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ABSTRACT

Coalitions aimed at the capture of political \p ork" have a strong incertive to limit
their sizein order not to dilute ead winner's shareof the spoils. This meansthat a criterion
is neededto distinguish losersfrom winners so they can be excludedfrom ertry into the
winners' coalition. In mass politics, the ascriptive mark of ethnicity senes this purpose
much better than marks or criteria that can be chosenby anyone who wants accesdo the
pork, sudh as party a liation or ideologicalbeliefs. If pork is dispensedon the basisof a
criterion that canbe chosenor readily altered, then the winning coalition will rapidly expand.
Thus, the politics of pork favors coalitions baseal on features not easily chosenor changel by
individuals, among which ascriptive criteria such as ethnicity are leading candidates The
paper dewelopsthis simple idea, shoving how it may help explain why political coalitions
in somemarny courtries are basedon ethnicity, and what explains variation in the political
salienceof ethnicity acrosscourtries and over time.



1 Intro duction

Why are political coalitionsin somany courtries basedon ethnicity, and what explainsvari-
ation in the political salienceof ethnicity acrosscourtries and over time? Broadly speaking,
the social scienceliterature givestwo sorts of answersto theseand related questionsabout
the sourcesof ethnic politics. Primordialist views hold that ethnic bonds are particularly
strong, enduring, and pervasive due to (reputed) facts about human nature { we are \hard
wired" in sud a way that ethnic ties have powerful emotional resonance,much more so
than do ties of class,party ideology or universal religions, for instance! In their stronger
forms, sud argumerts have di cult y with the fact that the political salienceof ethnicity
varies acrosscourtries and locales,and over time within courtries. For example,ethnically
basedpolitical coalitions are more commonin relatively poor, former coloniesthan in rich
courtries, and mark urban politics in many U.S. cities but not political coalitions at the
U.S. national level. Likewise,we obsene temporal variation in the power of practically all
ethnic idertities to motivate collective political action. While allegedfacts about human
nature might explain a generaldisposition to ethnic coalitions in a weak sensethey can't
by themseles explain any sort of variation in the political salienceof ethnicity, which is
probably the most interesting aspect.

Also problematic for primordialist argumeris are the many examplesshaving how
peoplemay rede ne or choosedi erent formulations of ethnicity for instrumental purposes?
Many \primordial" ethnic or racial categories,sud as \Y oruba" in Nigeria and \white"
in the U.S., were in fact constructed relatively recerily, in responseto new political or
economiccircumstances. Seekingto account for sud evidence,instrumentalist argumerns
tend to view ethnic groups as political coalitions formed to extract material bene ts from
others or to defend possessions.n one of the most in uential statemens of this view in
political scienceRobert Bates(1983,152)arguedthat rather than being primordially-given,
premodern survivals, \ethnic groupsrepresenm, in essencegoalitionswhich have beenformed
aspart of rational e orts to securebene ts createdby the forcesof modernization { bene ts
which are desiredbut scarce.”

This approad can make better senseof the obsened lability of ethnic categoriesand
coalitions, and of the numerouscasesn the former British and French colonieswhere new,
more encompassingthnic idertities formed in the colonial period (e.g., Yoruba in Nigeria,
Kikuyus and Luhya in Kenya, etc.).® But there remainsthe questionof why ethnically based
political coalitions rather than something else,sud as class, religion, gender, occupation,
party platform, or single-issuanterest groups. If peoplechoosepolitical coalitions with an

1SeeShils (1957), Geertz (1973), Horowitz (1985), Connor (1994), Smith (1986).
2SeeYoung (1976), and Vail (1991), for instance.

3Similar processeoccured earlier for \the French,” \the Germans," etc.



eye to material or other instrumental purposes,then why shouldit so often be that ethni-
cally de ned coalitions are e cient meansto theseends? On this questiona primordialist
argumernt might be thought to have somemerit. Perhapssomethingabout human nature
disposesus to de ne political coalitionsin terms in (presumed)desceh groups, even if the
exact form thesede nitions take is a matter of choice and scocial construction.

Bates(1983)in fact posedtwo instrumentalist answersto the questionof why ethnic as
opposedto other sorts of political coalitions. First, he noted that many goods of modernity
{ for example,sools, water and electrical networks, agricultural extensionprograms, and
other infrastructural investmerts { have a strong spatial aspect. They have to be located
somewhereand they bene t the peoplewho live wherethey are located. Thusit can make
sensefor peopleliving near ead other to lobby together for sud political and economic
goods, and it sohappensthat ethnic categoriedrequertly denotepeoplewho areterritorially
concerrated, whetherin the courtryside or in city neighborhoods.

By itself this isn't a very good explanation, howeer, sinceit is not clearwhy an ethnic
de nition of group membership would be the optimal way to delimit a territorially based
coalition in any given case.If coalition formation is a meansto obtain spatially distributed
goods, then why should ethnic as opposedto other, possibly arbitrary criteria so often be
the one that demarcatesgeographiccoalitions? Further, there are many casesof ethnic
groupswho live intermingled in an administrative unit, but who do not lobby together for
commonly desiredpublic goods. Indeed, many if not most of Bates' own examplesseemto
be of ethnic groupscompeting for resourceswithin the sameadministrative unit.

Bates' secondargumert seemsmore compelling, though it runs somerisk of shading
into primordialism. He maintains that becauseethnic groupsare often marked by common
languageand common culture, political ertrepreneurs' costs for putting together ethnic
political coalitions may be lower than for asserbling other sorts of coalitions. Presumably
the ideais that to put together a political coalition one needsto coordinate the actionsand
attitudes of many people,and this is most easilydoneamongthosewho communicate easily
with ead other. In addition, asFearonand Laitin (1996)argue,greaterlevels of interaction
and information may increasetrust amongcoethnics, which in turn would facilitate coalition
building along ethnic lines. If, howewer, the argumen is that the cost of forming ethnic
coalitionsis low due to preexisting (or \ancient") a ectiv e ties, then this argumert overlaps
considerablywith more primordialist approades.

While | think there is somethingto both of Bates' argumernts, in this note | proposea

4More on the meaning of \ethnically based" below.

5As Bates notes, the colonizersoften conceived of and drew colonial boundaries along what they took
to be ethnic lines of demarcation. In this case,it is easierto seewhy ethnic political coalitions would be
encouraged.On a similar dynamic in the Soviet Union, seeSuny (1993) and Slezkine (1994).



di erent instrumentalist answer to the questionsof why political coalitions are often based
on ethnicity rather than on other principles, and under what conditions we should expect to
obsene ethnic politics.

The main idea is simple. For coalitions formed to capture political \p ork," there is
a strong incertive to limit the size of the winning coalition in order not to dilute eat
winner's shareof the spoils. This meansthat somecriterion is neededto distinguish losers
from winners so they can be excludedfrom ertry into the winners' coalition. And for this
purpose,the ascriptive mark of ethnicity ts the bill much better than do marks or criteria
that canbe chosenby anyonewho wants accesgo the pork. If pork is dispensedon the basis
of a criterion that canbe chosen,like party a liation, then the winning coalition will rapidly
expand. Thus, the politics of pork favors coalitions baseal on features not easily chosenor
changel by individuals. An individual's ethnic a liation is just sud a feature, sinceoneis
coded asbelongingto this or that ethnic group on the basisof how one'sparerts were coded.
And while there canbe marginal casesand someroom for reformulation by individuals, most
often onecannoteasilymanipulate how one'sparerts werecoded. Similarly, commonmarkers
of ethnicity { physical appearance speet and other manners{ canbedi cult orimpossible
for an individual to misrepresen

One attractiv e feature of this argumen, in cortrast to Bates', is that it explainsthe
formation of ethnic coalitions in terms of properties that are constitutive of our concept
of ethnicity rather than merely cortingent. Living in a geographically conceitrated area
is neither necessarynor su cient for us to call a group \ethnic." Nor do we require that
an individual sharethe typical languageor customsand culture of an ethnic group for us
to say that he or sheis a menber. If | learn uent Armenian and presen myself in all
respectsaccordingto Armenian customsand manners,no onewould say that | had become
\ethnically Armenian."® Rather, we decidean individual's ethnicity by askingabout his or
her parert's ethnicity. If both were coded asA's, then their children are A's. In the caseof
ethnically mixed marriages,we usearbitrary social convertions or allow the individual some
choice.

RegardingBates' argumert that the costsof forming ethnic coalitions is relatively low
due to commonlanguageand culture, there are many casesof groupswho sharea common
languageand much commonculture but who regard themselhes as ethnically distinct (e.g.,
Serbsand Croats, Northern Irish Catholics and Protestarnts, Hutus and Tutsi in Rwandaand
Burundi). Also, it is interesting to note that there are a number of casesf successfuethnic
political ertrepreneurswho commnunicated rather badly in the languagethey championed
on behalf of their ethnic group.” Common culture, language, and region are cortingent
properties of ethnic groups, whereasdescen rules for deciding menbership are constitutive

6At most, | would be Armenian with an asterix.

“Mohammed Ali Jinnah, founder of Pakistan, is one example...



of our conceptof ethnicity.?2 The medanism proposedhere regarding the politics of pork
shows how this constitutive feature may favor a certain sort of coalition politics { a politics
of exclusion.

The note has three sections. In the rst, | dewlop the argumert sketched above in
greater detail, distinguishing betweenthree sorts of political goods and arguing that ead
favors a particular strategy of coalition formation. When deweloped, my argumern is not
that ethnic coalitions and politics are favored only in competitions for political pork. They
canalsoariseon the basisof polarized preferencesver public policy issueswhereindividual
preferencesare highly correlatedwith ethnic idertities.

In the secondsection, | posea simple game model of political idertity formation.
The model brings into sharper focus the problem of coordination involved in constructing
coalitions and political idertities. The model alsoformalizesthe argumert that for political
goods with the properties of \p ork,” coalitions basedon ascriptive rather than achievemen
or self-selectionare favored. The third section discussessomestylized facts that the core
insight of the paper might help explain.

2 Coalition strategies and political goods

2.1 Three types of political goods

Many, though far from all, political goods have the essetal characteristics of what is col-
loquially called\p ork™: The good is highly divisible, one person'sconsumptionreducesthe
amourt available for others, and almost everyone prefershaving more rather than less. Ex-
amplesinclude accesgo governmert employment, governmen funds of all sorts, governmen
cortracts, military basingand funding decisions,and special tax or tari favors.®

Pork goods may be cortrasted with what might called\p olicy" or \issue space"goods,
sud as abortion policy, policies regulating the use of the ervironmert, policy on national
health insurance,or a linear tax rate, for example. The di erence betweenpork and policy
goodsis not divisibility. Note that even for abortion there is a whole gradatedrange of possi-
ble policiesextending from \ab ortion on demand" to \no abortion under any circumstances
whatscewer," with subtle variations distinguishing many of the policiesin between. Rather,
policy goodsdi er from pork on the structure of individual preferencedor the good. With a
pork good, one can always take two randomly selectedindividuals and make them better o

8For more on meaning of \ethnic group,” seeFearonand Laitin (1997).

9Even if one personally has no usefor a city job, having the power to disposeof city jobs is still a pork
good in this sense.



at the expenseof everyone else,becauseeveryone prefersmore of the good to less. With a
policy good, by cortrast, this is not always possible. For instance,there is no way to choose
a policy on abortion that will make both an extreme pro-lifer and an extreme pro-choicer
better o at the expenseof everyone else. In general,for policy goods, making one person
better o implies making particular other peopleworseo { peoplewho are distinguished
by having certain sorts of preferencesover the issue. With pork goods, everyone essetially
wants the samethings, and it is just a questionof who will get how much.

For the purposeof analyzing strategiesof coalition, it is usefulto distinguish between
two types of policy gaods Thesedi er accordingto the structure of individual preferences
over the policy spacein question. Preferencesver a policy good may be relatively polarized
or relatively unimodal. Considera policy good sud as the choice of the state or o cial
languagein a courtry whosepopulation speaksmorethan one rst language.Often, virtually
all whose rst languageis A would prefer that A be o cial, while virtually all whose rst
languageis B would prefer B. If there is no large majority whose rst preferenceis for both
languagesto be o cial (or someother compromise),then this is a caseof a policy good
with polarized preferences® Questionsof o cial or state religion, symbols like ags or the
guestionof whether the state presens itself to the world as (say) \the state of the Estonian
nation” versus\the state of Estonia and all its peoples,"are sometimesalso assaiated with
polarized preferences.

By cortrast, in the caseof policy spacescharacterizedby unimodal preferences,n-
dividuals' most favored policies are distributed more evenly acrossa range of alternatives,
with the mode beingin favor of a certrist policy. It often happensthat on a particular issue,
it is sensibleto speak of \extremists" on the left and right, and a majority of moderates
who favor various shadingsof more certrist policies. The distinction betweenpolarized and
unimodal preferencess illustrated by Figures 1a and 1b. The distinction is a matter of
degree,although if a scciety is divided betweentwo groups whosemenbers' have common
ideal points and whoseutilit y declinesaspoliciesmove closerto the other group'sideal point,
then this is clearly a caseof polarized sacial preferences.

Probably the most important examplesof unimodal preferencesconcernthe politics
of public nance in industrial statesthat raise reverue chiey via the individual income
tax.!* Almost everyone would ideally prefer more rather than lesspublic goods { more
pensionbene ts, morehealth carewherethis is publicly provided, morepublic infrastructural
investmert, more security from defensespending, etc. But these public goods cost money

Note that | am referring to preferencesover languageusealone. If we bring in other dimensions,sudc as
expectations about civil strife due to making one languageo cial, then this will induce more \mo derates"
on languagepolicy. Seebelow.

11]1n 1988,81% of U.S. governmert revenue derived from taxes on individuals (income tax, scocial security
payroll tax, and estate taxes) (Stiglitz 1988,188).



and peoplecan di er over their desiredlevels of provision when the tax costis taken into
accourt.

For example,if we assumethat (1) individuals value both after-tax incomeand public
goods, (2) public goods are nanced by alinear or a progressie tax, and (3) the distribution
of incomeis unimodal, then preferencesver levels of provision will often be unimodal along
the classicleft-right dimensionthat has marked the politics of the welfare state since the
initiation of incometaxesin the early part of this certury. To seethis, considera scciety
of n individuals who have preferencesrepreseted by a utilit y function u(c; g) where ¢
(for \consumption") is individual i's after-tax incomeand g is per capita public spending.
Assumethat u(c; g) increasesat a decreasingate in both argumerts, andthat ¢, = (1 t)y;,
Whget is a (linear) tax rate andy; is individual i's pre-tax income. Finally, let total income
be y; = Y and averageincomey = Y=n, so that public goods spending per capita is
g=ty.

An individual's e ective \budget constrain" isthenc, = (1 g=y)y;, or ¢ + yy—ig =Y.
We can usethis budget constrairt to analyzehow the demandfor public goods varies with
an individual's pretax income. There are two e ects. First, pretax incomey; determines
the amourt of consumptionthe individual hasto foregoin order to get a given increasein
public goods{ y;=y is \tax price" of public goods relative to consumption. Thus there is a
substitution e ect, sincefor richer peoplethe tax price of public gaods is higher. In intuitiv e
terms, while ewveryone gets the samebenet from a marginal increasein the amourt of a
(pure) public good, the tax cost for this increaseis greater for the rich, sincethe total tax
an individual pays increaseswith income!? Second,there is an o setting incomee ect {
greater pretax incomerelaxesthe individual's budget constrairt, sothat the relatively rich
may be ableto \a ord" highertaxesand greaterpublic spendingdespitethe greaterrelative
cost.

Whene\er the substitution e ect is greater than the income e ect, the result will be
the classiccaseof left-right preferencesover taxes and public goods { the rich will want
relatively lower taxes and less governmen spending, the poor will want relatively higher
taxes and more governmernt spending. Austin (1995) and others show that the substitution
e ect will tend to dominate the income e ect to the extert that consumption and public
goods are substitutes rather than complemetrs, which seemsplausible in the main since
greater income allows the purchase of private security guards, private education, private
health care,and soon. When this is the case,a unimodal distribution of individual pretax
incomewill imply a roughly unimodal distribution of preferencesver levels of public goods,
with poorer peoplepreferring more and richer peopleless.

12Note that this is true evenwith a at (i.e., linear) tax rate. With progressiw taxation, the tax cost per
unit of public good is of courseeven greater for the relatively rich.



The distinctions between these three types of goods are not always very sharp, and
speci ¢ goods or issuescan have more than one aspect. For example, decisionsabout the
location of military baseshave a signi cant \p ork" elemem, but in sofar asdi erent bases
would a ect the public good of national security di erently, or would cost very di erent
amourts for all taxpayers,then there may be a policy dimensionhereaswell. The distinctions
are probably most tenable when we considerspeci ¢ issuesin relative isolation from other
issueq for example,how will this public moneybe distributed amonga large set of potertial
claimans?, or what state languagepolicy will apply to all citizens?, etc. In other words,
the distinction is sharpest when a political situation can be reasonably if not thoroughly,
descriked as follows: Either (1) there is someamourt of \stu" to be divided up amonga
set of potential claimarts, all of whom want it (this is a pork good), or (2) there are a range
of feasiblepublic policieson an issueand the structure of preferencesver them is essetially
one-dimensionaljn the classicDownsian sense(this is a policy good).

2.2 Strategies of political coalition

In this sectionl make the generaland somewhatlooseclaim that strategiesfor building a
successfupolitical coalition will vary with the type of political good at issue. By \p olitical
coalition" | meana set of peoplewho coordinate their actions{ or have their actions coor-
dinated by elites{ toward the achievemen of somepolitical end. By a \strategy of political
coalition” | meana plan answering the questionsof who and how many should be included.
| will consider,in turn, policy goods with unimodal preferencespolicy goods with polarized
preferences,and pork goods. The argumens will chiey assumea demacratic setting in
which electionschooseleadersand thus electoral (voting) coalitions arerelevant. | think the
sameargumeris may apply in any political systemwhere the number of supporters for a
policy increasesdts odds of implemenration.

Policy gaods with unimodal preferences. Certainly in electoral settings, sud goods or
issuesfavor a certrist politics in which coalition builders compete for the allegianceof the
median voter (Downs 1957). Sud coalition strategiesgive rise to what might be called a
politics of inclusion or moderation.*® In general, there will be an incertive to court the
middle. Little more can said about likely composition of political coalitions here without
information about the electoralor party systems.(For example,singlemenber districts with
plurality rule will favor two parties, at least at the district level (Cox 1997).)

Policy gaods with polarized preferenes. Consider,as an illustration, a situation where
70% of the scciety would ideally prefer policy A, 30% prefer policy B, and ead person's

13|t can be the case,however, that in trying to appeal to the certer coalition builders will seekto distance
themselves from those with relatively extreme preferenceson the issuespacein question, thus producing a
politics of excluding extremists.



value for compromisepolicies betweenA and B decline as the policy shifts toward her less
favored policy. This situation closelyresenblesthe classicbargaining problem, in which two
people have diametrically opposedpreferencesover the division of somegood (Nash 1950;
Sdelling 1960). It diers in that there are not just two people here, but many, who are
divided \naturally” into two setson the basisof their preferences.This is in sharp cortrast
to the caseof unimodal preferenceswhere the structure of preferencesdoes not by itself
suggestany particular basisfor group divisions.

In an electoral setting, the peoplewho favor policy B would seemto be out of luck,
sincethere is a solid majority for policy A. Those who prefer policy B have basically two
alternativesfor trying to move the chosenpolicy towardstheir preferredoutcome. First, they
might threaten the majority with various costsif somemore equitable compromiseis not
readed. Using international relations terminology, this is a strategy of coercive bargaining.
Second,they might try to corvert menbers of the majority or otherwise corvince them
to switch their most preferred policy to B. Thus, policy goods with polarized preferences
will tend to favor a politics of coercive bargaining or conversion. The politics surrounding
abortion in the U.S. provide both examplesof both tactics, sud asthe bombing of clinicsand
the distribution of bloody photographs. Likewise,autonomy and independencemovemens
frequertly involve the coercive bargainingtactic of imposingcostson a majority that is more
lessuni ed in a preferenceagainst granting autonomy.4

Pork gaods. Considera number of people,n > 2, who have oneunit of \p ork" they can
divide up and distribute amongthemsehes (it could be onethousandor one million dollars,
for instance). Supposethat if any subsetof at least(n + 1)=2 peoplecan agreeon a division,
it will be implemerted.

This is a canonical represetation of the problem of distributiv e politics, and it is
well-known that there are strong incertives here to form a minimum winning coalition of
exactly (n + 1)=2 people. Any larger coalition would lower the sharethat eath menber of
the winning coalition receiwes, so there would be an incertive for self-inerested players to
pare down the coalition to the minimum sizeneededfor succesgwhether this is a majority
or not).*> Obviously, without introducing more cortext and detail to break the symmetry of
the description, nothing can said about which peoplewould be mostlikely to nd themsehes
in the winning coalition. We can only say that whatewer speci ¢ coalition forms, there will
be an incertive to make it minimum winning.

14 Sometimesa third strategy may be feasible{ get other issuesonto the political agendathat will divide
the majority and create the possibility of a log-roll coalition basedon a trade of support on one side of
the new issuefor tactical support for policy B. SeeRiker (1982), Weingast (1998), Weingast, Bailey and
Goldstein (1997).

15SeeRiker (1962), whosemodel was slightly di erent. The version| give here is typically referred to as
\the divide-the-dollar problem."
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Thus, pork goods favor a politics of exclusion The nature of the good and preferences
over the good provide an incertive to draw linesto excludea setof \losers" from getting any
pork. This is quite di erent from the precedingtwo cases.With pork, group divisions arise
as an endayenousconsequencef rational strategiespursued by individuals with common
preferencesor desires. By cortrast, in the polarized preferencecase,group divisions are a
consequencef exogenouddi erences in underlying preferencesand in the unimodal case
those on the extremeshave an incertive to include rather than exclude.

2.3 Two bases for ethnic coalitions and ethnic politics

The precedinganalysissuggestsa distinction betweentwo basedor ethnic political coalitions
and ethnic political conict. First, political coalitions may form along the lines of ethnicity
when preferencesover public policies are shared within groups but are polarized across
groups. For example, if di erent groupsin a courtry subscrike to dierent religions or
speak di erent rst languages,then preferencesmay polarize along ethnic lines over all
manner of public policies concerningreligion and languageuse. Should there be a mosque
or a Hindu temple at Ayodhar? Should Sinhalesebe the o cial languageof Sri Lanka?
And soon. This is not to say that the politicization of ethnicity will be automatic when
underlying preferencesare structured in sud a fashion. Politics will still help determine
which con icting preferencegyet politicized, if any. But whenthey are, ethnic coalitions are
basedon the common preferenceof coethnics over particular policy dimensionst®

Second,political coalitions may form along the lines of ethnicity when ethnicity is for
somereasona corvenien line for dividing winnersfrom losersin a struggle over the cortrol
of political pork. In this case,an ethnic coalition is not basedon any important di erences
betweenindividuals. Everyone wants the samething, it is just a matter of who getsit and
ethnically basedcoalitions may be useful for this end. We now considerwhy this might be
the case!’

8 Typically, preferencegolarize on such an issuenot solely becauseof the material implications of policies
on language or religion, but rather becausethe question of languageor religion raisesthe question of the
relativ e status of the groupsin the state.

7[Supposeindividuals in a country have preferencesover a large number of issuedimensions. In general
there will be no Condorcetwinner, and any point in the spacecan be defeatedin a majority contest by some
other issueposition, just asin the divide-the-dollar problem. Is this structurally closeenoughto the divide
the dollar problem that we can say that the analysisfor \p ork” applies here aswell?]
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3 A game of political identities

An individual may respond to appeals by politicians to act (vote, demonstrate, showv fa-
voritism, etc.) asa worker, a Liberal, a Scot, a mother, a Protestant, or any sccial category
that the personhappensto belongto. Somecategoriesseemto have no political appeal. In
the U.S. no one seeksto mobilize the blue-eyed, for instance. Others structure the political
clearagesof a courtry for a long time { withess Republicanvs. Demacratic partisanship in
the United States. Even if a great deal of political sciencecan be done taking the set of
sud political idertities asgiven, it is still interesting to ask wherethey comefrom and why
political idertity X rather than Y. Perhapslittle can be said at a generallevel.® The best
answers may just be historical accourts of how political idertities deweloped and changed
in particular cases.Granting this { indeed, the argumert given belon actually provides a
theoretical warrant for this position { | dewlop here an abstract model that castspolitical
identit y formation as a speciesof coordination problem!®

3.1 The model
Imagine a courtry whosevoting population plays the following political identit y game:

1. Everyone simultaneously choosesto vote for a sccial category that is, a label that
descritessomeor all menbers of the scciety. For now, take the set of sacial categories
to be all labelscurrertly in usein eweryday interactions. Individuals can\v ote" for any
label they warnt to, sothey are choosingfrom a very big set, ranging from, for example,
\used car salesmen"to \human beings." We might imagine that ead sccial category
hasits political exponert or ertrepreneur campaining for it { e.g., Vote for the Blue
EyesParty!

2. Count the ballots to determine which sccial category received the most votes. This
categoryis the winner. (If there is a tie, choosethe winner at random from the top
vote-getters.)

3. Distribute the bene ts, say $10million, equallyamongall memlers of the sccial category
that won. Thus, if you are a menber of the winning category you get a shareof the
bene ts whether you voted for it or not.

18] jpset and Rokkan (1967) is probably the most famouse ort.

19 aitin (1998) has pioneeredthinking about political identity in terms of social coordination, though as
usual there is some preceden in Sdelling (1960, 92), in the obsenation that social roles may represert
coordination equilibria of a sort. Seealso Kuran (1998).
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This gameattempts to capture in a shematic fashion three aspects of political com-
petition in the cortext of modern states. First, cortrol of governmen implies the cortrol of
spoils that virtually ewveryone values. Second,larger coalitions (in the demccratic corntext,
electoral blocks) have a greater chance of winning cortrol of the governmert. And third,
winning coalitions must be so large, and the technology of distributing spoils is so consti-
tuted, that coalitions must be de ned by sccial categoriesrather than aslists of individual
names. On this last point, note that in a legislature ad hoc coalitions of particular menbers
may form, but in an election no politician can campaignon a platform of \more pork for
John A, SusanB, GordonT, ... etc." up to many thousandsof names.

Facedwith the choiceof what sccial categoryto vote for or mobilize on behalf of, what
should one do? First o, note that voting for a categorythat you are not a menber of is
a weakly dominated strategy. There is no situation in which this makesyou better o and
somesituations in which this makesyou worseo than if you voted for a categoryyou belong
to. Suppose,then, that ewveryone votesfor a categoryto which he or shebelongs.

It is immediately clear that voters face an enormouscoordination problem, roughly
akin to Sdhelling's famous\where to meetin New York City" problem, or Keynes'\b eauty
cortest" examplewhere newspager readerswon a prize if they picked the young woman's
picture picked as\most beautiful" by the largest number of other readers®® In the politi-
cal iderntity game, the voter wants to coordinate with other voters who all belongto some
commoncategory and they want their group to be larger than the number voting for any
other category But what categoryto choosewhenthere are somarny to choosefrom? Oneis
guessingabout what otherswill guessknowing that they are making the samesort of guess
aswell. As Sdelling arguedfor the New York City example,in sud coordination problems
rational playerswill look for corntextual featuresthat have somecultural or otherwisecom-
monly understood salience,which he called focal points. For example,playing the political
identity gamewith all other United Statescitizens| would think that \professor" or \blue-
eyed people" would be poor choices{ not very saliert { while \Republican" or \Democrat"
probably much better.

The political identity gamedi ers from Sdelling's and Keynes' examplesin that it is
not a matter of pure coordination. Rather, players may have con icting preferencesover
which sccial category wins. But before exploring how the more con ictual aspect of the
problem works, | note seeral straightforward implications of the coordination aspect.

First, it is likely that there will be multiple equilibria (this is easily shavn, below).
When pork is at issue there may be many hypothetically possiblebasedor political coalitions

20Schelling's example: \Y ou are to meet somelpdy in New York City. You have not beeninstructed where
to meet; you have no prior understanding with the personon where to meet; and you cannot communicate
with ead other. You are simply told that you will have to guesswhere to meet and that he is being told
the samething and that you will just have to try to make your guessesoincide" (Schelling 1960, 56).
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and idertities.

Second,despite multiple equilibria, once some pattern of coordination is established
within a scciety, it may be very dicult to refocus expectations on some other pattern,
preciselybecauseno onehasan incertiv e to deviate unilaterally from the coordination equi-
librium. Over time, if a population comesto mobilize and vote as (say) Luos, Kikuyus,
Luhyias, Kalenjin, and so on, this will become\naturalized" at leastin the senseof being
overwhelmingly and correctly expected asthe basisfor political coalitions.

Third, what determinesthe pattern of coordination in the rst place may be idiosyn-
cratic factors particular to the time, place and interplay of political strategies. So under-
standing how a pattern of political coalitions and idertities came about may often be a
matter of historical narrative rather than the nding of generalfactors?! Indeed, there will
newer very really bea\ rst place,"” sincethere arealways prior cultural beliefsand experience
that suggestsaliert categoriesfor coordination.

Returning to the analysis, how best to coordinate? In order to maximize one'sshare
of the spoils, onewould ideally like to be a menber of the categorythat wins the vote but
hasasfew menbersaspossible,sincethe spoils will be distributed equally to all menbers of
the winning category Let's say that categoryA \b eats" categoryB if it hasa larger number
of members and would give all of thesemenbers a higher payo than they would get if the
spoils were sharedamongthe menbers of category B. Category A is \unbeatable" if there
is no other categorythat can beat it. Finally, we should distinguish between universalist
and exclusivistcategories.The former is a categorythat any personis or can chooseto be a
menber of, like Demacrats or human beings. The latter is a categorythat, by the rules of
memnbershipit presumesjs not opento somesorts of people??

Clearly, any universalist category can be defated by any exclusivistcategory that hasat
least half of the voting population as memiers. And an exclusivist category can be defeated
by anotherexclusivist categorythat is smallerbut still coversa majority of the population.?®
Thus, to the extert that the voters graspthe logic of the problem, in making their choices
they will be looking for a saliert exclusivist categorythat they belongto and that comprises
asbare a majority as possible?*

21Cf. Laitin (1998), Przeworski and Sprague(1986), Kalyvas (1996), Chhibber (1999).
22For many categoriesone may becomea member by paying somecost. This variant is discussedbelow.

2\With the size of the pie normalized to be 1, the payo for a universalist category is 1=n, while an
exclusivist category with m < n members gets 1=m for eadh member. Since 1=m > 1=n, the exclusivist
category is sureto win provided it has a majority of the votes(m > (n + 1)=2).

24 This is not exactly right, sinceto win one needsonly a plurality, not a strict majority. This would be
relevant if one expected others to coordinate on many small categories{ e.g.,trib esin Tanzania. Even so,
over time there should be incentiv esfor the coalescingof groups and categories.
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For instance, if political pork in the city of Chicagois handed out on the basis of
being a Demacrat, then the Demacratic coalition would rapidly expand, and an incertive
obtains for a more exclusivist coalition that would give a greater share of the pork to its
menbers. Ethnicity, and indeedany other ascriptive a liation that is costly or impossible
for an individual to change, ts the bill nicely. This is the basisfor arguingthat there is an
elective a nit y betweenthe politics of pork and ethnically basedpolitical coalitions®

It is possiblefor there to be a unique scacial categorythat is \un beatable” in the sense
de ned above. It would be the smallestexclusivistcategorywhosemenbersform a majority
of the population. Perhapsthere would be sometendencyfor this category (if it is unique)
to emergeasthe winner in repeatedplay of the political idertity game. But nonethelessijf
the number of sccial categoriesis large, the gamewill almost certainly have multiple Nash
equilibria, and thosewho would bene t under the unbeatablecategorymay faceconsiderable
di culties in moving towards an equilibrium wherethis is the winner.

To seethat there will typically be multiple Nashequilibria, note that any categorycan
emergeas the winner in a Nash equilibrium provided that (a) all menbers of the category
vote for it in the equilibrium; (b) eat of the nonmenbersvotesfor a categorythat receies
at least two fewer votes than the winning category The secondcondition implies that no
onenonmenber can changehis vote and make someother categorywin (or tie for winning).

In principle, then, the category \p olitical scienceprofessors”could win the election
in the United States, given a dramatic failure to coordinate by the rest of the population.
One would certainly think that if the game were repeated, political ertrepreneurs would
campaignto \Beat the political scienceprofessorsuy voting for Californians!” (for example).
The problem, however, is that more than one sud ertrepreneur would ask for votes, again
raising the problem of coordination. We could have a situation like that in Kenya in the last
elections,where Luos and Kikuyus failed to coordinate in an e ort to unseatthe Kalenjin
presiden.

3.2 Concatenations

Let L; be the set of sccial categories(\lab els™) of which personi is a merrbgr, with typical
elemen |. Let L bethe setof all social categoriespresen in the society (L = ; Li). Above, |

\What about male vs. female political coalitions? This division is saliert, to put it mildly, exclusive (up
to very costly sexchangeoperations), and many peopleknow that the sexratio is closeto 50-50but tilted in
favor of women. Indeed, when | have asked undergraduatesto play the political identity game, many write
down their gender. Perhapssomesdolars of genderrelations would argue that pork is in fact monopolized
by a male political coalition more-or-lesseverywhere. Alternativ ely, | would argue that political coalitions
that systematically divide families will never be favored in a competition for pork, since householdsinvolve
someinstitutionalized sharing and joint disposition of income.
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proposedde ning L asthe setof sccial categoriescurrertly referredto everyday interactions.
But this is not satisfactory, sincethis doesnot allow for any invertion or innovation in the
politicization of sacial categories.In particular, if \Kikuyu" and\Luo" are sccial categories
in Kenya, why can't a political ertrepreneur proposea coalition/category \Kikuyu-Luo"?
We have seenin the informal analysisabove that the political idertity gameconains strong
incertivesfor coalition formation, sowhy not allow this? Why not de ne a new setof labels
asthe set of conrbinations of the \original" or \primary" labels. For example,if I;1°2 L, let
| + 19be a concatenation of | and 1% We can easily go to concatenationsof three labels or
more as well.

But allowing for invented coalitions or categoriescreatesa problem. The label \James
D. Fearon" appliesto me. Sowhy not a concatenationlike \James D. Fearon+ Joe R.
+ Anita C. + ..."? If we allow for any concatenation,then we are in a world where mass
coalitions of particular, namedindividuals are possible.l canimaginea coalition of Luosand
Kikuyus, but | can't imagine a politician asserbling a coalition of individuals not selected
accordingto any sccial category guidelines{ the costs of formation and of distributing
bene ts would be too high. What's missing, then, is that concatenationraisesthe costsof
forming, advertising, and distributing bene ts to the menbersof the coalition. A simpleway
to represen this ine ciency would be to supposethat the bene ts available for distribution
to a winning coalition are reduced depending on the number of primary categoriesthat
compriseit.

3.3 Costs for changing identities

In the discussionto this point, | have assumedhat there are two typesof social categories:
Categoriesthat anyone can become(or alreadyis) a memnber of, and categoriesthat certain

peoplecannever becomemenbersof. For example,anyonecanbe a member of the categories
Christian, Buddhist, or \b eliever in life after death" simply by adopting certain beliefsand

declaringthat it is so. Membershipin many political partiesis similarly open. By cortrast, if

menbershipin a particular ethnic groupis de ned by descehrules,thenit may beimpossible
for me to becomea menber, exceptby misrepresetation.

Though analytically useful,this cortrast is too stark. In general,the costsof becoming
a menber of a sacial category vary accordingto both the nature of the category and the
particular individual in question. It would be lesscostly for me to becomea menber of
the Sierra Club than to becomea trial lawyer. And the costsfor adopting or acquiring
identities may involve not just time, money and e ort, but alsomore\psychic" costs. Even
if the N.R.A. were handing out substartial material bene ts, | would nd it very dicult to
becomea menber. As we currertly usethe term, \identity" often refersto a sacial category
in which menberstake a particular pride (Fearon1997). The pride onetakesin menbership
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in a particular identity may raise the costsof re-idertifying and mobilizing politically asa
member of someother category

What would happenin the political idertit y gameif individuals could becomemenbers
of any categoryfor a costc > 0? Normalize the sizeof the \pie" to be 1 and supposethat
there are m menbers in the winning category Thus, prior to any assimilation, the payo
to being a memnber of the winning categoryis 1=m. If the cost of switching is lessthan
this, then the sizeof the winning idertity will expandup to the point wherethe bene ts of
membership equal the costsof switching, thus a coalition of sizem®> m wherec = 1=m°

In the politics of pork, then, the bene ts for assimilation will be higher the smaller
the sizeof the winning category?® To maintain a relatively small winning political idertity,
higher costsfor entry will be necessaryOnceagain,we nd that ethnic and other ascriptive
categorieswhere menbership dependson how one'sparerts were coded will be favored.

4 Empirical Implications

The political idertity gameand the precedinganalysishave at leastfour signi cant empirical
implications.

1. Contrary to what a strict primordialist accourt would predict, changingstate bound-
aries can produe changesin political identity. If a courtry becomesmore \homogenous"
either due to decolonizationor a secessionthen competition for state pork implies that
incertiv es increasefor new exclusivist idertities that will divide the formerly homogenous

group.

To seehow this prediction follows from the model, supposethat at one point in time,
exclusivist idertity A forms a winning coalition, and that the excluded minority consists
mainly of peoplewho idertify asB's and live in one region of the state. Supposethe B's
successfullysecede.Then in both A-land and B-land what wereformerly exclusivistidertities
are now nearly universalistidertities. As sud, in a competition for state pork they become
beatableby exclusivistidentities that were subcategoriesof A-nessand B-ness.

Alternativ ely, supposethat small groups A, B, C, D, and so on, interact locally and
dyadically at rst, but then arelumpedtogetherinto alarger political unit with the arrival of
colonizers.If thereis a competition for pork at this higherlevel, then the logic of the political
identity gameimplies that there are now incertivesfor amalgamationand the construction

26Qther factors, however, pushin the opposite direction. If incentiv esto assimilate depend on the frequency
of individual interactions with members of an out-group, then smaller groups will face more assimilation
pressurein a large society (Fearonand Laitin 1996, 726).
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of higher-le\el ascriptive idertities.

Empirical examplesof this prediction abound in the literature on ethnic politics. In-
deed, the obsenation that new political boundariesstimulate the formation of new ethnic
groupsis oneof the certral stylized factsin this literature.?’ Prior to the drawing of colonial
boundariesand the creation of pork related to export agriculture in capitols sud as Lagos
and Nairobi, \groups" like the Yoruba and the Kikuyu had little if any senseof Yorubaness
or Kikuyuness. Instead, the relevant political idertities were at a lower level, whether based
on clan, locale, or ancestralcity. When all thesesmaller groupswere brought into competi-
tion for sdhools and other bene ts assaiated with colonial modernization, they facedstrong
incertives for the construction of more encompassingolitical identities, asin the political
identity gameabove. Further, sincethe colonial state's outputs were primarily pork goods,
the model above would predict that exclusivist coalitions would tend to result, which is what
happenedfor the most part.

Decolonizationprovides another set of examples.In the colonial period state pork was
ertirely cortrolled and mostly consumedby the colonial administrations sta ed by Euro-
peans.Decolonizationmovemerns saw the successfuimobilization of \Africans” (\Ken yans,"
\Nigerians," etc.) against Europeansasthe relevant political categories.Many analysts at
the time thought these political idertities were quite \real” and likely to endure. But the
exit of the Europeans(B's, in the stylized exampleabove) led to strong pressuresor more
minimal exclusivist coalitions amongthe Africans.

Decolonizationis not the only classof examplesof the reconstruction of ethnic iden-
tities following the exit of a group. Horowitz relatesthe caseof Madras state in India, the
reorganizationof which in 1953led to the separationof Tamil Nadu from Andra Pradesh.
In Madras state, \with large Tamil and Telugu populations, clearageswithin the Telugu
group were not very important. As soon asa separateTelugu-speaking state was carved out
of Madras, howewer, Telugu subgroups{ caste,regional, and religious{ quickly formed the
basesof political action" (Horowitz 1985,66).

2. If we can order governmerts or political systemsby the amourt of political pork

27See for examples,Horowitz (1985,66), Bates(1983), and Vail (1991). Bates(1983) saw that the dynamics
of minimum winning coalitions have this implication, although, asarguedabove, | do not think he explained
why the coalitions that form would tend to be ethnic (i.e., ascriptive) asopposedto somethingelse. Horowitz
(1985) o ered an explanation basedon \social judgemert theory" holding that what one seesas di erent
dependson the range of cortrasts available. While this argumert may help explain how workersin Nairobi
from Nakuru and Muranga would cometo seethemselesas having more in common as Kikuyus than with
their coworker from Nyanza (Luoland), it doesnot help explain how rural Africans who rarely encourtered
people outside their own trib e could be mobilized on a tribal (rather than clan or local) basis. That is,
new identities have often developed very quickly following administrativ e boundary changes,whereassocial
interaction patterns change much more slowly.
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they make available, then we would predict ethnic political coalitions to be more common in
governmentswhetre pork is more prevalentand accessibleto politicians.

| next presen v e stylized facts or piecesof convertional wisdomfrom se\eral areasof
political sciencethat seemconsistem with this prediction. 1 do not know how well any of
theseempirical generalizationswould hold up under closerscrutiny.

a. Becauseof fewer cheds basedin institutions and civil society, cortrol of a governmert
in the \third world" is more attractiv e relative to being out of power than in the richer,
more demacratic advancedindustrial states?® Control of governmert itself is, of course,
a pork good, perhapsthe biggestof all. And politics organizedby ethnic coalitions are
more commonin the third world (Horowitz 1985).

This assaiation is not meart asproof of the prediction that pork goods favor ethnic po-
litical coalitions, sincethere are many other factorsnot considerechereandit could also
be that ethnic coalitions causeboth nondemaracy and poor economicperformance. |
am merely pointing out a bivariate assaiation consistem with the theoretical argumert.
This caveat should be recalledin ead casebelow.

b. Thesesameinstitutional and civil scciety-basedchedks imply that issue-basedyoods
are more typical of political competition than pork goodsin advancedindustrial states.
In the former colonies,controlling and distributing pork goods seemdo be a relatively
more signi cant part of a politician's job description than in the western demcacra-
cies,wherein uencing the choice of policies from an issuedimensionseemsrelatively
moreimportant.?® Chhibber (1999, 8-9) summarizeshis bit of corvertional wisdomas
follows:

In rentier states, sud as Algeria [and others, like India, wherethe state takesthe
leading role in economicdewelopmen policies], the state is the owner of and dis-
tributor of most resourcedo scciety. Accessto state o ce in the rentier state then
provides an opportunity to politicians to distribute and accunulate state reverue.
In other courtries, sud asthe United States, politicians have not beenableto avail
themsehes of sud opportunities, sincethe rise of what Coleman (1996) calls the
\ scal state" placedsomepoliciesin the handsof the civil serviceand limited the
in uence of politicians to appropriate and distribute resources.

Onceagain, this assaiation goesin the direction predicted by the argumern that pork
goods favor ethnically basedcoalitions.

28See,for one example of this claim, Przeworski and Limongi (1997, 166).

29For a nice example, seeTambiah (1986, xx) who notes an act of the Sri Lankan parliament guaranteeing
ead menber the control of 1000civil servicepositions!
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c. In the U.S., ethnically basedpolitical coalitions have beenmuch more typical in city
politics than at the national level, and city politics is typically more concernedwith
pork goods like civil servicepositionsand city cortracts than issue-spacegoods like tax
rates and regulatory policies.

d. Consisten with (b) above, corvertional wisdom about the Progressie Era in the U.S.
traces the (relative) decline of Tammary Hall-style politics, which turned on ethnic
coalitions, to the e orts of reformersto subject pork allocation to more bureaucratic
and meritocratic standards(Skowronek 1982).

e. For the 81 courtries in the Minorities At Risk data set (Gurr 1993) for which | have
data, the e ective number of ethnic groupsin a courtry is positively correlatedshareof
governmert spendingin GDP.%° The correlation is positive but not signi cant oncewe
cortrol for (log of) GDP per capitain 1960. This is what we would predict if governmert
share of the econony is a rough measureof pork available, although we should note
again the caveat above: it may also be true that oncea courtry has ethnically based
political coalitions, pressuredor governmert spending increase.

3. We should be ableto nd caseswhele the possibility of assimilation of an excludel
category into a winning coalition led to a rede nition or new formulation of the winning
identity.

Horowitz (1985, 43) notesthat

In seventeerth certury North America, the English were originally called\Christians,"
while the African slaveswere descriled as\heathens." The initial di erentiation relied
heavily on religion. After about 1680, howewer, a new dichotomy of \whites" and
\blacks" supplarted the former Christian and heathencategories,for someslaveshad
become Christians. If reliance had cortinued to be placed mainly on religion, baptism
could have beenemployed to esca from bondage.... To the extert that Christianity
wasa voluntary a liation, the special placeof colorin American ethnic relations seems
to have originated in the special desire of the slaveholdersfor a permanenly servile
group 3t

A nal, striking exampleof this prediction concernsthe politics of Native American
mobilization in the U.S. [which at the momert | have only by hearsy { do not quote me

30Using Shvetsova's data on e ectiv e number of ethnic groups and the Penn World Tablesfor the govern-
ment spending data.

s1Emphasisadded. Horowitz usesthis examplefor a di erent purpose,to help show that no oneindicator
of ethnicity uniquely de nes ethnicity.
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on this]. In a casestudy of the XXX in upstate New York by Cynthia Irving, movemen
organizersde ned menbership very broadly during the initial mobilization to gain legal
recognizationasa trib e ertitled to certain rights. That is, the desceh criterion wastreated
very openly { anyonewho assertedthat he or shehad a distant ancestorwho wasa member
of the trib e might be courted as a menber. After legal recognition was granted and the
prospect of casinoreverues cameinto view, the organizersbeganto make the menbership
rule more strict, againon the basisof number of closeancestors preciselysothat cortrol of
casinoreveruescould be limited to a smaller group.

4. In accourns of the politicization of ethnicity, we should nd competition over pork
gads playing an especially prominent role in the sequene of eventsthat led to ethnically
baseal politically coalitions.

Political competition over governmert allocation of civil serviceand university positions
is mertioned prominertly in accourts of the politicization of ethnicity around the time of
independencein Rwanda, Burundi, and Sri Lanka.®? | suspect these examplesare not
idiosyncratic, though this is obviously very conjectural.

5 Conclusion

The standard argumert for why ethnic political coalitions and demacracy do not go well
together is basedon the obsenation that ethnic identity is dicult for an individual to
change, precisely becauseit is ascriptive. The argumert goeslike this: Stable demacracy
requiresthat individuals expect that even if they are on the losing sidetoday, they will be a
memnber of winning electoral coalition at sometime in the future.3® But if individuals expect
that electoralcoalitions will be ethnically basedand imperviousto changeor reconstitution,
then there is no possibility for an ethnic minority to defeatan ethnic majority in the future
(unlessamuch higherbirth rate will makeit a majority). Thereis no possibility of persuading
the winnersto changetheir ethnicity, and perhapslittle possibility that one'schildren can
join the winning coalition either. Thus, incertives are high to opt out of electoral politics
altogether, either by trying the grab cortrol of the state or to secedeby force. Numerous
examplesmay be adduced, mainly casesof demccratic breakdavn in the years following
independencein Africa and Asia.

Oddly, e orts to explain why we obsene ethnically basedpolitical coalitions in the
rst place have newer focusedon the strategic incertivesthat follow from the \stic kiness" of

32See,respectively, Prunier (1995), Lemarchand (1993), and Tambiah (1986).

33This is the logic behind the old ideathat cross-cutting cleavagesare good for democracy, and alsobehind
the more recert formulations of Przeworski (1991).
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ethnic idertities. The main point of this note is very simple. When pork goods are at issue,
there are strong incertivesto form a coalition that can e ectively excludelosers,and this
requiresthat loserscan be distinguishedfrom winners. Any basisfor a coalition that allows
individuals easilyto crosslineswill be selectedagainstin competitions for political pork.
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