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Abstract
We argue that economic inequality between ethnic groups increases state repression. We
contend that a high level of ethnic inequality fuels distributional conflicts between poor
and rich ethnic groups. It also increases the salience of ethnic identity and promotes eth-
nic mobilization to challenge the status quo. This between-group tension creates collective
grievances for ethnic groups, mounts challenges to incumbent governments and increases
perceived threats to governments. The greater the perceived threats, the more likely that
governments will employ coercive measures. We further argue that the impact of ethnic
inequality on state repression is moderated by the level of democracy. Various institutional
mechanisms in democracies increase the costs of repression, reducing leaders’ incentives
to employ coercive measures, even when facing high levels of ethnic inequality. Evidence
from 152 countries between 1992 and 2011 supports our arguments.

Résumé
Nous soutenons que l’inégalité économique entre les groupes ethniques accroît la
répression étatique. Nous estimons qu’un niveau élevé d’inégalité ethnique alimente les
conflits de répartition entre les groupes riches et pauvres. Elle amplifie également l’impor-
tance de l’identité ethnique et favorise la mobilisation tendant à remettre en question le
statu quo. Cette tension crée des revendications collectives portées par les groupes ethni-
ques, pose des défis aux gouvernements en exercice et accroît chez ces derniers un senti-
ment d’instabilité. Plus les menaces perçues sont grandes, plus il est probable que les
gouvernements auront recours à des mesures coercitives. Nous considérons en outre
que l’impact de l’inégalité ethnique sur la répression étatique est modéré par le niveau
de démocratie. Dans les démocraties, divers mécanismes institutionnels augmentent le
coût de la répression, ce qui réduit les incitations des dirigeants à recourir à des mesures
coercitives, même s’ils sont confrontés à de fortes inégalités ethniques. Les données de 152
pays entre 1992 et 2011 appuient notre argumentation.
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1. Introduction
Does economic inequality between ethnic groups induce states to use repressive mea-
sures?1 Scholars have found that reinforcing cleavages along economic and ethnic
dimensions are an important source of domestic grievances and conflicts, including
civil wars, secessionist conflicts and democratic breakdowns (Cederman et al., 2011;
Deiwiks et al., 2012; Houle, 2015; Østby, 2008; Østby et al., 2009).2 Despite the strong
relationship between ethnic inequality and ongoing domestic instability, existing
studies have not considered that states have various tools at their disposal to counter
the likelihood of domestic instability arising from ethnic inequality. Our article
focuses on one of these tools, repressive measures, which leaders use to address
domestic challenges and maintain power (Nordas and Davenport, 2013).

States often use coercive measures to control potential domestic conflicts arising
from economic inequality between ethnic groups. For instance, ethnic tension
between indigenous and nonindigenous groups in Guatemala is partly caused by
the extreme level of ethnic inequality.3 The grievances and resentment among
indigenous populations create potential threats to government stability and,
hence, lead to increasing use of repressive measures by the government (Pallister,
2013).4 In another example, protests from majority ethnic groups (Oromos)
were met with repressive measures from a minority-led (Tigrayan) Ethiopian gov-
ernment.5 Grievances among Oromos were mainly caused by persistent economic
inequality between Oromos and other ethnic groups under the Tigrayan govern-
ment led by Prime Minister Meles Zenawi.6

Our contention is that inequality between ethnic groups increases the level of
states’ repressive measures. We argue that reinforcing cleavages along economic
and ethnic lines increase grievances in society and promotes ethnic mobilization,
posing a severe destabilizing threat to the government in power. Given that most
political leaders want to maintain their positions in power, when there are a greater
number of perceived threats, it is more likely that repressive measures will be
employed to counteract those threats—all else being equal (Nordas and
Davenport, 2013). Furthermore, we argue that democracies are able to moderate
the impact of ethnic inequality on state repression. Various institutional mecha-
nisms in democracies hold political leaders accountable; these mechanisms increase
the costs of repression and reduce leaders’ incentives to employ coercive measures,
even when facing high levels of ethnic inequality. Using a dataset covering 152
countries from 1992 to 2011, we find strong support for our arguments. Our
main results are robust to instrumental variable techniques, the inclusion of addi-
tional controls and alternative model specifications. We further examine the poten-
tial mechanism that ethnic inequality increases perceived threats to governments by
fuelling political instability. Using political dissent data from the Cross-National
Time-Series Data Archive (Banks, 2014), we also find evidence for this claim.
Finally, we explore whether ethnic inequality affects state repression directly or indi-
rectly through political instability. This research is an attempt to detect the exis-
tence of both pre-emptive (direct effect) and reactive repression (indirect effect)
against political dissent when ethnic inequality arises. The empirical results indicate
that ethnic inequality relates to state repression both directly and also indirectly
through its influence on domestic political instability.
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This study makes several contributions. First, our article echoes previous studies
emphasizing the devastating consequences of ethnic inequality on domestic politics.
However, the extant scholarship has paid little attention to how leaders counteract
the destabilizing impact of ethnic inequality. We contribute to the literature by
investigating an important tool of state control and find that ethnic inequality
increases the level of state repression. Second, following Nordas and Davenport
(2013), we argue that states can act both reactively and proactively in confronting
domestic threats. Repressive measures are attractive strategies for governments to
either pre-empt or counter potential instability. Finally, this article speaks to the
literature that investigates the effect of ethnic diversity and ethnic exclusion on
state repression (Buhaug et al., 2014; Lee et al., 2004; Rørbæk and Knudsen,
2017). While controlling for ethnic fractionalization and ethnicity-based political
exclusion, we still find evidence that reinforcing cleavages along economic and
ethnic lines increase the level of state repression. Therefore, our finding on
between-group economic inequality is not simply a reflection or artifact of the
impact of ethnic diversity or ethnicity-based political inequality; it also suggests
that exploring the various consequences of distributional conflicts among ethnic
groups, rather than the general structure of ethnicity, would be a fruitful direction
for future research.

The remainder of the article is organized as follows: In the second section, we
review the logic and main determinants of state repression, with an emphasis on
how perceived threats increase states’ coercive measures. In the third section, we
discuss the links between ethnic inequality, perceived dissent and repression, and
we derive our two hypotheses. In the fourth section, we present the data and
research design, followed by our empirical findings and discussion. In the final
section, we offer our conclusions.

2. The Logic and Determinants of State Repression
Scholars have suggested that state repression can be best understood by studying
why political leaders employ coercive measures (Davenport, 2007; Davenport and
Armstrong, 2004). Generally, political leaders calculate the costs and benefits of
employing repressive measures: the higher the costs, the less likely that repression
will be employed.7 Existing studies mostly focus on the costs of using repressive
strategies when examining their determinants. The literature has identified two
factors that are the most robust predictors of state repression: democratic
institutions and domestic dissent (Davenport, 2007).

Democratic regimes have a low level of state repression because the cost of
repression is higher in democracies, where various institutional mechanisms hold
political leaders accountable and constrain leaders’ overuse of coercive action
(Davenport, 2007; Davenport and Armstrong, 2004; Poe and Tate, 1994).
Domestic dissent is the other consistent predictor. Domestic conflicts challenge
the status quo and increase states’ assessment of the threat, making the cost of
repression seem acceptable to rulers. Coercive measures are exercised to counter
such threats. These measures also signal that the regime is still in control of its ter-
ritorial jurisdiction (Davenport and Armstrong, 2004). Related to this, the potential
dissent and perceived threats to governments are found to be important
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explanatory factors of state repression (Davenport, 1995; Nordas and Davenport,
2013). For instance, Nordas and Davenport (2013) find that a youth bulge increases
perceived threats to governments due to the potential rebelliousness of the youth.
Thus, those governments are more likely to engage in state repression to control
potential instability.

Ethnic inequality is found to be associated with increased levels of domestic dis-
sent, ethnic mobilization and collective grievances (Hillesund, 2015; Langer, 2005;
Stewart, 2002; Vadlamannati, 2011). For instance, Langer (2005) reveals that ethnic
inequality spurs violent group mobilization by facilitating ethnic elites to mobilize
their supporters using ethnic cues. Additionally, scholars have examined the impact
of ethnic inequality on domestic violence using cross-national analyses. They find
that economic inequality between ethnic groups is related to civil wars (Cederman
et al., 2011; Østby, 2008; Østby et al., 2009), secessionist conflicts (Deiwiks et al.,
2012) and democratic breakdowns (Houle, 2015). Obviously, ethnic inequality
can have a detrimental impact on domestic stability, so it increases the perceived
threats to ruling governments. However, the effect of ethnic inequality on state
repression has yet to be theorized and empirically tested. Rulers may employ
repressive measures to counter domestic threats to stay in power. Thus, this
study investigates how perceived threats arising from ethnic inequality enter into
governments’ cost-benefit calculation of employing repressive measures. We detail
our theoretical argument below.

3. Ethnic Inequality and State Repression
We argue that ethnic inequality has the potential to generate domestic distributive
conflicts between poor and rich ethnic groups. Furthermore, ethnic identity, along
with economic inequality between ethnic groups, intensifies ethnic tensions by
facilitating ethnic mobilization (Langer, 2005). Hence, ethnic identity increases
each group’s collective action capability to pursue their opposing material goals.
A poor ethnic group would demand more redistribution, whereas a rich ethnic
group would prefer less redistribution. Ethnic grievances accompanied by high
mobilization capability increase the likelihood of challenges to states, leading to
high levels of perceived threats to governments. Thus, ethnic grievances generate
motivation for political leaders to employ repressive measures to address the poten-
tial threats. The greater the perceived threat to the regime, the more likely that polit-
ical leaders will make use of coercive measures (Nordas and Davenport, 2013).

When inequality between ethnic groups increases in a society, the change is
likely to produce higher levels of domestic grievances. First, an unequal distribution
of wealth along ethnic lines will create distributive conflicts between rich and poor
ethnic groups. On the one hand, a disadvantaged ethnic group feels relative depri-
vation and demands more government redistribution. On the other hand, a privi-
leged ethnic group may resist redistribution because it takes away its wealth to
subsidize the poor of different ethnic groups. Thus, ethnic inequality is likely to
generate grievances for both poor and rich ethnic groups, due to the distributive
tensions between them (Cederman et al., 2011; Houle, 2015).

Second, a high level of between-group economic inequality increases the salience
of ethnic identity and helps create in- and out-group comparisons (Cederman et al.,
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2011). This comparison is a potential source of domestic instability and grievances.
Increased salience of ethnic identity helps each ethnic group at different rungs of
the socio-economic ladder pursue their opposing agendas regarding the redistribu-
tion of state resources. This process potentially destabilizes ruling governments
because either the poor or rich ethnic group is likely to feel dissatisfaction with
the redistributive policies implemented by the government. Utilizing ethnic iden-
tity, ethnic elites can easily mobilize their group members because ethnic cues
and identity-based sanctions promote group cohesion and ease the collective action
problem for political action (Cederman et al., 2011).

Therefore, we argue that ethnic inequality increases domestic grievances and the
salience of ethnic identity, which are two important sources of potential instability.
A society in which economic inequality coincides with ethnic cleavages is exposed
to the risk of political dissent (Cederman et al., 2011; Houle, 2015; Østby, 2008;
Østby et al., 2009). States can either anticipate domestic dissent or experience out-
right conflict in the presence of high ethnic inequality. Those anticipated or man-
ifested domestic instabilities increase the perceived threats to governments. A large
perceived threat is likely to generate motivation for governments to use repressive
strategies as responses (Nordas and Davenport, 2013). Furthermore, since ethnic
identity can increase the efficiency of repression by facilitating the targeting of
those groups that challenge the state (Moore, 1995), perceived threats arising
from ethnic inequality may make using coercive measures an attractive strategy
to address potential dissent. Our first hypothesis follows the theoretical discussion:

Hypothesis 1: Countries with higher levels of ethnic inequality are likely to
experience higher levels of repression than countries with lower levels of ethnic
inequality.

Studies have found that democracies reduce states’ use of repressive strategies
(Davenport, 2007; Davenport and Armstrong, 2004; Poe and Tate, 1994). For
instance, Poe and Tate (1994) argue that democratic states have less incentive to
use violence due to their emphasis on democratic values and institutional con-
straints. Building on these insights, we further argue that the impact of ethnic
inequality on state repression is likely to be moderated by the level of democracy.
Democratic institutions and accountability affect political leaders’ cost-benefit
assessment of using repressive measures. Those features in more democratic coun-
tries would make the cost of using a repressive strategy higher than it would be in
more authoritarian countries. First, the level of political accountability differs in
accordance with the level of democracy. Compared to more authoritarian countries,
more democratic countries allow real political opposition and a free press, which
means incidents of coercive measures are usually quickly and widely exposed to
the general public and media.8 This type of exposure substantially increases the
political and electoral costs of repression in democracies. Relatedly, the develop-
ment of democratic institutions is likely to hamper leaders’ use of repressive strat-
egies. Even if top executives have strong incentives to use coercive measures, they
may not able to do so if other political institutions, such as legislative bodies or
judicial institutions, oppose it. Studies have shown that decision-making processes
in developed democracies are highly institutionalized (Martin and Vanberg, 2011),
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so political leaders may not able to unilaterally employ repressive measures, even
when they have motivations to do so. We therefore propose a second hypothesis:

Hypothesis 2: As the level of democracy rises, the impact of ethnic inequality on
state repression decreases.

4. Data, Measurement and Research Design
Dependent variables

Following mainstream research on state repression, we employ three commonly
used indexes of governments’ coercive measures: (1) physical integrity rights
from Cingranelli and Richards (2010, hereafter CIRI), (2) physical integrity rights
from the Political Terror Scale (PTS) and (3) latent human rights protection from
Fariss (2014). CIRI codes the degree of governments’ respect for physical integrity
rights and quantifies cases where governments use excessive force, ranging from 0
(no respect for physical integrity rights) to 8 (full respect for physical integrity
rights). For easier interpretation, we reverse the scale of the original CIRI measure,
so a higher value indicates more state repression.

We also test our claim using PTS data (Gibney et al., 2012). The coding of PTS
data produces two separate indexes—from the US State Department’s Country
Reports on Human Rights Practices and from the Amnesty International annual
report. Each PTS index captures physical integrity rights using an ordinal variable
of five categories. These two indexes have slightly different coverage, and both have
been criticized for possible biases (Poe et al., 2001). Following various scholarship
(Daxecker and Hess, 2013; Demirel-Pegg and Moskowitz, 2009), we therefore use
the average of these two indexes to counterbalance biases. The average PTS
index takes on nine values, ranging from 1 to 5, with an incremental increase of
0.5.9 A higher value indicates more state repression.

Finally, we use a recent dataset on human rights protection as a third dependent
variable. Fariss (2014) calculated a latent estimate of human rights protection to
correctly address agents’ changing standards of assessing state behaviours over
time. Because the Fariss index measures human rights protection rather than
human rights violation, a higher value indicates stronger human rights protection
and less state repression.10

Independent variable

Alesina et al. (2016) calculated the estimate of ethnic inequality by comparing sat-
ellite images of luminosity across historic homelands of each ethno-linguistic
group. Using luminosity per capita as a proxy for economic development,11 this
new measure of ethnic inequality captures differences in mean income across ethnic
groups and reflects the overall level of ethnic inequality in a given country. The data
cover a global sample for three time points: 1992, 2000 and 2012. To construct the
annual level of ethnic inequality, we linearly interpolated the ethnic inequality mea-
sure.12 Alesina et al. (2016) provide two measures based on different geo-ethnic
information data: Ethnologue (Gordon, 2005) and the Geo-referencing of Ethnic
Groups (GREG) data (Weidmann et al., 2010). Since GREG-based data have a
greater country coverage, we report the main results using the GREG data.13
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A detailed explanation on how Alesina et al. (2016) measure ethnic inequality can
be found in the online appendix.

Studies on state repression have long argued the impact of democracy in reduc-
ing states’ coercive measures (Davenport, 2007). We include a continuous measure
of democracy using Polity2 scores (Polity IV dataset, Marshall et al., 2014). We add
a value of 10 to this index for easier interpretation. We also include an interactive
term between ethnic inequality and Polity2 to test Hypothesis 2.

Control variables

Countries experiencing inter- or intra-state wars are found to have higher levels of
state repression (Davenport, 2007). Thus, we include two dummy variables to cap-
ture ongoing civil war and interstate war from the UCDP/PRIO Armed Conflict
Dataset. These war variables are coded as 1 when there is an ongoing war in a
given country-year (otherwise it is coded as 0). The relationship between state
repression and ethnic inequality cannot be tested without controlling for relevant
economic factors, given that ethnic inequality is likely to be associated with eco-
nomic underdevelopment (Alesina et al., 2016). We include the gross domestic
product (GDP) per capita and annual GDP growth from the World
Development Indicators (WDI). We use the natural logarithm for GDP per capita
variable. Given that countries with larger populations tend to engage in repressive
strategies due to limited political and economic resources (Walker, 2007), we also
include a natural logarithm of population size from the WDI. We also include the
natural logarithm of oil and gas income per capita in 2000 US dollars (Ross, 2015),
since countries with abundant natural resources may have higher levels of inequal-
ity (Fum and Hodler, 2010) and tend to use more repressive measures (Hill and
Jones, 2014). Finally, we include an ethnic fractionalization measure (Alesina
et al., 2003). Since ethnic inequality is the main independent variable, it would
be important to show that our finding is not merely a reflection of other features
of ethnicity, such as ethnic fractionalization. The summary statistics for all variables
are shown in Table A3 in the online appendix, and all the countries in our sample
are listed in Table A4.

Model specification

Our dataset has a time-series cross-sectional (TSCS) structure. The unit of analysis
is country-year.14 We use a Prais-Winsten estimation with a first-order panel-
specific autocorrelation structure and panel-corrected standard errors to control
panel heterogeneity, contemporaneous correlation and the time dependency of
state repression (Beck and Katz, 1995). We also include regional and half-decade
dummies15 to account for unobserved region-specific factors, time trends and time-
specific shocks. All explanatory variables are lagged one year.

5. Results and Discussion
Before discussing cross-national evidence regarding the impact of ethnic inequality
on state repression, we present three neighbouring country pairs. These country
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pairs are similar in other country characteristics except for ethnic inequality and
state repression. This provides illustrative evidence for the positive linkage between
ethnic inequality and state repression (using 2000 data). Compared to its neighbour
Chile (ethnic inequality: 0.6), Peru has a higher level of ethnic inequality between
indigenous and nonindigenous populations (ethnic inequality: 0.9). Peru happens
to have a lower level of respect for human rights (Fariss index: −0.3) than Chile
(Fariss index: 0.6). Two neighbouring country pairs in the Middle East and
North Africa also reveal a positive relationship between ethnic inequality and
state repression: Morocco (ethnic inequality: 0.2; Farris index: 0.4) versus Algeria
(ethnic inequality: 0.9; Farris index: −1.2), and Kuwait (ethnic inequality: 0.1;
Fariss index: 1.2) versus Iraq (ethnic inequality: 0.7; Farris index: −2.0). We further
test our argument to account for potential confounding factors in the cross-national
multivariate analysis.

Table 1 shows the estimated effect of ethnic inequality on state repression in the
multivariate analysis. Models 1, 3 and 5 are estimations without the interaction,
while Models 2, 4 and 6 are with interaction terms. We test our argument using
three different measures of state repression and find support for our claim. As
expected, the coefficient estimate for ethnic inequality is positive and statistically
significant when we use two measures of state repression (CIRI and PTS indexes),
while the coefficient estimate is negative and statistically significant with the mea-
sure of human rights protection (Fariss index). The results strongly support
Hypothesis 1: that a higher level of ethnic inequality is associated with more
state repression. Importantly, we also find that the level of democracy significantly
moderates the relationship between ethnic inequality and state repression, as sug-
gested by Hypothesis 2. To clarify the moderating effect of democracies, we gener-
ate a marginal effect plot of ethnic inequality at different levels of democracy.
Figure 1 clearly shows that the impact of ethnic inequality is more pronounced
in more authoritarian countries. However, its impact diminishes as the level of
democracy increases.

Regarding control variables, the results are broadly in line with previous studies.
We find that there is more repression in countries experiencing ongoing civil war,
with lower levels of economic development and with larger population sizes. The
results also show that resource-rich countries tend to be more repressive. Finally,
we find that countries with a greater ethnic diversity experience a higher level of
state repression.

A number of recent studies propose that the algorithmic approach of fitting
random-forest is a better way to clarify the relationship between primary variables
and the dependent variable than traditional approaches (Hill and Jones, 2014;
Muchlinski et al., 2016). Building on the algorithmic approach, we investigate
the predictive power of ethnic inequality using random-forest and assess the sub-
stantive effect of ethnic inequality on repression. In the state repression literature,
Hill and Jones (2014) and Frantz et al. (forthcoming) assess the relative importance
of each covariate by fitting random-forest. We follow their approach and generate
permutation importance plots to examine the predictive power of ethnic inequality
on state repression.16 A permutation importance plot shows the mean increase in
the prediction error if a specific variable is permuted in the model. The underlying
logic behind this plot is that excluding/permuting an important independent
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variable will increase prediction error. On the other hand, excluding an unimpor-
tant independent variable will not affect prediction error. Figure 2 shows permuta-
tion importance plots with our three dependent variables. Similar to Hill and Jones
(2014), we also generate additional plots (Figure 3) for each of the four components
of the CIRI index: disappearance, killings, political imprisonment and torture. The
predictive power of ethnic inequality is quite meaningful across all seven plots.
Among the variables that Hill and Jones (2014) suggest as important predictors
of state repression, the predictive power of ethnic inequality is at least comparable
to that of the level of democracy. Additionally, it seems that ethnic inequality is one
of the most important predictors of the disappearance and killings components of
the CIRI (the fifth best predictor). To summarize, permutation importance plots
confirm that the inclusion of ethnic inequality meaningfully improves the predic-
tive power of the empirical model of state repression.

Investigating potential mechanisms

Our theory suggests that ethnic inequality can be linked to state repression by fuel-
ling distributive conflicts and generating political instability. To explore the

Table 1. The Effect of GREG-Based Ethnic Inequality on State Repression

CIRI
1992–2011

PTS
1992–2013

Fariss
1992–2013

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6

Ethnic inequality 0.483*** 1.690*** 0.448*** 1.109*** −0.709*** −1.188***
(0.156) (0.428) (0.098) (0.167) (0.078) (0.129)

Polity2 −0.072*** −0.024 −0.026*** 0.002 0.022*** 0.006
(0.007) (0.017) (0.003) (0.007) (0.002) (0.006)

Ethnic inequality*Polity2 −0.093*** −0.054*** 0.030***
(0.029) (0.013) (0.011)

Interstate war 0.468** 0.463** −0.037 −0.033 0.016 0.013
(0.213) (0.215) (0.092) (0.093) (0.035) (0.036)

Civil war 1.007*** 0.971*** 0.423*** 0.415*** −0.152*** −0.150***
(0.133) (0.132) (0.051) (0.051) (0.024) (0.024)

GDP per capita (logged) −0.498*** −0.486*** −0.246*** −0.262*** 0.369*** 0.364***
(0.033) (0.033) (0.018) (0.020) (0.018) (0.018)

GDP growth 0.011** 0.011** 0.002 0.002 −0.001** −0.001**
(0.004) (0.004) (0.002) (0.002) (0.001) (0.001)

Population (logged) 0.532*** 0.513*** 0.223*** 0.213*** −0.272*** −0.256***
(0.022) (0.023) (0.015) (0.014) (0.015) (0.014)

Oil per capita (logged) 0.035*** 0.040*** 0.011 0.015** −0.024*** −0.026***
(0.010) (0.010) (0.007) (0.007) (0.007) (0.007)

Ethnic fractionalization 0.473*** 0.560*** 0.281*** 0.354*** −0.438*** −0.506***
(0.182) (0.188) (0.082) (0.086) (0.065) (0.068)

R2 0.623 0.627 0.738 0.748 0.591 0.596
Countries 152 152 152 152 152 152
N 2,720 2,720 3,092 3,092 3,093 3,093

Note: All models are estimated with Prais-Winsten correction for panel-specific AR1 process. The numbers in parentheses
are panel-corrected standard errors. All regressions include decade and regional dummy variables. All explanatory
variables are lagged one year. Decade and regional dummies, as well as intercepts, are omitted to conserve space.
***p < = .01; **p < = .05; *p < = .1
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potential mechanism, we first test the effect of ethnic inequality on measurable
political instability. We use diverse forms of political instability, general strikes,
riots, revolutions and anti-government demonstrations (Banks, 2014) as dependent
variables. In addition to employing these four indicators as the dependent variables,
we also use two aggregated indexes—political dissent (the sum of general strikes,
riots and demonstrations) (Nordas and Davenport, 2013) and the conflict index
(Banks, 2014). As shown in Table A14 in the online appendix, we generally find
that ethnic inequality is associated with political instability. This lends support to
our argument that ethnic inequality increases perceived threats to rulers by fuelling
distributive conflicts and domestic grievances. A detailed discussion of control var-
iables, model specifications and empirical results can be found in the online
appendix.

Additionally, we aim to understand whether states pre-emptively repress to
address domestic grievances when ethnic inequality arises or whether they reac-
tively respond to political instability caused by ethnic inequality using repressive
measures. We therefore rerun our model with a political dissent variable. If the
coefficient estimate for ethnic inequality is still significant, it would indicate states
also employ pre-emptive repression to address high ethnic inequality. As shown in
Table 2, the coefficient estimate for the dissent variable is mostly in the expected
direction, indicating that states reactively use repressive measures. Importantly,
coefficient estimates for ethnic inequality and the interaction term between ethnic
inequality and Polity2 are statistically significant, suggesting that ruling leaders,
particularly authoritarian ones, indeed pre-emptively engage in coercive measures

Figure 1. Marginal Effect of Ethnic Inequality at Different Levels of Democracy
Note: This figure shows marginal effect of ethnic inequality on state repression. Marginal effect plots are generated
using models 2, 4 and 6 in Table 1. The grey vertical bars show the distribution of Polity2 score (0: full autocracies;
20: full democracies).
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Figure 2. Marginal Permutation Importance of Independent Variables on State Repression EstimatedUsing
Random Forest
Note: Each dot plot shows the mean decrease in classification prediction by permuting the variable in the y axis. The
error bars represent a 95 per cent interval from 1000 bootstrap iterations. The larger the dot value, the more important
the covariate is in predicting state repression because permuting an important variable will increase prediction error.

Figure 3. Marginal Permutation Importance of Independent Variables on the CIRI Components Estimated
Using Random Forest
Note: Each dot plot shows the mean decrease in classification prediction by permuting the variable in the y axis. The
error bars represent a 95 per cent interval from 1000 bootstrap iterations. The larger the dot value, the more important
the covariate is in predicting state repression because permuting an important variable will increase prediction error.
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to maintain their power when facing high levels of ethnic inequality. To summarize,
these findings imply that states use repressive measures not only to reactively
respond to ethnic inequality motivated political instability but also to pre-emptively
address perceived threats arising from ethnic inequality, particularly in the context
of authoritarian regimes.

Robustness checks

We verify the robustness of our empirical results in the following ways. First, the
relationship between ethnic inequality and state repression is open to the charge
of endogeneity, regarding reverse causation. Ethnic inequality might well be a result
of repressive or discriminatory practices by states targeting particular ethnic groups.
While our theoretical framework posits that ethnic inequality is likely to increase
state repression, we argue that state repression could either increase or decrease
the level of overall ethnic inequality in a given country. Whether it increases the
level or decreases it depends on the economic status of ethnic groups targeted by
states’ repressive measures. Repressive measures may increase the level of ethnic
inequality if they target poor ethnic groups, but they may decrease it if used against

Table 2 The Impact of Ethnic Inequality on State Repression: Direct and Indirect Effect

CIRI
1992–2011

PTS
1992–2013

Fariss
1992–2013

Model 7 Model 8 Model 9

Ethnic Inequality 1.544*** 1.116*** −0.847***
(0.417) (0.184) (0.115)

Polity2 −0.024 0.001 0.012*
(0.017) (0.007) (0.006)

Ethnic inequality*Polity2 −0.085*** −0.048*** 0.015
(0.029) (0.015) (0.011)

Dissent 0.044*** 0.006 −0.005**
(0.012) (0.005) (0.002)

Interstate war 0.529*** 0.034 −0.025
(0.205) (0.094) (0.040)

Civil war 1.043*** 0.459*** −0.202***
(0.135) (0.059) (0.031)

GDP per capita (logged) −0.487*** −0.262*** 0.360***
(0.033) (0.022) (0.018)

GDP growth 0.013*** 0.001 −0.001*
(0.005) (0.002) (0.001)

Population (logged) 0.484*** 0.211*** −0.265***
(0.025) (0.016) (0.013)

Oil per capita (logged) 0.035*** 0.013** −0.017***
(0.009) (0.007) (0.006)

Ethnic Fractionalization 0.538*** 0.320*** −0.468***
(0.183) (0.090) (0.066)

R2 0.665 0.775 0.708
Countries 152 152 152
N 2,567 2,639 2,639

Note: All models are estimated with Prais-Winsten correction for panel-specific AR1 process. The numbers in parentheses
are panel-corrected standard errors. All regressions include decade and regional dummy variables. All explanatory
variables are lagged one year. Decade and regional dummies, as well as intercepts, are omitted to conserve space.
***p < = .01; **p < = .05; *p < = .1
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rich ethnic groups. In this case, the existence of reverse causation is likely to work
against our finding on the positive relationship between ethnic inequality and state
repression. There are several illustrative cases that states actually use repression
against rich ethnic groups. Chua (2003) argues that the confrontation between eco-
nomically dominant ethnic minorities and poor majority ethnic groups is an
important source of political instability (for example: economically dominant eth-
nic minorities, such as Chinese minorities in the Philippines, Indonesia and
Malaysia; Lebanese communities in Western Africa; the Igbo in Nigeria; and the
Kikuyu in Kenya). Similar situations were noted by Stewart (2002) in Uganda,
Sri Lanka and South Africa. Resentment and confrontation may induce politically
empowered majority poor groups to take repressive or discriminatory actions
against those rich minorities (for example: Suharto in Indonesia against the
Chinese minority, Robert Mugabe in Zimbabwe against white minority farmers),
which would, to some extent, reduce the level of overall ethnic inequality.

We further address the concern of reverse causation by conducting an instru-
mental variable analysis. We use a geographic endowments inequality variable
that captures inequality in geographic endowments across ethnic homelands.
This variable has been used as an instrument for ethnic inequality by scholars
such as Alesina et al. (2016) and Houle et al. (2019). Alesina et al. (2016: 1)
argue that “differences in geographic endowments across ethnic homelands explain
a sizable fraction of the observed variation in economic disparities across groups.”
Following their approach, we calculate the geographic endowments inequality
index. The correlation between this instrument and ethnic inequality variable is
about 0.56. We then re-estimate our main models with a two-stage least-square
estimator. As shown in Table A5 in the online appendix, we continue to find
support for our argument. A detailed discussion of this analysis is shown in the
online appendix.

Second, we use a multiple imputation method to fill in missing values for inde-
pendent and dependent variables. Although ethnic inequality is relatively sticky
over time in a given country, the evolving pattern of ethnic inequality may vary
across different countries. Keeping that in mind, we include polynomials and inter-
actions between polynomials and country units to allow patterns of ethnic inequal-
ity to vary across different countries when running multiple imputations (Honaker
and King, 2010). Our main results are robust, as shown in Table A6 in the online
appendix.

Third, we control for political inequality. Aside from economic inequality
between ethnic groups, ethnicity-based political inequality is also a potential source
of ethnic grievances. We use two indicators to capture between-group political
inequality: the size of political exclusion measured as the sum of the excluded eth-
nic population relative to the total population (Rørbæk and Knudsen, 2017) and the
degree of political discrimination measured as the size of the largest discriminated
ethnic group relative to the joint size of the discriminated group and the group in
power (Buhaug et al., 2014). Both indicators are from the Ethnic Power Relations
database (Wimmer et al., 2009). Our results remain robust with controls of political
inequality (Table A7 in the online appendix).

We then employ an alternative measure of ethnic inequality. Houle (2015)
constructs a between-group economic inequality (BGI) index using multiple
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cross-national surveys. Using various survey data, he creates a group-level ethnic
inequality dataset by calculating inequality between average income/wealth for a
given ethnic group and average income/wealth for the given country. Using these
group-level data, Houle calculates the country-level BGI index as a weighted average
of group-level BGI. The coefficient estimates for ethnic inequality remain
significant and have the expected signs in Table A8 in the online appendix, even
though using Houle’s BGI measure reduces our sample size from 152 countries
to 76 countries.

In addition, we control for the level of social spending. Since political leaders
have various tools at their disposal to address distributive conflicts, the employment
of social policies may moderate the redistributive grievances arising from ethnic
inequality. This means that governments may not need to rely on repressive
measures if they choose to increase social spending. We thus re-estimate our
main models by controlling two different proxies for social spending: government
expenditure as a percentage of GDP and public health expenditure as a percentage
of GDP from the WDI. As shown in Table A9 in the online appendix, our results
are broadly robust. We also find that health expenditure reduces the level of state
repression and increases human rights protection. Also, we control for vertical
inequality, given that overall inequality may increase the likelihood of conflict
(Bartusevicius, 2014), which may lead to greater state repression as a response.
Based on Bartusevicius (2014), we include two vertical inequality measures: income
inequality from Solt (2009) and educational inequality from Benaabdelaali et al.
(2012). Table A9 in the online appendix shows that our results are robust.

Furthermore, we test the robustness of our results using cross-sectional regres-
sions and ordered logit estimations with the PTS data. Some may be concerned
that our TSCS setup is likely to overestimate the correlation between ethnic inequal-
ity and state repression. Therefore, we test the robustness of our findings using a
simple cross-sectional specification. We first run cross-sectional regressions by con-
verting all independent and dependent variables at their means. We also use ethnic
inequality in the year 2000 and examine how this correlates with state repression in
the following 10 years, given that GREG-based ethnic inequality uses the territorial
boundary of the year 2000 to measure ethnic homelands. Table A10 in the online
appendix shows the coefficient estimates of cross-sectional regressions. Our results
are generally similar. We also employ ordered logistic estimations for PTS indexes.
We estimate models with two separate PTS indexes, one from the US State
Department’s Country Reports on Human Rights Practices and the other from
the Amnesty International annual report. Table A11 in the online appendix
shows our results are robust in the ordered logistic estimations.

Finally, we explore the possibility that governments would react with coercive
measures only when confronting one particularly marginalized group. It is possible
that the underprivileged poor group tends to nurse more grievances, so that group
is more likely to challenge the government. Since our country-level measure of
ethnic inequality does not allow us to disaggregate the inequality at the group
level, we use two variables from Buhaug et al. (2014): the relative income gap
between the income level for the richest group and the mean income, and the rel-
ative income gap between the mean income and the income level for the poorest
group. Table A12 in the online appendix shows the results. We find that countries
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with larger sized economically highly marginalized groups (poorest) employ more
coercive measures. Similar to the effect of ethnic inequality, the effect of marginal-
ized groups is stronger in more authoritarian countries. Also, countries where the
richest ethnic group outperforms other ethnic groups show a high level of state
repression in estimations with CIRI and Fariss indexes, even though the moderating
effect of Polity2 is only observed in estimations with the CIRI index. The empirical
finding regarding the effect of relative income gaps on state repression is consistent
with our theoretical argument. This finding confirms that between-group economic
inequality generates redistributive conflicts for both rich and poor ethnic groups,
posing a challenge to the stability of the states. Governments thus are likely to
respond to perceived threats with repressive measures.

6. Conclusion
The presence of reinforcing cleavages, particularly ethnicity and class, has been
found to be an important source of domestic grievances and conflicts. However,
the current literature fails to answer questions about how states address the domes-
tic instability arising from ethnic inequality. In this article, we focus on the strategy
of using coercive measures, which are important tools for leaders to maintain
domestic order and stay in power. We argue that states can employ repressive mea-
sures to counteract the potential destabilizing impact of ethnic inequality.
Economic inequality between ethnic groups reinforces cleavages along economic
and ethnic lines and creates collective grievances for ethnic groups. Ethnic inequal-
ity also increases ethnic salience and promotes group mobilization, posing a signif-
icant threat to the stability of a society and a government’s prospect of staying in
power. The greater the perceived threats, the more likely states are to employ coer-
cive measures as responses. Using a sample of 152 countries from 1992 to 2011, we
find strong support for our claim that a higher level of ethnic inequality leads to
more state repression. We also find that democracies moderate the impact of ethnic
inequality on state repression, likely due to the fact that various institutional mech-
anisms holding political leaders accountable raise the costs of employing coercive
measures. In addition, we examine the possible channels linking ethnic inequality
to state repression. We find that ethnic inequality increases perceived threats to gov-
ernments by fuelling political instability. We further explore whether ethnic
inequality affects state repression directly or indirectly through the channel of polit-
ical instability. The empirical results suggest that states are likely to engage in both
pre-emptive and reactive (via political instability) repressions when ethnic inequal-
ity arises.

Our study has important implications for future research. The empirical finding
suggests that redistributive social policy (for example, health spending), by address-
ing domestic grievances and conflicts, can reduce the demand for repressive mea-
sures. This implies that states have multiple tools at their disposal to counteract the
potential threats arising from ethnic inequality. Thus, one direction for future
research is to explore the relationship between ethnic inequality, social policy
and state repression. Specifically, there is considerable value in investigating what
induces states to employ repressive measures rather than redistribution-oriented
social policies when facing high levels of ethnic inequality. Additionally, the
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question of what type of social policy is the most effective in addressing redistrib-
utive conflicts between ethnic groups has not been answered. More fine-grained
data on social policy need to be collected to examine these potential research topics.
Relatedly, we may need detailed data on different categories of social spending—
such as education, health, housing and welfare programs—that can benefit individ-
uals at the lower end of the income scale.

Supplementary material. To view supplementary material for this article, please visit https://doi.org/10.
1017/S0008423919000520.
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Notes
1 Stewart (2000: 3) conceptualizes ethnic inequality as the inequality in “economic, social or political
dimensions or cultural status between culturally defined groups.” In this article, we focus on the economic
dimension. Our emphasis on between-group economic inequality is different from the between-group
political inequality examined by Rørbæk and Knudesen (2017); our emphasis is on the distribution of eco-
nomic conditions across ethnic lines, whereas the latter is on the distribution of political powers among
ethnic groups.
2 In general, the theoretical logic is that unequal distribution of wealth across ethnic lines spurs distribu-
tional conflicts and increases the salience of ethnic identity for social mobilization. As a result, dissatisfied
groups are more likely to challenge the status quo, which poses a threat for political stability.
3 According to Alesina et al.’s (2016) ethnic inequality measure, Guatemala has a Gini index of 0.82
between indigenous and nonindigenous groups.
4 Source: https://www.americasquarterly.org/content/repression-resistance-and-indigenous-rights-guatemala
5 Source: http://africasacountry.com/2014/10/lets-talk-about-ethnicity-and-nationalism-in-ethiopia
6 Source: https://www.huffingtonpost.com/yohannes-woldemariam/what-is-behind-the-oromo-_b_8849776.
html
7 From leaders’ perspectives, the main benefits of employing coercive measures would be to facilitate the
maintenance of political power and the continuation of access to rents.
8 We argue that it is important to look at the level of democracy rather than a democracy dichotomy. Not
all democracies are the same in terms of the development of democratic institutions and democratic
accountability that potentially affect leaders’ cost-benefit analysis of using coercive strategies.
9 Our results are robust when using these two separate PTS indexes as the dependent variables (see
Table A11 in the online appendix,).
10 We employ two additional civil liberty restriction indexes as the dependent variables: the empowerment
rights index from the CIRI database and the political civil liberties index from the Varieties of Democracy
(V-Dem) database (Coppedge et al., 2019). We exclude the Polity2 variable from the analysis when rerun-
ning our main models because the coding of the civil liberty restriction and Polity2 significantly overlap. As
shown in Table A13 in the online appendix, we find that ethnic inequality worsens the respect for civil
liberty rights.
11 Nighttime satellite luminosity data are frequently used in recent studies as the proxy for economic
development and activities, especially in developing countries (Henderson et al., 2011; Pinkovskiy and
Sala-i-Martin, 2016). Additionally, because our measure of ethnic inequality builds on the comparisons
of economic activities across different ethnic homelands, we need a measure of economic activity (that
is, GDP per capita) in each ethnic homeland. Since a reliable and time-varying measure of economic activ-
ity in ethnic homelands is mostly unavailable, we argue that night-light emission is a reasonably valid indi-
cator for economic development in ethnic homelands. Our results are also robust to using a sample that
includes only developing countries, where night-light luminosity data are argued to be a better proxy
for economic development than in developed countries (Table A1 in the online appendix).
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12 Ethnic inequality tends to change slowly over time in a given country (Cederman et al., 2011; Buhaug
et al., 2014). Correlations between these three time-points measures indeed exceed 0.9. Therefore, using
three time points to interpolate the annual ethnic inequality data is reasonably valid given the persistence
of ethnic inequality within countries over time, even though it is imperfect.
13 The results are similar if we use the Ethnologue-based ethnic inequality measure, except for the estima-
tion with PTS index (Table A2 in the online appendix).
14 Ideally, conducting empirical analyses at the group level would reveal more insightful results regarding
our theoretical argument. However, we are limited by the lack of reliable cross-national group-level repres-
sion data.
15 We opt for a regional fixed effect rather than a country fixed effect because ethnic inequality mainly
varies across countries (between effect), while it is relatively persistent over time in a given country (within
effect), which renders a country fixed effect less appropriate. In addition, a country fixed effect model is not
compatible with time invariant control variables. For instance, ethnic fractionalization (time invariant) is an
important control variable since it captures general structure of ethnicity.
16 We merge our key independent variable of ethnic inequality into Hill and Jones’s (2014) dataset. Their
dataset covers the years 1981 to 1999, while our original dataset covers the years 1992 to 2011. Due to the
different time coverage, we have to limit our analysis of permutation importance to the years 1992 to 1999.
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