnic civil warfare. The extent of a country’s
territory that is mountainous shapes the ability of communities to fight
civil wars against the state [Fearon and Laitin 2003]. At the same time,
this environmental condition might have promoted anticolonial resis-
tance, and Ray [2012] finds that such resistance promoted certain CCPs.
Finally, precolonial statehood might confound our statistical findings, as
the presence of precolonial states is also related to the use of particular
CCPs [Ray 2012]; Paine [2019], in turn, argues that precolonial states
have long-term effects on ethnic warfare by promoting conflict between
communities with and without precolonial states. To measure precolo-
nial statehood, we use data from Borcan, Olsson, and Putterman [2018]
on the extent to which there was a long-standing and autonomous pre-
colonial state that controlled the same territory as a contemporary state.
The data range from 0 to 50 and are measured for 50-year periods
between 1 and 1950 AD, and we average the scores for all periods
between 1001 and 1700 AD.

Table 1 presents the results of ourmodels using discriminatory police
recruitment as the focal independent variable. In this table and in all
subsequent tables, we include three different sets of control variables and
two different sets of cases, for a total of six models. Our first three models
use the entire set of former British colonies, with the first model only
controlling for the standard controls, the second model adding the
common control variables, and the third model replacing the common
controls with the historical controls. The final three models replicate the
first three models but use the more limited set of former British colonies.
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TABLE 1

Logit analysis of police underrepresentation and ethnic civil war onset

Models 1 2 3 4 5 6

Police
Underrepresentation

1.9703** 1.4645*** 2.3048*** 1.9801** 1.4908** 2.2024**

(Standardized) (1.1250,
3.4505)

(1.1251,
1.9064)

(1.2642,
4.2017)

(1.0809,
3.6273)

(1.0100,
2.2005)

(1.1221,
4.3230)

Ethnic Fractionalization 1.0124 0.9892

(0.8595,
1.1926)

(0.8070,
1.2125)

Excluded Population 1.1926*** 1.2484***

(1.0475,
1.3577)

(1.0774,
1.4465)

log Population 1.5845*** 1.6407***

(1.2595,
1.9933)

(1.2167,
2.2125)

log GDP per capita 0.7585 0.7558

(0.3240,
1.7752)

(0.2664,
2.1441)

Latitude 0.0584 0.0328

(0.0019,
1.7947)

(0.0004,
2.9680)
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TABLE 1 (Continued)

Models 1 2 3 4 5 6

log Prop. Mountainous 1.3689** 1.3600**

(1.0372,
1.8066)

(1.0046,
1.8412)

pre-1700 State History 1.0545*** 1.0682***

(1.0176,
1.0928)

(1.0189,
1.1200)

log non-indigenous 0.7320 0.8360 1.1243 0.6888 0.9014 1.2162

(0.4971,
1.0780)

(0.6207,
1.1258)

(0.7252,
1.7431)

(0.3822,
1.2413)

(0.5028,
1.6158)

(0.6678,
2.2150)

Number of Obs. 1707 1707 1707 1252 1252 1252

Confidence intervals in parentheses and based on cluster robust standard errors.
Cubic splines are included in all models, but their odds ratios and the constants are excluded from the table.
Sig: * p < 0.1; ** p < 0.05; *** p < 0.01
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The results of Table 1 strongly and consistently support our hypoth-
esis that highly discriminatory CCPs promoted postcolonial ethnic civil
war onset, as the odds ratios of police underrepresentation are larger than
one and significant in all models. The results estimate that an increase in
police underrepresentation by one standard deviation increases the odds
of ethnic civil war onset by between 1.5 and 2.3. Put differently, the odds
of ethnic civil war onset are estimated at three to nine times greater in
places with the total exclusion of the largest community from the colonial
police relative to places that have no underrepresentation.The set of cases
has little effect on the odds ratios of police underrepresentation, but the
set of control variables affects the magnitude of the odds ratios: the odds
ratios are largest when including the historical controls and smallest
when including the common controls.

The relationships of the control variables in Table 1 are consistent
with the findings of past analyses. We find that the political exclusion of
communities, total population, precolonial statehood, and mountainous
terrain are all associated with greater odds of ethnic civil war onset. In all
subsequent tables, the odds ratios of the control variables remain sub-
stantively identical to those in Table 1.

The models in Table 2 replicate those in Table 1 but substitute
communal legislative representation for police underrepresentation. In
contrast to Table 1, however, we exclude the control variable measuring
non-indigenous population because of multicollinearity.2 Supporting
our hypotheses, the odds ratios of communal legislative representation
are very large and significant in all models and estimate that the odds of
ethnic civil war onset are between five and sixteen-times greater when a
former British colony has a history of communal legislative representa-
tion. This suggests that communal legislative representation is an
extremely influential cause of ethnic warfare.

Tables 3 and 4 employ two CCPs as the focal independent variables
that were not highly discriminatory or that varied considerably to the
extent that they were discriminatory. In Table 3, colonial census cate-
gories are significantly related to ethnic civil war onset when only

2 Severe collinearity occur in the regres-
sions including non-indigenous population
and communal representation, with variance
inflation factors ranging from about 14 to 24.
In addition to running models with the logged
value of non-indigenous population, we ran
models that included a dichotomous variable
measuring whether at least 15% of a colony’s
populationwas of non-indigenous African and

European origins. Whether using the logged
control, the dichotomous control, or no con-
trol, the results are substantively identical,
although the estimated magnitude of the odds
ratios of communal legislative representation
are smallest when excluding controls of non-
indigenous population. We therefore present
the results with the most conservative esti-
mated effects.
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TABLE 2

Logit analysis of communal legislative representation and ethnic civil war onset

Models 1 2 3 4 5 6

Communal
Representation

14.7783*** 6.0215*** 8.6556*** 15.8610*** 5.2360** 9.1818**

(4.4121,
49.5006)

(1.8069,
20.0672)

(2.2028,
34.0114)

(3.7441,
67.1913)

(1.1010,
24.8997)

(1.4860,
56.7330)

Ethnic Fractionalization 1.0303 1.0009

(0.8815,
1.2043)

(0.8367,
1.1974)

Excluded Population 1.1263* 1.1419**

(0.9906,
1.2807)

(1.0019,
1.3015)

log Population 1.5810*** 1.6407***

(1.2050,
2.0742)

(1.2094,
2.2257)

log GDP per capita 0.6969 0.6440

(0.2619,
1.8543)

(0.1957,
2.1191)

Latitude 0.1398 0.0597

(0.0041,
4.7266)

(0.0008,
4.3113)
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TABLE 2 (Continued)

Models 1 2 3 4 5 6

log Prop. Mountainous 1.5417*** 1.6001***

(1.1616,
2.0463)

(1.1444,
2.2371)

pre-1700 State History 1.0251* 1.0339**

(0.9957,
1.0554)

(1.0000,
1.0690)

Number of Obs. 1844 1844 1844 1389 1389 1389

Confidence intervals in parentheses and based on cluster robust standard errors.
Cubic splines are included in all models, but their odds ratios and the constants are excluded from the table.
Sig: * p < 0.1; ** p < 0.05; *** p < 0.01
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TABLE 3

Logit analysis of census category and ethnic civil war onset

Models 1 2 3 4 5 6

Census Category 1.5526** 1.3911 1.2374 1.6831** 1.7052* 1.2112

(1.0644,
2.2645)

(0.8466,
2.2858)

(0.8229,
1.8605)

(1.0662,
2.6572)

(0.9042,
3.2157)

(0.7910,
1.8545)

Ethnic Fractionalization 1.0625 1.1014

(0.9118,
1.2382)

(0.8877,
1.3666)

Excluded Population 1.2454*** 1.3350***

(1.0747,
1.4433)

(1.1229,
1.5871)

log Population 1.5543** 1.5807**

(1.1083,
2.1798)

(1.1039,
2.2633)

log GDP per capita 0.8222 0.8069

(0.3678,
1.8382)

(0.3472,
1.8756)

Latitude 1.9723 1.1467

(0.0213,
182.6464)

(0.0071,
184.4478)
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TABLE 3 (Continued)

Models 1 2 3 4 5 6

log Prop. Mountainous 1.2751 1.2437

(0.9517,
1.7082)

(0.8891,
1.7397)

pre-1700 State History 1.0313 1.0494

(0.9872,
1.0773)

(0.9853,
1.1176)

log non-indigenous 0.6400 0.7933 0.7702 0.6363 1.0183 0.8896

(0.3752,
1.0918)

(0.5823,
1.0810)

(0.4370,
1.3574)

(0.2675,
1.5131)

(0.6273,
1.6529)

(0.3876,
2.0419)

Number of Obs. 1844 1844 1844 1389 1389 1389

Confidence intervals in parentheses and based on cluster robust standard errors.
Cubic splines are included in all models, but their odds ratios and the constants are excluded from the table.
Sig: * p < 0.1; ** p < 0.05; *** p < 0.01
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TABLE 4

Logit analysis of extent of indirect rule and ethnic civil war onset

Models 1 2 3 4 5 6

Level of Indirect Rule 0.9769 0.4501** 1.8100*** 0.9145 0.4412** 1.6825***

(Standardized) (0.5524,
1.7278)

(0.2341,
0.8652)

(1.2512,
2.6184)

(0.5199,
1.6086)

(0.2362,
0.8242)

(1.1638,
2.4323)

Ethnic Fractionalization 1.2136* 1.1775

(0.9997,
1.4734)

(0.9603,
1.4438)

Excluded Population 1.3398*** 1.3366***

(1.1562,
1.5526)

(1.2031,
1.4850)

log Population 1.9627*** 2.0113***

(1.5303,
2.5173)

(1.5480,
2.6134)

log GDP per capita 0.5998 0.6320

(0.1953,
1.8418)

(0.2341,
1.7059)

Latitude 0.2774 0.4634

(0.0022,
35.5281)

(0.0029,
73.9197)
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TABLE 4 (Continued)

Models 1 2 3 4 5 6

log Prop. Mountainous 1.6350*** 1.4961**

(1.1373,
2.3504)

(1.0290,
2.1751)

pre-1700 State History 1.0740*** 1.0793***

(1.0260,
1.1241)

(1.0212,
1.1407)

log non-indigenous 0.5499* 0.7353* 1.1560 0.5022 0.8505 1.1862

(0.2957,
1.0227)

(0.5179,
1.0441)

(0.6426,
2.0795)

(0.1930,
1.3072)

(0.5288,
1.3678)

(0.5661,
2.4858)

Number of Obs. 1651 1651 1651 1261 1261 1261

Confidence intervals in parentheses and based on cluster robust standard errors.
Cubic splines are included in all models, but their odds ratios and the constants are excluded from the table.
Sig: * p < 0.1; ** p < 0.05; *** p < 0.01
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controlling for the standard controls. When adding additional controls,
the odds ratios decrease considerably and usually lose significance. How-
ever, they remain above one and are moderately sized in some models,
suggesting that the use of colonial census categories might increase the
odds of ethnic civil war onset.

The findings in Table 4 focus on indirect rule, and are mixed and
sensitive to model specifications. When only including the standard
controls, the odds ratios of the extent of indirect rule are near one and
insignificant. With the addition of the common control variables, the
odds ratios are well below one and significant. Yet when using the
historical control variables, the odds ratios of indirect rule are above
one and significant. It is therefore very unclear whether the extent of
indirect rule has any general effect on ethnic warfare.

Finally, Table 5 includes all four focal independent variables in the
samemodels. Themodels include the same controls as in previous tables,
although we exclude total population in Models 2 and 5 because of
multicollinearity.3 In all models, legislative representation has very large
and significant odds ratios, and the odds ratios of police underrepresen-
tation are also significant and relatively large. The odds ratios of census
categories, on the other hand, are now near one and insignificant in four
models but significantly below one in two, thereby estimating that
colonial census categories either have no effect or negative effects when
controlling for other CCPs. Similarly, the odds ratios of indirect rule are
now consistently below one and are significant in two models, thereby
offering evidence that higher levels of indirect rule either deter postco-
lonial ethnic civil warfare or have no general effect when controlling for
other CCPs. This finding offers some support to claim that indirect rule
can limit postcolonial ethnic warfare by promoting communally inclu-
sive power-sharing but suggests that the presence of other discriminatory
CCPs counteracts these suppressive effects.

For all models in all tables, we checked for influential cases by drop-
ping caseswith studentized residuals greater than 3.Dropping influential
observations either did not affect the odds ratios of the focal independent
variables or transformed them in ways that supported our hypotheses.

All in all, the statistical findings strongly support our hypotheses that
the effects of CCPs depend on the extent to which such policies empower
discriminatorily. We find that communal legislative and police

3 We found some collinearity between cen-
sus category and log population. For both sets
of countries, excluding log population from

the set of common controls decreases the var-
iance inflation factor for census category from
about 13 to 6.
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TABLE 5

Logit analysis of all divisive colonial policies and ethnic civil war onset

Models 1 2 3 4 5 6

Communal Representation 11.2728*** 12.6530*** 5.1812*** 13.6663*** 8.4795*** 5.9271**

(2.6015,
48.8473)

(3.4938,
45.8230)

(1.6254,
16.5161)

(2.4771,
75.3982)

(1.7907,
40.1532)

(1.3182,
26.6503)

Police Underrepresentation 1.8453* 2.3369** 2.8439*** 1.8894* 2.2339** 4.0668***

(Standardized) (0.9925,
3.4308)

(1.1969,
4.5626)

(1.2935,
6.2527)

(0.9653,
3.6979)

(1.1975,
4.1671)

(1.5015,
11.0151)

Census Category 1-5 0.9959 1.0615 0.5174* 0.9757 1.1890 0.3721**

(0.5322,
1.8637)

(0.5556,
2.0280)

(0.2360,
1.1344)

(0.4986,
1.9092)

(0.6339,
2.2302)

(0.1557,
0.8891)

Indirect Rule 0.8647 0.4262*** 0.7572 0.8224 0.4257*** 0.6104

(0.4743,
1.5766)

(0.2444,
0.7434)

(0.4090,
1.4019)

(0.4380,
1.5441)

(0.2486,
0.7287)

(0.3305,
1.1276)

Ethnic Fractionalization 1.3759*** 1.4241***

(1.0956,
1.7281)

(1.1383,
1.7816)

Excluded Population 1.3032*** 1.3512***

(1.1247,
1.5100)

(1.1096,
1.6455)
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TABLE 5 (Continued)

Models 1 2 3 4 5 6

log GDP per capita 0.6999 0.7541

(0.2747,
1.7830)

(0.3176,
1.7904)

Latitude 0.0228 0.0033*

(0.0001,
4.4606)

(0.00001,
1.5485)

log Prop. Mountainous 1.4786*** 1.4860***

(1.1360,
1.9245)

(1.1350,
1.9455)

pre-1700 State History 1.0508* 1.0775**

(0.9979,
1.1066)

(1.0138,
1.1451)

Number of Obs. 1514 1514 1514 1124 1124 1124

Confidence intervals in parentheses and based on cluster robust standard errors.
Cubic splines are included in all models, but their odds ratios and the constants are excluded from the table.
Sig: * p < 0.1; ** p < 0.05; *** p < 0.01
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representation—which are both highly discriminatory policies affecting
communal power and status—are strongly and consistently related to the
odds of postcolonial ethnic civil war onset. Alternatively, colonial census
categories and indirect rule, both of which were only occasionally
employed in a discriminatory fashion, have mixed results and are some-
times related to lower odds of warfare.

Case Study of Myanmar

While supporting our hypotheses, the statistical findings are hardly
conclusive given a variety of problems that commonly affect quantitative
analyses [Babones 2014; Schrank 2013]. This is especially the case for
analyses like our own that have a small set of cases and that use variables to
operationalize complex concepts. In addition, the statistical analysis does
not explore actual processes linking colonial policies to postcolonial
outcomes, so it is uncertain whether the relationships are causal or
spurious. In this section, we provide a case study of Myanmar for a
separate qualitative check of our hypotheses, using the case to explore
processes and mechanisms that potentially link CCPs to postcolonial
ethnic warfare. Notably, Myanmar experienced many different CCPs
and several ethnic civil wars, makingMyanmar an extreme positive case.
And Goertz [2016] recommends that multimethod analyses consider
extreme positive cases because they are ideal for highlighting mecha-
nisms. Yet, as an extreme case, one must recognize that the effects of
CCPs are likely unusually strong in Myanmar.

Colonialism and Ethnic Warfare in Myanmar

Known as Burma until 1989, Myanmar has a long history of state-
hood extending back nearly one thousand years before British colonial
rule. Ethnic Bamar kings ruled these states and sponsored Buddhism as
the official religion, and the Bamar language and culture were dominant.
At the advent of British colonialism, Bamars made up approximately
two-thirds of the population. The remainder of the population consisted
of small communities who usually inhabited more peripheral regions of
the kingdom, paid tribute to the Bamar king while retaining considerable
autonomy, spoke different languages, and practiced a variety of religions.
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After conquering Myanmar, the British formally incorporated the
region into colonial India, although they ruled it through a relatively
autonomous regional administration and made it a separate colony in
1937. Throughout most of the colonial period, many Bamars organized
strong resistance to British rule, thereby prompting the British to estab-
lish a very mixed and communalized form of rule that attempted to
strengthen supporters and weaken opponents. In the former core region,
British officials quickly destroyed themonarchy and established a system
of direct rule that relied heavily on themilitary to contain anticolonialism
[Callahan 2003]. This military, in turn, was stacked with Indians,
Karens, and other “loyal” minorities who were trusted to help combat
Bamar resistance [Callahan 2003]. In the peripheral regions of Myan-
mar, British rule took a very different form. Most inhabitants were
minorities and—despite initial resistance—were much less threatening
than Bamars and ultimately proved more accepting of British control.
The British ruled these regions indirectly and had limited influence on
local politics, therebymaking possible self-rule for compliant minorities.
The British therefore used indirect rule in a discriminatory fashion,
giving self-rule to many minorities but not to the Bamars majority.

Shortly after independence in 1948, several ethnic civil wars erupted
between the Bamar-led state and different minority communities. The
first conflict, which began in 1948 and continues to this day, is a civil war
between Karen nationalists and the state. Karen leaders demanded
greater political autonomy and organized in defense of Karens, many
of whom were suffering violence at the hands of Bamars. Yet the gov-
ernment opposed Karen demands and made little effort to stop ethnic
violence against Karens, resulting in escalating conflict leading to civil
war. In the indirectly ruled regions, other minorities also fought seces-
sionist wars in an attempt to retain and strengthen communal self-rule.
As described below, different CCPs contributed to these wars in a variety
of ways.

Communal Legislative Representation
and Ethnic Warfare in Myanmar

Similar to several other British colonies, the Burmese Legislative
Council reserved seats for select minority communities. Colonial officials
justified the implementation of this policy as a necessary step for minor-
ities to participate in democratic governance but also recognized that the
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policy would have the undesirable effect of strengthening communal
divisions in ways that hindered nation-building [Burma Reforms Com-
mittee 1921b: 11-12]. In this section, we provide evidence of another
related drawback: communal legislative representation promoted the
Karen civil war by communalizing politics in ways that fostered antag-
onisms and increased conflict over the form of the postcolonial nation-
state.

Representing 10%of the population,Karenswere the largestminority
community and the only indigenous community to receive special rep-
resentation in the colonial legislature. Communal representation of
Karens began informally with the appointment of one representative in
1916. It was then formalized and expanded to include five seats in 1923

and twelve seats in 1935. Besides Karens, three non-indigenous com-
munities—Indians, Eurasians, and Europeans—also receiving reserved
seats. Notably, minorities fromMyanmar’s indirectly ruled regions were
ineligible for reserved seats because the legislature only represented
people living in the directly ruled regions.

Even before its formalization, communal legislative representation
caused conflict between Bamars and Karens. During public meetings in
1921 that considered whether a formal system of communal representa-
tion should be created, Karen leaders supported reserving seats, but
Bamar nationalists decried this policy as a divisive ploy to weaken the
anticolonial movement [Burma Reforms Committee 1921a: 21-24]. In
the heated debate that followed, Bamars organized a public protest
against the policy and physically prevented some Karens from testifying
at the meetings [Keenan 2017].

Once formalized, communal legislative representation became an
evenmore divisive issue by communalizing politics. The policy strength-
ened communal boundaries by recognizing Karens as a distinct national
community and empowering them to look out for the well-being of their
community in the Legislative Council. A review of the minutes of the
Legislative Council proceedings highlights this communalization of
politics by showing that Karen representatives refrained from general
policy discussions and only spoke up to pursue Karen interests. Karen
representatives, for example, inquired about the representation of
Karens in the Military Police [Burma Legislative Council 1932: 583],
the Judicial Services [Burma Legislative Council 1936: 146, 262], the
Legislative Council [Burma Reforms Committee 1921a: 22, 78], the
Imports Advisory Committee [Ibid. 1946: 277], and education and
teacher training [Ibid. 1938: 3]. They also demanded greater funding
of Karen schools [Ibid. 1938: 5-7], the use of Karen languages in schools
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and the government [Ibid. 1929: 197], and the suppression of crimes
against Karens [Ibid. 1929]. The political demands of Karen represen-
tatives, in turn, pushed Bamar politicians to express concern about the
privileged position of Karens and to try to protect Bamar interests [Ibid.
1928: 95; 1929: 43, 60, 413; 1930: 130, 368; 1932: 298; 1935: 169;
1936: 269-270].

The communalization of the Legislative Council, in turn, greatly
intensified inter-communal antagonisms. In addition to viewing minor-
ities with reserved legislative seats as illegitimate competitors who were
only concerned about their own communities, Bamars resented them for
opposing Bamar interests. In a debate over the separation of Myanmar
from India, for example, a Bamar politician made an open threat to the
Indian representatives who opposed Bamar demands for separation by
asking, “If we separate [from India] can we drive out the Indians?”
[Burma Legislative Council 1933b: 298]. More generally, minority
representatives consistently voted in league with colonial officials to
oppose Bamar nationalism and anticolonialism, and this voting behavior
strengthened popular Bamar anger by solidifying stereotypes of minor-
ities as colonial stooges [Cady 1958: 256-257; Maung 1990: 8]. For
example, many Bamars were furious when aKaren representative argued
in a debate that Myanmar was not prepared for independence and
required many more years of British tutelage [Smith 1991: 50-51].

In parallel to the Bamars’ anger and resentment, Karens feared what
they saw as growing Bamar chauvinism. Karen representatives therefore
assertively demanded not only the maintenance of Karen privileges but
the expansion of the Karen community’s power and autonomy. Most
importantly,Karen politicians began lobbying for the creation of aKaren
district that would protect them from Bamar nationalist policies and
make possible Karen self-rule. This demand, in turn, only intensified
Bamar anger and resentment, especially since Bamars formed the major-
ity of the population in the region that the Karens designated as their
homeland.

As independence approached, the non-indigenous minorities with
special representation saw the writing on the wall and simply disengaged
fromMyanmar politics, with the members of these communities usually
returning to either the United Kingdom, India, or Bangladesh. Both
Karens and Bamars, however, dug in, and the communal and conflictual
character of the legislature intensified. Bamar representatives demanded
independence, Bamar control of all major institutions, and the founding
of a Bamar-based nation-state. Karen politicians, on the other hand,
insisted on the maintenance of British rule, the creation of a pluralist
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nation-state that recognized and protected minorities, the founding of a
sub-regional state for the Karens, and a variety of regulations that would
reserve spots for Karens in the administration, military, education, and
elsewhere. In the end, the British imposed a compromise that proved
untenable, and intense communal competition soon transformed into
ethnic civil warfare between Karen nationalists and the Bamar state. In
this way, communal legislative representation was a very influential
determinant of the war, although it was not the only CCP that contrib-
uted to it. Another was discriminatory recruitment in the colonial secu-
rity forces.

Communalized Colonial Security Forces and Ethnic Warfare
in Myanmar

Although our statistical findings offer evidence that communal police
representation contributes to ethnic warfare, the case of Myanmar does
not provide strong within-case evidence that the relationship was causal.
That being said, communal police representation is only one component
of the colonial security forces, and Myanmar highlights how discrimi-
nation in the military had strong effects on ethnic warfare. The case
therefore offers evidence that the statistical findings highlight a broader
relationship between ethnic warfare and unequal communal representa-
tion in the colonial security forces, not simply in the colonial police force.

Bamars were under-represented in the colonial police force by 70%,
and several minority communities were over-represented [Callahan
2003; Ray 2012]. This situation undoubtedly promoted communal
comparisons and affected inter-communal antagonism to some extent,
both of which likely influenced the processes leading to ethnic warfare
between Bamars andminorities. Yet we failed to find any strong evidence
that unequal police recruitment promoted inter-communal conflict and
mobilization. Yes, Bamars resented it, and minorities sought to protect
their privileged status; but Bamar resentment andminority assertiveness
simply intensified preexisting competition and antipathy, and police
recruitment was never the focus of inter-communal contention. Our
qualitative and quantitative findings are therefore at odds, and this
incongruence can be interpreted in two principal ways—eitherMyanmar
is unique, or some aspect of our multimethod analysis is flawed. We are
unable to explore other cases to test Myanmar’s uniqueness due to space
constraints. Alternatively, there is reason to believe that the statistical

matthew lange, emre amasyali and tay jeong

362

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0003975621000229 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0003975621000229


relationship between police representation and ethnic civil war onset is at
least partially spurious: Ray [2016: 569] finds that communal police and
military representation are highly correlated among a sample of British
colonies (r=0.84) and the case of Myanmar shows how the communali-
zation of the military had powerful effects on ethnic warfare.

Because the Bamar-led precolonial state strongly resisted British
colonialism and because Bamars continued to lead violent anticolonial
movements after colonial conquest, the British stacked the colonial
military with non-Bamars. British officials judged Chins, Kachins, and
Karens as loyal and martial, and these communities made up 81% of the
colonial military in 1931 despite making up only 15% of the total
population [Selth 1986: 489; Callahan 2003: 35]. Alternatively, the
British did not trust Bamars and excluded them from the military
throughout most of the colonial period. Evidence suggests that this
discriminatory military recruitment contributed to ethnic warfare in
three influential ways.

First, inequalities in the military promoted strong grievances and
competition over its control, and this strengthened the supporters of a
highly chauvinistic Bamar nationalism. Relative to the police, the colo-
nial military was more powerful and prestigious, and this made inequal-
ities in military recruitment more glaring. Military representation was
also a more contentious issue because Bamars were excluded from the
military for most of the colonial period but were merely underrepre-
sented in the police force. Motivated by these grievances, many Bamars
organized Bamar militias, and the militias were a major force behind the
rise of a more assertive, exclusive, and combative Bamar nationalism
[Callahan 2003].

A secondway inwhichmilitary representation affected theKaren civil
war was by pitting Bamars and Karens against one another in open
conflict, thus promoting intense inter-communal antagonisms. The
British used minority military units to combat Bamar-led anticolonial
movements, with Karens assisting the British militarily during the wars
of colonial conquest, helping to contain the Saya San Rebellion of 1932,
and aiding the British fight against Bamars and their Japanese supporters
during the SecondWorldWar. The resulting violence enflamed relations
between Bamars and Karens, and military conflict commonly led to
deadly attacks on civilians from rival communities. Notably, tension over
minority military support during the wars of colonial conquest had
weakened by the turn of the 20th century, but communal legislative
representation rekindled these antagonisms [Lewis 1924]. Alternatively,
minoritymilitary assistance against Bamar anticolonialmovements in the
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1930s and 1940s occurred after the colonial legislature had institution-
alized inter-communal contention, and this assistance further intensified
conflictual relations. The conflict during the Second World War was
particularly polarizing: Karens and other minority communities sup-
ported the British whereas members of the Bamar militias and other
Bamar nationalists initially supported the Japanese, thereby pitting
Bamars and minority communities against one another in bloody com-
bat. This military conflict, in turn, transformed into deadly ethnic
violence, as Bamar soldiers enacted collective punishment on minority
villages.

The third andmost direct way throughwhich the overrepresentation of
Karens in the colonial military contributed to ethnic warfare was by
providing Karens with valuable resources needed to wage and maintain a
war against the postcolonial state. During the Second World War, the
British gavemanyKarensweapons tohelpfight Japanese andBamar forces,
andmostKarens retained their arms after the war.Moreover, Karens were
over-represented at all levels of the colonial military, andmany deserted to
form the Karen national military after the government proved unable and
unwilling to curb violence against Karens. Weapons, soldiers, and skilled
military leaders, in turn, allowed Karen nationalists—who were only a
fraction of the total Karen population—to mount and sustain a bloody
civil war.

Indirect Rule and Postcolonial Ethnic Warfare

British rule in Myanmar was primarily direct: only 16% of the pop-
ulation was ruled indirectly [Lange 2009: 48]. As noted previously, this
limited use of indirect rule was discriminatory. We therefore use the case
to test our claim that the discriminatory use of indirect rule promotes
ethnic civil warfare and find that it did so by promoting antipathy and
conflict over the communal character of the nation-state.

Indirect rule was a vital factor shaping the processes leading to ethnic
civil warfare between indirectly ruled minorities and the postcolonial
state. During the independence transition, the Shan and other indirectly
ruled minorities lobbied the colonial government to maintain their
autonomy, something Bamar politicians and their nationalist supporters
strongly opposed. Prior to independence, an agreement was reached
allowing these communities to retain their communal autonomy and to
preserve the right to secede from Myanmar at a later date. Yet Bamar
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nationalists assassinated the Bamar leader—Aung San—who supported
and agreed to implement the policy, and Bamar politicians reneged on
the agreement after independence, eventually seeking the removal
of all local autonomy and implementing assimilationist policies that
sought to Burmanize minorities [Brown 1996; Geertz 1963; Silverstein
1980]. These state policies sparked minority resistance, demands for
independence, and multiple civil wars, showing how indirect rule can
promote ethnic warfare when it pits directly ruled communities who
control the postcolonial state and resent minority self-rule against indi-
rectly ruled communities who want to maintain their cultural and polit-
ical autonomy.

In combination with this discriminatory form of indirect rule, a
particular form of communal legislative representation also contributed
to these wars. As noted previously, indirectly ruled minorities were
allowed to rule themselves, but they were excluded from participating
in the Burmese Legislative Assembly. Both indirect rule and their exclu-
sion from the legislature, in turn, separated minorities from other com-
munities and made them, for all extents and purposes, autonomous
political communities that were not considered—either by themselves
or by others—as part of the larger national political community. As a
consequence, the indirectly ruled minorities were very concerned about
maintaining self-rule andwere extremely angry and resentful over Bamar
efforts to remove their political and cultural autonomy.

AlthoughKarens were ruled directly, indirect rule also influenced the
Karen civil war. With the growing communalization of politics in the
1920s, Karen leaders envied the autonomy of indirectly ruled minorities
and lobbied the colonial government for Karen self-rule. One influential
determinant of the Karen civil war was the combination of constant and
escalating Karen demands for self-rule and growing ethnic-nationalism
among Bamars. In this way, indirect rule contributed to the civil war by
providing Karens with an example that they assertively sought to repli-
cate, and their privileged positions in the legislature and military made
these demands all the more galling to Bamar nationalists.

These findings have implications for our statistical findings: ethnic
warfare might be especially likely in countries that experienced a mix of
direct and indirect rule, and a non-linear relationship might therefore
explain our inconsistent statistical findings on the extent of indirect rule.
To test this possibility, we create three dummy variables measuring
different levels of direct and indirect rule. One variable measures those
colonies that were completely subject to direct rule (extent of indirect
rule=0). The second measures those British colonies that experienced
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mixed rule (extent of indirect rule is between 0.01 and 0.5). Finally, the
third measures those British colonies that experienced relatively high
levels of indirect rule (extent of indirect rule is between 0.51 and 1.0).
Using the more limited set of former British colonies, we rerun models
fromTables 4 and 5while replacing the extent of indirect rule with these
variables, with mixed rule being the reference category.4As presented in
Table 6, the odds ratios of direct rule and high levels of indirect rule are
well below one, at least one of the variables is significant in allmodels, and
both variables are significant in twomodels. The results therefore suggest
that direct rule and high levels of indirect rule lower the odds of ethnic
civil war onset relative to mixed direct and indirect rule. Paralleling our
previous findings on indirect rule, these patterns are strongest when
controlling for communal legislative and police representation. The
results therefore suggest that British colonies with mixed forms of rule
were at greatest risk of ethnic warfare and—in combination with the
Myanmar case study—support our hypothesis that a discriminatory use
of indirect rule promotes ethnic warfare.

Colonial Censuses and Ethnic Warfare in Myanmar

In Myanmar, colonial censuses collected information on a great vari-
ety of types of community, including ethnicity, race, religion, tribe, and
caste. Communal categories, in turn, commonly became a bone of con-
tention and appear to have contributed to ethnic warfare to some degree.
Yet the Myanmar case provides evidence that their effects depended on
pre-existing competition and antipathy, something that highly discrim-
inatory CCPs promoted, and the case therefore offers amore fine-grained
explanation of our mixed quantitative findings on census categories.
Conflict over Karen and Muslim communal categories highlights this
complex relationship.

In the late 1920s,Karen andBamar politicians debatedwho should be
categorized asKaren in the colonial census [Indian Statutory Committee
1929: 37-38]. The boundaries of this communal category were quite
blurry, as Karens speak multiple languages, practice diverse religions,
have different traditional styles of dress, and vary considerably in their

4 When we include multiple CCPs in the
same models, we drop census categories
because of collinearity with the “high” cate-
gory of indirect rule. The overall results did

not change when we ignored multicollinear-
ity and included census category in the
model.
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TABLE 6

Logit Analysis of Mixed Rule and Ethnic Civil War Onset

Models 1 2 3 4 5 6

Indirect Rule 0% 0.1384*** 1.0001 0.2544* 0.1719** 0.4960 0.1707**

(0.0359,
0.5332)

(0.3670,
2.7254)

(0.0633,
1.0217)

(0.0356,
0.8289)

(0.1584,
1.5533)

(0.0337,
0.8645)

Indirect Rule 51-100% 0.4288 0.2313*** 1.0029 0.3473** 0.1155*** 0.3442*

(0.1168,
1.5739)

(0.0772,
0.6931)

(0.2872,
3.5015)

(0.1251,
0.9637)

(0.0256,
0.5211)

(0.1047,
1.1308)

Communal Representation 13.4908*** 8.3164*** 11.9184***

(Standardized) (3.1837,
57.1663)

(2.4363,
28.3888)

(2.3082,
61.5408)

Police Representation 1.1083 1.0667 1.2161

(0.6373,
1.9273)

(0.5861,
1.9415)

(0.7263,
2.0363)

Ethnic Fractionalization 1.2483** 1.3763***

(1.0230,
1.5234)

(1.1407,
1.6605)

Excluded Population 1.3159*** 1.3010***

(1.1680,
1.4826)

(1.0821,
1.5642)
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TABLE 6 (Continued)

Models 1 2 3 4 5 6

log Population 1.6547*** 1.1599

(1.1775,
2.3252)

(0.8468,
1.5887)

log GDP per capita 0.7041 0.8513

(0.3132,
1.5830)

(0.3551,
2.0412)

Latitude 1.1261 0.0090

(0.0022,
576.0680)

(0.00002,
3.6379)

log Prop. Mountainous 1.2188 1.3163**

(0.8686,
1.7102)

(1.0238,
1.6924)

pre-1700 State History 1.0619*** 1.0184

(1.0270,
1.0980)

(0.9731,
1.0658)

Number of Obs. 1261 1261 1261 1124 1124 1124

Confidence intervals in parentheses and based on cluster robust standard errors.
Cubic splines are included in all models, but their odds ratios and the constants are excluded from the table.
Sig: * p < 0.1; ** p < 0.05; *** p < 0.01
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extent of Burmanization. The censuses, in turn, counted the number of
Karens inMyanmar, and Bamar politicians recognized that Karens were
overrepresented in the legislature relative to their census numbers
despite the fact that many non-Karens were “miscategorized” as Karen
in the census.

While showing that censuses increased inter-communal contention by
facilitating and concretizing inter-communal comparisons, it is clear that
communal census categories did not spark communal competition but—
instead—became contentious because of preexisting competition and
antipathy. Indeed, it is telling that Bamar politicians raised census
enumeration as part of their argument against reserving legislative seats
for Karens. That being said, censuses provided fuel for this conflict by
facilitating communal comparisons and being a source of power and
disagreement in a communalized political environment.

Debates about the categorization of Muslims in colonial censuses also
occurred at this time. Although this debate was also greatly influenced by
other CCPs that ratcheted up inter-communal competition and antipa-
thy, the conflict over the Muslim census category had greater indepen-
dent effects on ethnic violence because the Muslim category affected
citizenship. Prior to British rule, manyMuslims had lived in the Arakan
region of Myanmar for centuries. After the onset of colonialism, a large
number of Indians migrated to Arakan and other regions of Myanmar,
including Muslims. Despite their historical presence in Arakan, colonial
censuses categorized allMuslims as Indians, and the Indian category was
defined as non-indigenous. Many Muslims living in Myanmar disliked
being categorized as foreigners and lumped together with Hindus, espe-
cially given that Indian immigrants were a target of Bamar aggression.
Thus, at the same time that Muslim leaders met with and lobbied the
colonial government for Muslim communal legislative representation,
they also demanded a new census category—Burman Muslim—that
would recognize their indigeneity [Upper BurmaMuslims 1929]. Bamar
leaders learned of these demands and successfully drove the government
to reject them [Burma Legislative Council 1933a: 29].

During the SecondWorldWar and after independence, most Indians
leftMyanmar to avoid violence and Bamar rule, althoughmanyMuslims
in the Arakan region—who are known today as Rohingyas—stayed.
Similar to Karens, Rohingyas fought with the British against Bamar
nationalists during the SecondWorldWar, and this caused severe ethnic
violence between Rohingyas and Bamar nationalists during the war.
After the war ended, Rohingya leaders lacked confidence in Bamar
politicians and asked for the transfer of Muslim regions of Arakan to
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colonial India, but the British denied this demand. Because Rohingyas
were categorized as non-indigenous and because Bamar nationalists
viewed Rohingyas as disloyal and dangerous, postcolonial governments
refused to revise the colonial census category and grant them citizenship.
At one point, the government offered to recognize Rohingyas as non-
indigenous citizens, but the Rohingya leaders refused: many had ances-
tors who lived in Arakan before it was conquered by Bamars, and
Rohingyas feared they would face formal discrimination if categorized
as non-indigenous. As a result of this refusal, the government denied
Rohingyas citizenship and declared them personae non gratae, eventually
resulting in the expulsion of these “foreigners” from Myanmar soil
[Ibrahim 2016].

Thus, colonial censuses categorized Rohingyas as non-indigenous,
and conflict over this issue contributed to discrimination, a Rohingya
nationalist movement, and extreme violence. Yet the example also high-
lights how the impact of colonial census categories depended on other
CCPs. This example parallels the Karen case in showing that conflict
over census categories occurred in an environment with high levels of
communal political competition, with people interested in census cate-
gories as a means of getting their own communal legislative representa-
tion. In addition, the perception of Rohingyas as dangerous and disloyal
underlies the unwillingness of theMyanmar government to grant Rohin-
gyas citizenship, and discriminatory colonial military recruitment and
violence between Rohingyas and Bamar nationalists during the Second
World War are at the heart of these perceptions.

Counterfactual Analysis: The Karen Civil War Without Colonialism?

As noted previously, one potential problem with our statistical anal-
ysis is endogeneity: precolonial characteristics potentially shaped both
CCPs and postcolonial patterns of ethnic violence, and precolonial fac-
tors might therefore underlie a spurious relationship between CCPs and
ethnic violence. Our statistical findings do not support this claim, as
communal legislative representation, police representation, and mixed
indirect rule are all related to postcolonial ethnic civil war onset when
controlling for key precolonial conditions. Moreover, the previous sec-
tions provide qualitative evidence against claims of endogeneity by
highlighting mechanisms through which CCPs affected postcolonial
ethnic warfare in Myanmar. While insightful, this evidence is not
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conclusive, and we therefore complete an additional test of the precolo-
nial hypothesis. For this, we recognize that counterfactuals are an impor-
tant way of checking rival hypotheses in case studies5 and complete a
counterfactual analysis of the Karen civil war that considers whether the
violence would have occurred without a history of British rule.

TheKaren civil war is a classic example of a conflict over the formof the
postcolonial nation-state, with Karen nationalists demanding greater
political and cultural autonomy and Bamar nationalists pursuing a cen-
tralized state controlled by Bamars in the name of Bamars. If precolonial
conditions promoted the Karen civil war, one would expect that some
combination of assertiveKaren nationalism,Bamar resentment and fear of
Karens, and inter-communal antipathy and competition would have
occurred without the British colonial interlude. Available evidence does
not support this view. Prior to British rule, Karens held a marginalized
position within the Bamar-dominated socio-political system. While their
position could have motivated collective mobilization to counter Bamar
dominance, there is no evidence of this ever occurring prior to British rule,
largely becauseKarenswere not in a position to counter or threaten Bamar
dominance in any way. The main reason for this is that Karens were not
organized in a coherent political community prior to British rule and did
not share an over-riding Karen communal identity that could frame and
inspire such a movement. Indeed, “Karen” only became an accepted
communal category during the colonial period and was coined to refer to
peoples speaking several unwritten languages, practicing different reli-
gions, and wearing different styles of clothing [Jørgensen 1997: vi].

Although a Karen political community might have emerged and
become popular over the past 150 years without a history of British
colonialism, this scenario seems very unlikely given the influence of CCPs
on the formation of a Karen political community. While colonial censuses
made “Karen” a legitimate category of community, legislative representa-
tion helped to organize Karens to look out for the well-being of all Karens.
Tellingly, Dr. San C. Po, the first Karen representative in the Legislative
Council, is recognized as the father of the Karen nation and wrote the
“bible” onKaren nationalism after over a decade of fighting against Bamar
politicians in pursuit of Karen interests in the Legislative Council [Fink
2001]. Indeed, Karen leaders point to the reservation of legislative seats as
awakening Karens as a nation [Burma Reforms Committee 1921a:
232, 238]. And in his early and insightful analysis of Karen-Bamar

5 See FERGUSON 1999 and LEVY (2008) on counterfactual analysis.
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relations, Lewis [1924: 96] notes that Karens had increasingly assimilated
into Bamar culture since the late 19th century but describes how the
reservation of legislative seats helped to halt this process.

Missionaries also played an important role in molding Karens into a
political community, and their influence depended on colonialism. As
several scholars note,missionaries sought to create aKaren community as
part of their effort to convert Karens [Gravers 2002; Lange 2017: 116-
120; Rajah 2002], with onemissionary tellingly declaring, “From a loose
aggregation of clans we shall weld them into a nation yet” [Smeaton
1920: 19]. Missionary activities, in turn, helped to build a Karen nation
in a number of ways: they created written languages for Karens, ran
schools teaching in Karen languages, helped Karens to organize com-
munal associations, organized activities that brought Karens from
diverse regions tomeet and consider issues facing all Karens, and empha-
sized Bamars as dangerous others who had historically exploited Karens.
Highlighting the influence ofmissionaries, nearly all leaders of theKaren
nationalist movement have been Christian and Sgaw, the latter being the
Karen language group that was most influenced by missionaries
[Harriden 2002; Lange 2017: 120; Stern 1968]. Alternatively, non-
Christian and non-SgawKarens are most likely to oppose Karen nation-
alism. Importantly, although missionaries were not formal colonial
agents, their presence and influence depended on British rule. Whereas
the British allowedmissionaries towork inMyanmar and actually offered
them considerable assistance, leaders in precolonial Myanmar forbid
missionaries from proselytizing and threatened to execute converts.

A comparison of Karens living in Thailand, a country that was never
colonized by Europeans, provides additional insight into the counterfac-
tual. Karens are the largest recognized minority in Northern Thailand
and were similar to their Myanmar counterparts in that historically they
were not organized politically, did not have strong communal identities,
were marginalized, and faced considerable discrimination [Buadaeng
2007]. In the absence of colonial rule, however, Thai officials did not
attempt to implement any sort of communalizing policy that recognized
communal difference betweenThais andKarens, let alone any policy that
privileged Karens over Thais. Instead, the Thai state attempted to
integrate Karens into the Thai nation while increasing its control over
them.For example, theThai government created government schools for
minorities that taught in Thai, used a Thai nationalist curriculum, and
thereby facilitated the inclusion of minorities into the Thai nation.
Because Buddhism was the official religion and was a source of state
legitimacy, Thai officials also limited the influence of Christian
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missionaries amongminorities and counteredmissionary efforts by spon-
soring their own Buddhist missions. And those Christian missionaries
that worked with Thai Karens simply helped Karens to attend govern-
ment schools instead of running their own schools [Buadaeng 2007].Due
in large part to these differences, Thai Karens never became an assertive
political community, and most Karens developed hybrid political iden-
tities that were equal parts Thai and Karen [Buadaeng 2007]. Although
one cannot assume that the outcome would have been exactly the same in
Myanmarwithout a history of British rule, a similar outcome seems likely
because it is difficult to think of situations in which the Myanmar state
would have privilegedKarens, recognized them as a distinct community,
and opened the door to missionary conversion among Karens. All this
suggests that, in the absence of the British colonial interlude, Myanmar
Karens would have been more integrated into Bamar institutions and
would not have fought a secessionist civil war.

Conclusion

In this article, we reorient the debate on the impact of CCPs on ethnic
violence by exploring how different policies affected postcolonial pat-
terns of ethnic warfare. We hypothesize that CCPs were most likely to
promote postcolonial ethnic warfare when they were highly discrimina-
tory, especially when this discrimination affected the relative power and
status of communities. Alternatively, we propose that relatively non-
discriminatory policies had little effect or mixed effects on postcolonial
ethnic warfare. To test these claims, we combine statistical and compar-
ative-historical methods in a multimethod research design. Overall, our
analysis offers consistent, complementary, and strong evidence in sup-
port of our hypotheses. We find that three highly discriminatory CCPs
that empowered communities differentially—communal legislative rep-
resentation, communal representation in the colonial security forces, and
the mixed use of indirect rule—are strongly related to ethnic civil war
onset. In turn, we provide qualitative evidence showing that these pol-
icies promoted ethnic warfare by pitting communities against one
another in battles over the control of the postcolonial state and the form
of the postcolonial nation-state. Alternatively, we find that non-discrim-
inatory CCPs with little effect on communal empowerment had mixed
and limited effects on ethnic warfare.
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While addressing particular shortcomings in the literature on colo-
nialism and ethnic conflict, our findings make broader contributions to
the literatures on nation-building and ethnic warfare, which generally
pay little attention to the influence of colonialism. Although our findings
oppose Wimmer’s [2018] claim that colonialism had little effect
on postcolonial ethnic warfare and nation-building, our conclusions are
overwhelmingly Wimmerian. For example, we strongly support
Wimmer’s [2013] finding that the transition to nation-states had crucial
effects on nation-building and ethnic warfare, althoughwe highlight how
CCPs shaped this transition in very important ways. We also support
Wimmer’s claim that conflict over the nation-state is an extremely influ-
ential determinant of ethnic warfare but add that discriminatory CCPs
made the form of the nation-state a very contentious issue.

In addition to these theoretical contributions, our analysis also offers
important insight into how to completemultimethod research, especially
concerning the order of analysis. Lieberman [2005] claims that multi-
method analyses should start with the statistical analysis and subse-
quently use the qualitative analysis to explore mechanisms underlying
the statistical findings. Yet a growing concern about multimethod anal-
ysis is the potential that the qualitative and quantitative findings are
incompatible [Goertz and Mahoney 2013; Seawright 2016], and we
believe that completing quantitative analyses after quantitative analyses
compartmentalizes the findings and thereby increases the likelihood that
the results are incompatible. To limit this problem, we completed the
qualitative and quantitative analyses simultaneously, thereby permitting
each to inform the other and allowing us to address inconsistencies
during the analysis. For example, our qualitative findings on the impact
of indirect rule pushed us to consider whether the extent of indirect rule
has a curvilinear relationship with ethnic civil war onset. In addition, the
mismatch between our statistical and qualitative findings on police rep-
resentation forced us to consider potential reasons for the contrasting
results, something that redirected the qualitative analysis to consider
communalmilitary representation. As these examples highlight, not only
can a back-and-forth analysis better integrate the findings of the different
methods; it can also improve both qualitative and quantitative insight.

Although it provides important theoretical and methodological con-
tributions, our analysis is hardly complete, and we end this article by
noting four particular issues that require future consideration. First, it is
uncertain to what extent the mechanisms highlighted in the Myanmar
case study explain the general statistical patterns, and additional case
studies are therefore needed to test the generalizability of the
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mechanisms. There are clear parallels between Myanmar and several
other former British colonies. Most notably, past analyses offer insight
into how discriminatory CCPs contributed to violence in Cyprus [Pollis
1973], India/Pakistan/Bangladesh [Tudor 2013], Nigeria [Lovejoy
1992], Sri Lanka [de Silva 1986], Sudan [Idris 2005], and Uganda
[Lwanga-Lunyiigo 1987], suggesting that the mechanisms highlighted
in Myanmar help to explain broader patterns.

Second, our analysis ignores countries that were colonized by other
powers, and it is uncertain whether our findings help to explain patterns
of ethnic violence in non-British colonies. On the one hand, scholars com-
monly recognize that the British used CCPsmore than any other colonizer,
suggesting that our findings might offer little or no insight in other empires
[Abernethy 2000; Lange and Dawson 2009; Wucherpfennig et al. 2016].
Yet claims of British exceptionalism have not been subject to empirical
scrutiny, and several colonizers employed CCPs in ways that heightened
inter-communal antagonisms.Fildis [2011] andWhite [2011], for example,
find that the French also used communal legislative and military represen-
tation in Lebanon and Syria in ways that contributed to ethnic warfare, and
Mamdani [2001] describes how the Belgians used highly discriminatory
policies in ways that promoted the Rwandan genocide. It therefore remains
to be seen whether CCPs had similar effects in other empires.

Third, our analysis focuses on the colonial context, and it is uncertain
whether communalizing policies have the same effects in non-colonial
settings. The literature on nation-building focuses almost exclusively on
non-colonial contexts and recognizes that communalizing policies help to
limit inter-communal conflict by preventing exclusion and one-sided
assimilation. We find, however, that communalizing policies increase
conflict over the communal character of the nation-state, with certain
communities opposed to communalizing policies that promote a more
pluralistmodel of the nation-state. Yet this contestationwas promoted by
a foreign power implementing communalizing policies in a discrimina-
tory fashion, something that intensified opposition to more pluralist
models of the nation-state. While this suggests that our findings depend
on the colonial context, it remains possible that contestation over com-
munalizing policies can have similar—if weaker—effects in non-colonial
settings. Quebec nationalists, for example, resent Canadian multicultur-
alism for minimizing the status of the Quebecois within the Canadian
nation. Moreover, opposition to pluralist policies from powerful core
communities usually prevents the implementation of communalizing
policies, and it remains possible that such opposition could turn violent
if a more pluralist model of the nation-state were adopted.
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Finally, our analysis does not exhaust the ways in which colonialism
can shape postcolonial trajectories of ethnic violence. One notable omis-
sion is the influence of informal colonial agents, especially missionaries
and private economic actors. Our case study of Myanmar highlights the
influence of missionaries, and colonial economic actors favored Indians
in ways that contributed to conflict in Myanmar. Subsequent analyses
must therefore consider the influence of informal colonial agents more
closely and systematically.
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Résumé
Dans cet article, nous réorientons la littérature
sur le colonialisme et la violence ethnique en
explorant comment différents types de poli-
tiques coloniales communalisantes (PCC) ont
affecté les types postcoloniaux de guerre eth-
nique. Nous émettons l’hypothèse que les
PCC ont des effets limités ou mitigés lors-
qu’elles reconnaissent ou autonomisent les
communautés, mais qu’elles encouragent la
guerre ethnique lorsqu’elles en favorisent
explicitement certaines par rapport à d’autres,
en particulier lorsque cette discrimination
affecte le pouvoir des communautés. Pour tes-
ter ces hypothèses, nous combinons une ana-
lyse statistique de l’Empire britannique avec
une étude de cas ciblée du Myanmar. Nous
constatons que deux PCC relativement non
discriminatoires – l’utilisation de catégories
de recensement communales et des niveaux
élevés de pouvoir indirect – ont eu des effets
limités ou mitigés sur la guerre ethnique post-
coloniale. Une représentation communautaire
inégale au sein de la législature et des forces de
sécurité, et un usage mixte de la règle indir-
ecte, d’autre part, sont trois PCC hautement
discriminatoires, et nous fournissons la preuve
qu’elles ont augmenté les chances de guerre
ethnique postcoloniale.

Mots-clés :Colonialisme britannique ; Guerre
ethnique ; Politiques coloniales communali-
santes ; Myanmar (Birmanie) ; Analyse
multi-méthodes.

Zusammenfassung
In diesem Beitrag wird die Literatur über
Kolonialismus und ethnische Gewalt neu aus-
gerichtet, umdie verschiedenen Formen kolo-
nialer Kommunalisierungspolitik (KKP) und
deren Einfluss auf postkoloniale Muster eth-
nischer Kriege zu analysieren. Wir stellen die
Hypothese auf, dass KKPs einerseits
begrenzte oder zwiespältige Auswirkungen
haben, wenn sie Gemeinschaften anerkennen
oder stärken, und andererseits ethnischen
Kriegen Vorschub leisten, sobald manchen
Gemeinschaften ausdrücklich der Vorzug
gegeben wird, insbesondere dann wenn die
Ausgrenzung die Macht der Gemeinschaft
beeinträchtig. Zwecks ihrer Überprüfung
haben wir eine statistische Analyse des brit-
ischen Empire mit einer gezielten Fallstudie
Myanmars kombiniert. Diese zeigen, dass
zwei relativ diskriminierungsfreie KKPs
– der Rückgriff auf kommunale Volkszäh-
lungskategorien und auf ein hohes Maß an
indirekter Macht – begrenzte oder zwiespäl-
tige Auswirkungen auf postkoloniale eth-
nische Kriege gehabt haben. Die ungleiche
Vertretung der Volksgruppen in der Legisla-
tive und in den Sicherheitskräften einerseits
sowie die zwiespältige Anwendung der indir-
ekten Regel andererseits sind dagegen drei
äußerst diskriminierende KKPs. Wir weisen
darüberhinaus nach, dass beide Strategien die
Wahrscheinlichkeit eines postkolonialen eth-
nischen Krieges erhöht haben.

Schlüsselwörter: Britischer Kolonialismus;
Ethnische Kriege; Kommunalisierende
Kolonialpolitik; Myanmar (Burma); Multi-
methodenanalyse.
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