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Abstract
One common explanation for ethnicized politics and limited national identification in Africa lies with
colonial boundaries. Europeans frequently divided ethnic groups as they divvied territory in the nineteenth
century; this might have long-run repercussions, as individuals prioritize ties with coethnics in neighboring
states rather than with non-coethnic co-nationals. Contra these expectations, we argue that divided groups
should have weaker attachments to their ethnicity than non-divided groups will, because partition
particularly disrupted pre-existing traditional institutions of governance and exchange within these groups.
We argue that partition weakened traditional authorities and, consequently, ethnic identities through three
mechanisms: (1) administrative shifts that reduced traditional authorities’ power; (2) limitations on
leaders’ capacity to raise revenues; and (3) exacerbating intra-group divisions among co-ethnics living on
different sides of the borders. We test this using georeferenced data from rounds 3-6 of the Afrobarometer
and find support for our argument. These results are robust to different measures of the extent to which an
ethnic group was split and various considerations of ethnic groups’ local and national demographic and
political power. Our findings have important implications for studies of the legacies of colonialism and
identity politics in Africa today.
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Introduction
Discussions of the 1884-85 Berlin Conference frequently highlight Europeans’ ignorance of ethnic
demography in their boundary-making as they carved up Africa (Brownlie 1979; Pakenham 1991;
Sautter 1982), splitting at least 177 ethnic groups (Asiwaju 1985). What are the long-term effects of
partition, particularly on individuals’ attachments to divided groups? While there is significant
scholarship on the effects of these boundaries, which have remained remarkably stable, on empirical
state power (Davidson 1992; Widner 1995; Mamdani 1996; Herbst 1989; Englebert 2000), there has
been less on how partition has affected affective connections to those divided groups.

How partition will impact contemporary identity is not a priori obvious. On the one hand,
members of partitioned groups may be ‘border citizens’ (Moyo 2016) with feet in multiple
countries simultaneously, physically and psychologically. They might cross borders to interact
with coethnics and have traditional leaders residing abroad. Some seek unification with brethren
across borders (Welch 1966; Horowitz 1985; Gondola 2002), although such movements are
limited. In sum, cross-border ties might translate to stronger affective connections to ethnic
groups over state-bounded nations (Bienen 1983; Asiwaju 1985; Englebert 2002).

© The Author(s), 2025. Published by Cambridge University Press. This is an Open Access article, distributed under the terms of the Creative
Commons Attribution licence (https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/), which permits unrestricted re-use, distribution and
reproduction, provided the original article is properly cited.

British Journal of Political Science (2025), 55, e28, 1–22
doi:10.1017/S0007123424000759

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0007123424000759 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://orcid.org/0000-0001-7231-2992
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-8795-3167
mailto:conroyk6@msu.edu
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0007123424000759
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0007123424000759


On the other hand, partition tended to weaken an important institution for maintaining
ethnic identities: traditional authority. First, partition typically involved the delineation of new
administrative units, creating or empowering new sets of elites to compete with preexisting
authorities (Miles 1994). Second, it separated many traditional leaders from lands and populations
that previously provided revenue, thereby weakening them (Barkindo 1985). Finally, partition
divided groups between disparate legal and economic regimes, making it harder for pre-existing
traditional authorities to mobilize around shared identities. These expectations build on findings
that indirect colonial rule is associated with strengthened contemporary ethnic identity because it
empowered chiefs (Ali, et al. 2019; McNamee 2019). The logic follows that partition, which
weakened chiefs relative to traditional authorities from non-partitioned groups, should be associated
with weaker ethnic ties.

Empirically, we first measure the relationship between partition and ethnic identity. Our tests
build on what is, to our knowledge, the only existing analysis of these relationships (Robinson 2014),
by expanding years and countries included to enhance generalizability, measuring partition in ways
unaffected by post-partition developments, and including enhanced controls to rule out alternate
explanations. Using data from twenty-six countries, across four rounds of the Afrobarometer,
we find members of partitioned groups are less likely than members of non-partitioned groups to
identify with their ethnicity vis-à-vis their nation.

To test the proposed mechanism, we use the Afrobarometer to construct a Traditional Leaders’
Strengthmeasure, which captures leaders’ role in allocating services, perceived influence over local
government, and popular legitimacy. We find this measure is significantly lower among
respondents from partitioned groups.

Finally, we consider potential alternate explanations for the observed relationship between
partition and contemporary identity, including that boundary-makers were more likely to
partition groups with already-limited ethnic attachments and that contemporary state authorities
have provided partitioned groups with higher-than-average levels of local public goods, thus
increasing their support for the state and nation (vis-à-vis ethnicity). We find no support for these.

Apart from addressing the relationship between partition on identity in Africa, this article
makes at least two other important contributions. First, researchers have noted and attempted to
explain variations in the current strength of traditional leaders in regions like Africa (Logan 2013;
Acemoğlu et al. 2014; Baldwin 2016; De Kadt and Larreguy 2018). While much of this discussion
has focused on the consequences of different styles of colonial rule (for example, indirect vs.
indirect, colonial vs. extractive) (Firmin-Sellers 2000; Acemoğlu et al. 2001, 2002; Bertocchi and
Canova 2001; MacLean 2002), we focus specifically on the long-term implications of partition.
More broadly, we extend the insights of theoretical approaches that see identities as shaped
by institutions and their effects on the distribution of power (Wimmer 2013). In that sense,
we highlight how ethnic identity, rather than being fixed, is potentially impacted by complex
historical processes (Wimmer 2023).

Drawing Colonial Boundaries: Partition and Agglomeration
Most of Africa’s current boundaries were drawn by Europeans and reified at independence. Of
approximately 52,000 miles of terrestrial borders in Africa, about half came out of negotiations
between European states, while an additional quarter were within empires (for example, Afrique-
Occidentale Française) (Foucher 2020). Only about one in five border-miles resulted from
negotiations involving Africans (289–290). Further, Foucher estimates about one-sixth of borders
referenced existing ethnic demographies (2020, 290), with boundary-makers favouring simplicity
(Pakenham 1991). Sautter identifies 44 per cent of African borders as following meridian parallels,
30 per cent as following other mathematical lines, such as arcs and curves, and only 26 per cent as
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clearly taking into account geographic features (1982, 8),1 which may or may not be correlated
with ethnic divisions. Some have therefore treated the assignment of communities near these
borders as as-if random (Dunning 2012, 57–59; Michalopoulos and Papaioannou 2016).

These decisions had significant ramifications. In his account of the Yanken ƙasa (‘the splitting
of the country’) in Hausaland, Miles (1994, 1) describes how the placement of sixty-three
tangarahos (‘telegraph poles’) from 1906 to 1908 ‘would determine the identity, fate, and life
possibilities’ of those in Afrique Occidentale Française versus the British Protectorate of Northern
Nigeria.

Partitioned groups include the Ewe (between the Gold Coast and Togoland) (Welch 1966),
Bakongo (Belgian Congo and Portuguese Angola) (Gondola 2002), Kakwa (Uganda and Sudan)
(Adefuye 1985), Kgatla (Bechuanaland and the Transvaal) (Morton 1985), and Yorùbá
groups (French Dahomey and the British Southern Nigeria Protectorate) (Asiwaju 1976).
Englebert et al. (2002) estimate that, on average, 40 per cent of an African country’s population
comes from partitioned groups.

However, there is significant cross-country variation in the likelihood that an individual comes
from a partitioned group (Englebert 2000), ranging from 80 per cent to much lower figures
(Alesina et al. 2011). Several studies have examined how partitioned and non-partitioned groups’
trajectories differ with regard to violence (Englebert et al. 2002; Michalopoulos and Papaioannou
2016) and economic development (Alesina, et al. 2011; Michalopoulos and Papaioannou 2013).

Partition might also affect identity. Identities are fluid, constructed, and situational (Brubaker
2004), and individuals can emphasize different category sets, including ethnicity and nation, in
their repertoires (Posner 2004). The question of partition’s effects on identities is interesting,
theoretically and empirically. On the one hand, partition might have generated grievances among
divided groups (Biene 1983; Asiwaju 1985; Englebert et al. 2002), making them sceptical of post-
colonial nations, and even supportive of irredentism or secession. On the other hand, partition
undermined divided groups’ traditional institutions, which are often underpinnings for ethnic
identity. We turn to that possibility next.

Partition and Traditional Authority
Recent research has considered the importance of traditional institutions to the strength of ethnic
identity. Ahlerup et al. (2017) find that regional economic development weakens ethnic identity –
and strengthens national identity – by diminishing individuals’ reliance on informal networks,
including those influenced by chiefs. Others have found colonial indirect rule generated stronger
ethnic identities by empowering traditional authorities, whose control over rules and resources
helped them harden inter-ethnic boundaries (Ali et al. 2019; McNamee 2019). Our approach
similarly considers colonial legacies, but through a unique focus on traditional authority and
partition. In doing so, we highlight three possible pathways.

Administrative Shifts

First, partition created new administrative units, as groups were divided between different entities.
In many instances, these moves empowered or created new sets of elites, who replaced or
competed with pre-existing leaders who found themselves in different countries. Miles (1994)
describes this process in divided Hausaland. On the northern side, the French defeated
Damagaram, executed the sultan, and replaced him with his more compliant brother (Taithe
2009). Subsequently, the territory was divided into three provinces, each with its own chef de
province. One area – Magaria – was itself split into seven jurisdictions (Miles 1994, 98).

1Globally, only 23 per cent follow geometric lines (Foucher 2020). Alesina et al. (2011) find that 80 per cent of African
borders run parallel to latitudinal or longitudinal lines.

British Journal of Political Science 3

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0007123424000759 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0007123424000759


These changes tended to undermine leaders’ ability to mobilize group-based collective action.
First, in the case of those preexisting leaders who held some degree of power after partition, new
boundaries made communicating with and exerting authority over their groups more challenging.
Administrative headquarters were sometimes moved away from chiefs’ earlier centres of power; in
Hausaland, this centre shifted from Damagaram to faraway Niamey. Further, important cultural
roles for chiefs, such as participating in celebrations, could become more challenging across
borders. In the nearby Adamawa Emirate, which was also partitioned, the emir, upon learning that
two-thirds of his subjects now lived across the border, felt as if the ‘Europeans had cut off the body
and left him with only the head’ (Kirk-Greene 1958, 67–68).

Second, in cases where new authorities were appointed to replace or compete with existing
leaders, many of these ‘warrant chiefs’ lacked legitimacy and made a mockery of pre-existing
norms. One case involved the elevation of ‘a former palace slave and a eunuch’ (Smith 1978, 74,
cited in Miles 1994, 97). Thus, many installed authorities lacked their predecessors’ ability to
organize group-based collective action, subsequently weakening identity. These changes – new
boundaries and the creation of competing authorities – were not unique to partitioned groups, but
they were more pronounced there, and thus more degrading to group identity.

Revenue Collection

Next, authorities in partitioned areas often saw revenue-collection abilities curtailed, which
undermined their authority and, consequently, group identity. New borders separated these chiefs
from lands and populations, limiting their ability to extract revenue (Barkindo 1985). For
example, Lewanika, the Lozi monarch whose territory was partitioned in 1890 between German
South-West Africa and what would become British-controlled Northern Rhodesia, was deprived
of significant opportunities for tribute (Zeller 2010). Conversely, some traditional authorities,
particularly those empowered by indirect rule, found their revenue-generating capacity expanded
(Acemoğlu et al. 2014; Ali et al. 2019). Partitioned groups, though, typically experienced greater
barriers in this area.

Revenue was often key for the maintenance of traditional authority and collective identity in
pre-colonial Africa. Given general scepticism toward centralized power (Vansina 1990), taxation
and tribute were generally only conceded as part of a social contract, with authority providing
collective benefits such as order, enhanced economic productivity, and protection (Robinson
2022). Southall (1985) describes how the Alur came together as a group – and, eventually, an
identity – through the collection of tribute for an authority that, in turn, provided conflict
mediation, rainmaking, and collective defence. As authorities’ abilities to collect revenues were
adversely affected by partition, their ability to extend authority, including through the provision of
services, declined, and the social contract frayed. Subsequently, collective identity, which was often
constructed around these shared features, declined as well. ‘Warrant chiefs’’ ability to reconstruct
these dynamics would be limited by legitimacy concerns. After all, even today, individuals are
more likely to contribute to collective efforts organized by traditional authorities over ‘formal’ (for
example, elected) ones (Baldwin and Mvukiyehe 2015; Fanthorpe 2006).

Intra-Group Schisms

Finally, in a similar vein, members of partitioned groups often experienced vastly different
economic and political regimes from one another, which made ethnic-based collective action
and identification less likely. Groups sometimes saw some elites strengthened by colonial and
post-colonial policies – or saw no net changes to their powers – while others in the same group
were weakened, or outright removed. Hausaland is again a paradigmatic case, with Hausa
authority eviscerated on one side of the border, in Damagaram, and empowered on the other, in
the revived Daura Emirate (Miles 1994).
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Intra-group divisions, in terms of orientations towards the colony (and, later, independent
state) and preferred strategies, often widened. Some found it beneficial to cooperate and identify
with colonial or state authorities, while others saw resistance and distance as more beneficial
(Boahen 1987). In the divided territories of Ovamboland (Dobler 2010) and the Ngoni and Chewa
lands (Phiri 1985), differing colonial legal regimes spurred members of the same ethnic group to
migrate in various directions based on economic needs, scattering populations and further
weakening traditional leaders’ authority. These differential pulls might also have undermined
traditional leaders’ roles as ‘cognitive authorities’ (Martin 2002), whose status contributed to the
coherence of belief systems and, ultimately, group identity. Collective action declined as interests
fractured. In the long-term, these changes – new units and elites, disrupted revenue generation
and widened intra-group cleavages – tended to reduce partitioned groups’ opportunities for
ethnic-based collective action and, thus, ethnic identity.

Illustrative Cases: The Mandara and Ewondo in Present-Day Cameroon

To illustrate the potential divergent paths of divided and undivided groups, we turn to two groups:
the Mandara and the Ewondo. The Mandara Kingdom emerged in the early 1400s and was
governed by a Tlikse, who was a unifying figure for the population living south of Lake Chad
(Barkindo 1985, 30). The experience of the Mandara, who saw their territory divided in 1912–13
between Nigeria and Kamerun (after 1916, French Cameroun), illustrates the three mechanisms
discussed above.

First, this partition generated administrative shifts that significantly weakened the power of the
Tlikse to govern the Mandara. The Germans in Kamerun empowered the Mandara’s historic
ethnic rivals, such as the Fulbe and Kanuri (Mbapndah and Samah 2009, 11), through actions like
transferring some Mandara territories, including Disa, Gwozo, and Lufua, to the Fulbe district of
Madagali; acquiescing to and even supporting the Fulbe occupation of other Mandara territories;
deposing one leader in 1911 and burning his successor’s palace in 1915 (Barkindo 1985, 35–37);
and even dividing the commercial capital, Kerawa, and other major towns, including Ashigashiya
and Banki. The British in Nigeria similarly empowered Kanuri and Fulbe leaders at the expense
of the Mandara (Barkindo 1985, 40). Colonizers cycled through Tlikwe, instating new ones
when they felt the need for local intermediaries with some legitimacy and deposing them when
deemed ‘un-cooperative’ (Barkindo 1985, 40–41).

Second, tax policies differed on both sides of the border, with rates generally higher on the
eastern side of the partition. However, there was also greater inter-community variation in rates
on the eastern side, adding another layer of complexity to post-partition governance and, thus,
economic regimes. Since rates and collection periods were not harmonized, many Mandara
crossed the border to reduce their personal burdens (Barkindo 1985, 41–42). Ultimately,
this meant that Mandara leaders’ ability to extract tribute through their own regimes was
undermined.

Third, the Mandara case highlights how people from the same group were affected differently
by colonialism depending on which side of the border they fell, thereby undermining group
identity and collective action. Europeans gave sub-groups new appellations. Colonizers attempted
to wipe out Mandara as the lingua franca, but prioritized different languages: Kanuri or Fulfulde
on the western side, and French on the eastern (Barkindo 1985, 38–42). By the 1940s, groups that
had formerly been united were engaged in violent clashes over farmland, while smuggling and
other border-related criminal activities created new problems (Barkindo 1985, 43).

Finally, we note that the story of Mandara is not simply one of decapitation and subjugation.
Rather, Mandara frequently resisted colonial rule or ignored the border. Village heads whose titles
had not been bestowed by the Tlikwe were seen as illegitimate, and their orders were often only
obeyed after force was employed (Barkindo 1985, 40). As Barkindo writes, ‘the border was mostly
indeterminate, being marked either by single trees or by foot-paths’ (1985, 39). And Mandara

British Journal of Political Science 5

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0007123424000759 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0007123424000759


clearly retained ties with kin on the other side of the new boundary, regularly attending market
days and ceremonies marking births and deaths (Barkindo 1985, 43). Still, the central point is not
that the border dividing the Mandara had to be impenetrable or the colonizers’ power total.
Rather, the experience of partition created obstacles to centralized leadership and collective
identity that were, on average, more significant than what non-partitioned groups faced, thus
weakening group identity over time.

The experience of the partitioned Mandara contrasts with that of the non-partitioned Ewondo,
of what is now the Centre Region of Cameroon. Ewondo chiefs like Atangana collected taxes and
compelled labour, while often keeping excess beyond the Germans’ quotas (Rudin 1968, 183).
They also rendered justice in the Court of First Instance and enjoyed higher status than other
chiefs and village heads (Mbapndah and Samah 2009, 13–15). In these cases, groups’ centralized
authority experienced gains – or, at the very least, reduced losses, when compared to some of their
peers – in the new colonial dispensation, which could translate to a relatively stronger in-group
identity after independence.

We recognize that some non-partitioned groups, such as Dahomey, also saw their institutions
significantly weakened by colonialism (Manning 1982). However, we argue that, on average,
partitioned groups were more likely to experience these degradations than non-partitioned ones,
and therefore should exhibit lower levels of ethnic identification today relative to them.

Data and Empirical Results
Data and Methodological Approach

We first test the general expectation that partitioned groups have weaker ethnic attachments than
non-partitioned ones. We employ data from rounds 3–6 of the Afrobarometer. The unit of
analysis is the respondent. The analysis covers about 99,000 respondents and up to 26 countries
and 250 ethnic groups over a decade, between 2005 and 2015. The Afrobarometer contains
information on respondent ethnicity as well as the relative identification with ethnicity and nation.

Table A2 of the SI reports descriptive statistics. Our dependent variable, Ethnic Identification, is
categorical and has five values:

Let us suppose that you had to choose between being a [Respondent’s national identity] and
being a [Respondent’s ethnic group]. Which of the following best expresses your feelings?
1= I feel only (R’s ethnic group)
2= I feel more (R’s ethnic group) than (R’s national ID)
3= I feel equally (R’s national ID) and (R’s ethnic group)
4= I feel more (R’s national ID than (R’s ethnic group)
5= I feel only (R’s national ID)

We recode the question such that higher values indicate a stronger attachment to ethnicity.
Figure A1 of the SI shows the distribution of Ethnic Identification. Thirteen per cent of

respondents identify ‘mostly’ or ‘only’ with their ethnic group, 47 per cent ‘mostly’ or only’ with
their nation, and 40 per cent with both equally. Identification with one’s ethnicity ranges from
3 per cent in Tanzania (Round 5) to 35 per cent in Nigeria (Round 3).

One potential issue with this measure is that it assumes that higher ethnic identification is
always associated with lower national identification. Unfortunately, this is the only variable in the
Afrobarometer that captures ethnic attachment. However, it is used widely to measure ethnic
identification (for example, Eifert et al. 2010; Depetris-Chauvin et al. 2020; Gibler et al. 2012;
Higashijima and Houle 2018; Robinson 2014). Moreover, there is evidence that, in Africa, ethnic
and national identities are negatively related. For example, Miguel (1994) has shown that, on the
one hand, Tanzania was able to weaken ethnic identities by fostering a strong national attachment.
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On the other hand, in Kenya, ethnic identities remained relevant (or were even strengthened)
because of the failure to develop a national identity.

Since the dependent variable is categorical, we employ ordered probit models. The ordered
probit model is as follows:

y�i;k;g;w � Xi;k;g;w β �αk � δw � µi;k;g;w

where y�i;k;g;w is an unobserved indicator of ethnic identification for respondent i from country
k, ethnic group g and survey-wave w. Xi;k;g;w is the set of explanatory variables, αk are country
fixed-effects, δw are survey-wave fixed-effects, and µi;k;g;w is the error term. These fixed-effects
control for temporal and country-level heterogeneity.

Although the true ethnic identification level (y�i;k;g;w) cannot be observed, we can observe yi;k;g;w
which is the answer to the question asked by the Afrobarometer:

yi;k;g;w �

1 if � ∞ < y�i;k;g;w < τ1
2 if τ1 ≤ y�i;k;g;w < τ2
3 if τ2 ≤ y�i;k;g;w < τ3
4 if τ3 ≤ y�i;k;g;w < τ4
5 if τ4 ≤ y�i;k;g;w < ∞

8>>>><
>>>>:

P yi;k;g;w � t
� � � P τj�1 ≤ y�i;k;g;w < τj

� �

� F τj � Xi;k;g;w β �αk � δw
� � � F τj�1 � Xi;k;g;w β �αk � δw

� �

where F :� � is the standard normal cumulative density function and t � 1; 2; . . . ; 5.
Our main independent variable, Partition Dummy, takes the value one if a group has been

partitioned during colonization and zero otherwise. The variable comes from Michalopoulos and
Papaioannou (2016), who use Murdock’s (1967) distribution of ethnic groups across Africa at
the time of European colonization. To be considered partitioned, at least 10 per cent of the area of
the group’s homeland needs to be situated in more than one country.2 They code 229 out of 825
ethnic groups as partitioned, and 45 per cent of respondents are members of partitioned groups.
We use alternate indicators of partition in Table A5 of the Supplementary Information (SI).3

We include a set of individual-, ethnic group-, and country-level control variables that others
have found predict identity salience. First, we take several individual-level variables directly from
the Afrobarometer, including education, gender, age, and urban residence. We also include the
Respondent’s Wealth, which is constructed by summing the number of items – television, radio,
and motor vehicle – the respondent reports owning (we then normalize the index such that it
ranges from 0 to 1).4 This variable has been used in several other studies (Dionne et al. 2014; Houle
2015; Østby 2008).

We also use the geo-coded information in the Afrobarometer to construct two other
respondent-level variables: distance between the respondent and the capital (Respondent’s

2One alternative would have been to use population rather than land to code partition. Unfortunately, to our knowledge,
there is no data available on population distribution for each ethnic group at the time of colonization. However, in Table A6 of
the Supplementary Information (SI), we show results are unchanged if, in addition to land, we use current population shares to
code split groups.

3Murdock’s data have been critiqued as overly simplified and products of a narrow coder pool (that is white, male,
European) (Watts et al. 2022). While these critiques certainly have merit, the codings have held up well in various validation
checks (Bahrami-Rad et al. 2021; Gray 1996; White et al. 1988), and his data remain widely used (Besley and Reynal-Querol
2014; Boix and Rosenbluth 2014). Further, partition is the only variable taken from his dataset in our main analysis. Even
without relying on Murdock’s coding, we can verify that the groups coded as being partitioned have populations in multiple
countries.

4The Cronbach’s alpha is 0.53.
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Distance from Capital),5 and distance between the respondent and the closest border
(Respondent’s Distance from Border). We include these to rule out the possibility that estimated
associations between partition and identity stem from the fact that members of partitioned groups
are likely to be concentrated in regions further from the capital and closer to borders, which could
affect access to state-provided resources and feelings of proximity to power centres.6 Miles and
Rochefort (1991), for example, hypothesize that proximity to the border could decrease the
salience of ethnic identities as such boundaries highlight the dichotomy between ‘fellow citizen’
and ‘foreigner’, while Herbst (2000) suggests that, all else being equal, national identity should
grow as distance from borders increases and distance from capitals decreases.

We also include several ethnic group-level control variables. The size of the ethnic group may
affect its salience (Posner 2004). Moreover, it is important to make sure that results are not driven by
the possibility that split groups are smaller and thus perhaps less likely to identify with ethnicity.
Therefore, we measure Group Size using the Joshua Project, which gives the proportion of the
population of the country that are members of the group. We also control for the area covered by
the group’s homeland (Area [km sq.]), as used by Michalopoulos and Papaioannou (2016).

While we previously discussed individual-level controls regarding distance from borders and
capitals, these same factors might also be important at the group level. Ethnic groups whose
homelands are close to borders are more likely to have been split, and groups whose homelands
are near borders might have different levels of internal cohesion from groups further from them,
regardless of whether they are partitioned. The same logic could apply to groups with homelands
close to capitals versus those whose centres are far from them. Thus, we include distance between
homeland and the nearest border (Group’s Distance from Border) and a dummy, Capital in Ethnic
Homeland. Both are drawn from Michalopoulos and Papaioannou (2016).

Finally, we include two country-level controls: GDP per capita logged (Bolt et al. 2018), since
economic performance could affect the likelihood that an individual sees value in associating with
a state, and the Polity score, which ranges from -10 to 10 and indicates political regime type, with
higher values indicating more-democratic regimes. We do not include more country-level
variables because models already include country and year fixed-effects. We also run other
analyses with additional control variables capturing, among other things, a group’s history of
political inclusion and exclusion as well as its past involvement in ethnic civil wars.

Since the analysis includes a large number of controls, and it is important to make sure that the
results are not driven by post-treatment bias, we show in the SI that results are unchanged
when we do not include controls and when we only include individual-level controls (Table A3).
The SI also demonstrates that the results are unchanged when we control for the number of years
between the survey and the closest election (Electoral Distance, Table A4). Eifert et al. (2010) find
that elections increase the salience of ethnicity.

As mentioned above, to our knowledge, there is only one other cross-national quantitative
analysis of the effect of partition on ethnic identities and nationalism. Robinson (2014), in a
broader study of the effects of various factors associated with ‘modernization’ on identities in
Africa, finds, among other things, that territorial division is associated with weaker ethnic
attachments. Our analysis advances this work in at least five ways. First, we cover four
Afrobarometer waves and twenty-six countries, while Robinson (2014) covers one wave and
sixteen countries. This enhances generalizability. Second, we use a measure of partition based on
the extent to which a group’s homeland, in the late nineteenth century, was split. Robinson (2014)
operationalizes partition using the percentages of group populations currently living in the same
country. Such a measure could be vulnerable to concerns that partition affected these distributions

5In the case of countries with multiple capitals, or with both de jure and de facto capitals, we measure distance to the closest.
These cities are as follows: Benin (Cotonou and Porto-Novo), Côte d’Ivoire (Abidjan and Yamoussoukro), Tanzania (Dar es
Salaam and Dodoma), and South Africa (Bloemfontein, Cape Town, and Pretoria).

6For an overview of the distinct politics of borderlands, see Braun and Kienitz (2022).
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by sparking certain migration patterns and sorting (see Bhandari and Mueller 2019). Our measure
is independent of any post-partition developments. Third, and relatedly, we do additional analyses
on whether the association is driven by some artefacts of partition. For example, we look at the
possibility that divided ethnic groups will tend to be smaller, which could explain why their
members are less likely to identify with the group. These analyses enable us to determine that
partition itself drives the association, not some of its artefacts. Fourth, we add several key controls
to account for the distance between the group/respondent and the border, thereby ruling out
borderland effects and the group’s history of political exclusion and civil conflict. Fifth, and
perhaps most importantly, our study is the first of which we are aware to develop and test an
explanation for why partition decreases ethnic attachment. We also test alternative explanations.

Empirical Analysis

Table 1 reports tests of the association between partition and ethnic attachment. Including both
country and year fixed-effects reduces the variation used during the estimation since it only
captures within country-year variation (Mummolo and Peterson 2018). Thus, we first estimate the
relationship without country and year fixed-effects in model 1. Country and year fixed-effects are
introduced in model 2. In both, members of partitioned groups are less likely than those from
non-split groups to identify with their ethnicity; the coefficient is significant at the 0.001 level.
As explained above, given the nature of the dependent variable, these results should be interpreted
as suggesting that partition is associated with higher levels of ethnic attachment relative to national
attachment.

Based on model 2 of Table 1, the likelihood that members of non-split groups do not identify
with their ethnicity at all (that is, they have a score of 1 on the dependent variable) is 34.79 per cent
(95 per cent confidence interval: 34.33 –35.24 per cent), while this probability among members of
split groups is 37.57 per cent (95 per cent CI: 37.04–38.10 per cent). This association is large
relative to that of other variables in the model. For example, the variable that is most strongly
associated with identity in model 2 is education. This is consistent with Anderson (1983),
according to whom education fosters nationalism. The difference between members of partitioned
and non-partitioned groups (37.57 per cent vs. 34.79 per cent) is about the same as the difference
between someone who has completed post-secondary education and someone who has only
completed primary education (37.95 per cent vs. 34.87 per cent). Moreover, what is interesting
about these findings is not only that partition weakens ethnic identity, but that it does not
strengthen it. As discussed above, there are valid reasons to expect partitioned groups should
exhibit higher ethnic attachments.

Model 3 of Table 1 redoes model 2 with six additional controls that could be related both to
ethnic attachment and Partition Dummy. We do not include these variables in all models because
of missing values. All variables are constructed using the Ethnic Power Relations (EPR) dataset.7

These variables are related to two issues. First, it is possible that groups that have experienced
ethnic civil wars are more likely to identify with their ethnicity. At the same time, Michalopoulos
and Papaioannou (2016) show that partitioned groups are more likely to instigate civil wars. We
capture civil war involvement using two variables: Peace Years gives the number of years since the
ethnic group has last been involved in an ethnic war, and War History is the number of ethnic
wars a group has been involved in since independence. We do not control for whether a group is
currently involved in an ethnic civil war because only one group was fighting a war the same year
as one of the surveys (Tuareg, Mali).

7Michalopoulos and Papaioannou (2016) relate groups in theMurdock dataset to the groups in the EPR.We have used their
codes to merge the variables constructed from the EPR to our main dataset.
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The second group of variables relates to the group’s access to executive power. Ethnic groups
that do control (or that have controlled) the executive may be more nationalist, while those that
have been excluded may identify more strongly with their ethnicity (Green 2020). We include four
control variables, constructed using the status variable of the EPR, which reports the political
status of different ethnic groups in each government. The first (Political Control) takes the value
one if the group is the main one controlling the executive. These groups are those with the statuses
‘Monopoly’, ‘Dominant’, or ‘Senior Partner’. The second (Political Exclusion) takes the value one if
the group is completely excluded from power (statuses of ‘Discriminated’, ‘Powerless’, or ‘Self-
Exclusion’). The omitted category is inclusion in the government as a ‘Junior Partner’. We also

Table 1. Ethnic Partition and Ethnic Identification

DV = Ethnic Identification

(1) (2) (3)

Partition Dummy −0.0307*** −0.0743*** −0.184***
(0.00903) (0.0106) (0.0202)

Education −0.0183*** −0.0274*** −0.0349***
(0.00199) (0.00214) (0.00309)

Gender 0.0439*** 0.0499*** 0.0519***
(0.00711) (0.00718) (0.0105)

Age −0.00261*** -0.000775** −0.000520
(0.000261) (0.000265) (0.000400)

Urban −0.0469*** −0.0245** −0.0666***
(0.00793) (0.00813) (0.0119)

Respondent’s Wealth −0.0811*** −0.0895*** −0.108***
(0.0126) (0.0131) (0.0188)

Respondent’s Distance from Capital −1.855 19.56*** 18.74***
(1.690) (2.188) (3.035)

Respondent’s Distance from Border −0.890 43.66*** 53.15***
(6.124) (6.618) (9.994)

Group Size 0.131*** −0.00527 0.355***
(0.0253) (0.0471) (0.0675)

Group’s Distance from Border −0.000129 −0.000249*** −5.67e-05
(6.73e-05) (7.40e-05) (0.000120)

Capital in Ethnic Homeland −0.0458*** −0.0434*** −0.119***
(0.0120) (0.0129) (0.0198)

Area (km sq.) −0.0136*** 0.0188*** 0.00866
(0.00373) (0.00457) (0.00923)

GDP per capita (logged) 0.0585*** −0.178** −0.414***
(0.00565) (0.0657) (0.107)

Polity −0.0131*** 0.00270 0.0303***
(0.00117) (0.00423) (0.00765)

Peace Years −0.00213*
(0.000925)

War History 0.752
(0.443)

Political Control −0.0815***
(0.0170)

History of Political Controls −0.0156
(0.0265)

Political Exclusion 0.0444
(0.0308)

History of Political Exclusion −0.118***
(0.0351)

Country FEs N Y Y
Year FEs N Y Y
Observations 99,038 99,038 46,278
Log Likelihood −130736.88 −126773.08 −59819.048

Notes: Ordered Probit analyses of the association between partition and ethnic identification. Robust standard errors are in parentheses.
***p<0.001, **p<0.01, *p<0.05.
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include two other controls for the proportion of years since independence that a group has been
the main one in control of the executive (History of Political Control) and the proportion of the
years that a group has been excluded from the executive (History of Political Exclusion). As shown
in model 3, the association between partition and ethnic attachment (relative to national
attachment) is unchanged when these additional controls are added.8

Robustness Tests

The SI presents additional robustness tests. Table A17 shows that the results are not driven by any
particular country. Specifically, we rerun model 2 of Table 1 while excluding each country in
succession. Regardless of the country omitted, the coefficient on partition remains negative and
significant at the 0.001 level.

One concern might be that our measure of partition, as a dummy, is too blunt. This might be of
relevance in two ways. First, individuals from partitioned groups might self-identify differently
depending on the extent to which they are separated from their coethnics (Robinson 2014, 730).
Namely, individuals who live in the same country as an overwhelming majority of their coethnics
might be more likely to identify with their ethnicity, while those who are separated from the vast
majority of their coethnics might be less likely to do so. The latter type of individual might simply
not see ethnicity as salient because they do not communicate as regularly with coethnics and are
likely to be more separated from centres of their group’s power and culture (for example, they
might be less likely to interact with traditional leaders from their group). It is also theoretically
possible that individuals self-select into separation from their ethnic group because they migrate
for economic reasons or have a disaffinity toward their own group (Bhandari and Mueller 2019).
They might also be exiled from their group, for violating some kind of norm. Any such indivi-
duals would be especially unlikely to identify with their group. If any of these mechanisms were
operating, they would weaken the argument that it is partition, per se, that is responsible for the
observed correlations rather than a separation from coethnics, which could occur for reasons
other than partition. The partition dummy, on its own, does not capture this possibility, in that it
treats all individuals from partitioned groups equally.

We explore this possibility in models 1–2 of Table A7 of the SI with a continuous variable, per
cent Group Live in Country, which measures the proportion of the respondent’s ethnic group that
lives in the respondent’s country and is taken from the Joshua Project. It takes the value one if the
group is non-split. For example, the Songhai are split between Niger, Benin, Mali, Ghana, and
Nigeria. Since 65 per cent of Songhai live in Niger, per cent Group Live in Country takes the value
0.65 for Songhai living in Niger. Model 2 includes the square of this variable, as well, to capture the
possibility that the relationship is nonlinear.

The results, which are illustrated in Figure A5 of the SI, suggest that our results are not driven
by individuals who are separated from the vast majority of their coethnics. In fact, ethnic
attachments (relative to national attachments) are weakest for individuals who share nationality
with about 50–60 per cent of their coethnics. The significance of the partition dummy remains in
additional tests, reported in models 4–9 of Table A16, in which individuals whose coethnics
overwhelmingly live in other countries (that is, per cent Group Live in Country< 5 per cent) are
excluded. Combined, these results suggest our findings are not driven by people who are simply
separated, for whatever reason, from the majority of their coethnics, but rather that it is partition
itself that matters.9

8Political Control and Political Exclusion have no significant effect on ethnic attachment. However, both History of Political
Control and History of Political Exclusion are associated with weaker attachment to ethnicity. This implies that groups that
have historically been junior partners are the most likely to identify with their ethnicity.

9In addition, we find our results are not driven by very small groups. While all models include controls for group size,
models 1–3 of Table A16 of the SI exclude groups that represent less than 5, 10, and 15 per cent of their country, respectively.
In all cases, the effect of partition is unchanged.
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The other limitation of the partition dummy is that it does not capture the extent to which
groups were divided across multiple countries. The long-term effects of partition might differ
depending on whether the group was separated between two countries, or three or more. One
possibility is that partition between two countries did not weaken ethnic identity as much as
partition between three or more countries because groups found it easier to maintain networks
and leadership structures across one boundary than they did across two or more.

We test this possibility with a new variable, # Countries Divided. For example, for the Songhai,
this variable takes the value 5. Non-split groups are given the value 1. As shown in model 3 of
Table A7, members of groups that are divided across many countries are less likely to identify with
their ethnicity. However, model 4 of Table A7 shows that this finding is driven by the difference
between partitioned and non-partitioned groups. Model 4 uses five dummy variables for groups
that have been divided between two countries (One Other Country), three countries (Two Other
Countries), etc. As shown in model 4, there is little difference between the dummy variables.
In particular, members of groups that are partitioned between only two countries (as captured by
One Other Country) are also less likely to identify with their group.

In sum, we find solid evidence that members of partitioned groups are less likely to identify
with their ethnicity than those from non-partitioned groups are. Further, we have shown that the
results are not driven by individuals whose coethnics overwhelmingly live in other countries or by
groups that have been divided among several countries (as opposed to those that have been
partitioned between fewer countries).

We run additional robustness tests. A number of country-level variables may affect ethnic (and
national) attachments. In Table A9, we show that the results are unchanged if we add Gini
coefficients (Solt 2020), trade openness (World Development Indicatorss), state fragility (State
Fragility Index), net migration (Migration Data Portal), or ethnic fragmentation (Fearon 2003).

We also rerun the analysis using Probit models (Table A10),10 ordinary least squares (Table
A11), multinomial models (Table A12), multilevel linear models (Table A13), and multilevel
Probit models (Table A14). Results on our main model (model 2 of Table 1) are robust.

One potential issue with the analysis is that the question we use to capture ethnic identification
may be subject to social desirability bias. Respondents may be reluctant to acknowledge that they
identify with their ethnicity. While this bias is likely to affect members of split and non-split
groups, we adopt two strategies to alleviate the issue, both of which are borrowed from Robinson
(2014). These are presented in Table A15. First, in model 1, we restrict the sample to respondents
interviewed by a member of their own ethnic group. As shown by Adida et al. (2016), the social
desirability bias on ethnic identification is weaker when the interviewer is of the same ethnicity as
the interviewee. Second, in model 2, we restrict the sample to respondents who were alone with the
interviewer when answering the questions. One could argue that social desirability bias will be
stronger when others are present. In both instances, our results are robust. While these results do
not eliminate concerns regarding social desirability bias, they are reassuring.

Testing the Mechanisms
The previous analyses offer strong evidence that partition is generally associated with decreased
ethnic attachment. In this section, we test our proposed mechanism – partition’s weakening of
traditional institutions that support ethnic mobilization and identification – as well as two
alternate explanations regarding the exogeneity of boundary-drawing processes and policies by
post-partition administrations to incorporate potentially threatening ‘border citizens’ by targeting
them with local public goods.

10The dependent variable takes the value one if the respondents identify only or mostly with their ethnicity, and zero if they
identify with both their nationality and ethnicity or mostly/only with their nationality.
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Partition and Traditional Institutions

To test our argument, we construct the variable Traditional Leaders’ Strength, which captures the
degree to which respondents believe their group’s traditional leaders and institutions are strong.
It is coded using questions taken from round 4 of the Afrobarometer.11 These questions capture
(1) whether traditional leaders are in charge of providing a list of services (that, is allocating land,
maintaining law and order, solving local disputes); (2) whether traditional leaders have a lot of
influence on local government; (3) whether the respondents believe that the influence of
traditional leaders should increase, decrease or stay the same, which indicates such leaders’
legitimacy; and (4) whether respondents believe traditional leaders should sit on local government
councils (see Table A1 of the SI for questions).12 All questions are recoded to range between
0 and 1, where 1 means that traditional leaders and institutions are very strong. The variable
Traditional Leaders’ Strength is calculated by taking the average of all the questions.13 Figure A2 of
the SI shows its distribution.14

The mechanism has two steps: (1) partition weakens traditional institutions and (2) members
of groups with weak traditional institutions are less likely to identify with their ethnicity. The first
step is tested in model 1 of Table 2. Consistent with our argument, we find split groups have
weaker traditional institutions. We also find support for the second step in models 2–3. Members
of groups with weak traditional institutions are less likely to identify with their ethnic group.

However, as shown in model 3 of Table 2, it is important to note that we find that partition is
associated with weaker ethnic attachment even when we control for Traditional Leaders’ Strength,
meaning that it does not account for its full effect. One possibility is that our measure is imperfect
and does not fully capture the argument.

Alternate Explanations

We also test two additional possible explanations for the estimated association between partition
and post-colonial identity. First, some scholars have challenged the extent to which colonial-era
boundary-making was truly an exogenous process (Nugent 2004; Green 2012; Paine et al.
forthcoming). Colonial powers might have explicitly sought to avoid partitioning ethnic groups
with more-centralized authority for two reasons. First, such groups might have been able to resist
partition more effectively. Second, in cases in which colonizers embraced co-optation strategies,
these groups might have been useful particularly because of their strong identities and adherence
to hierarchical structures. If Europeans indeed considered these factors, we might see stronger
ethnic identities among non-partitioned groups now, not because of boundary decisions but
because these groups had stronger identities before colonialism. Like others (Michalopoulos and
Papaioannou 2016), we therefore test the possibility that certain pre-colonial factors that might be
associated with post-colonial ethnic identity predict partition.

This possibility is tested in Table 3. We measure pre-colonial institutional centralization using
Murdock (1967). Pre-Colonial Centralization ranges from 1 to 4, where 4 indicates greater

11Unfortunately, other rounds do not have questions on the strength of traditional leaders. Given this, we run these analyses
only on respondents from that round (N about 20,000).

12Since the third and fourth groups of questions are normative rather than empirical, we replicate the models presented in
Table 3 in the SI, using only questions in groups one and two. All results are unchanged (Table A5).

13The Cronbach’s alpha is 0.61. The relatively low Cronbach’s alpha may be explained by the fact that the questions capture
different dimensions of leaders’ authority, such as whether they are responsible for maintaining schools and community
cleanliness. In Table A18, we decompose the Traditional Leaders’ Strength variable and show that the relationship is mainly
driven by traditional leaders’ responsibilities as well as attitudes towards traditional leaders.

14As shown in Figure A2, there are outliers with high values of Traditional Leaders’ Strength. Thus, we rerun the estimations
using this variable (presented in Table 2) without observations with a Traditional Leaders’ Strength value above the 95th

percentile of the distribution (Table A8). The results are unchanged.
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political centralization at colonization (for example, pre-colonial kingdoms), while 1 indicates
little organization. Figure A4 (SI) shows the distribution of Pre-Colonial Centralization.

The argument has two steps: (1) groups with centralized pre-colonial institutions were less
likely to be partitioned, and (2) groups with centralized pre-colonial institutions are more likely to
identify with their ethnicity today. We estimate each step separately. First, model 1 tests whether
centralized pre-colonial institutions reduced the probability of partition. The unit of analysis in
this model is the ethnic group (rather than the respondent, as in the other models). Model 1
includes control variables for the main colonial powers because different colonial powers may
have had different strategies regarding how they draw borders (taken from Michalopoulos and
Papaioannou 2016).15 We find that Pre-Colonial Centralization has a negative association with
partition, but that it fails to achieve statistical significance. These findings are consistent with those
of Michalopoulos and Papaioannou (2016), who find that pre-colonial centralization indeed does
not predict partition. Second, models 2–3 test the association between pre-colonial centralization

Table 2. Ethnic Partition and Traditional Leaders’ Strength

DV = Traditional Leaders’ Strength DV = Ethnic Identification

(1) (2) (3)

Partition Dummy −0.0147*** −0.129***
(0.00315) (0.0241)

Traditional Leaders’ Strength 0.204*** 0.193***
(0.0572) (0.0573)

Education −0.00281*** −0.0286*** −0.0295***
(0.000594) (0.00471) (0.00472)

Gender 0.000964 0.0401* 0.0398*
(0.00203) (0.0158) (0.0158)

Age 0.000240** 0.000396 0.000361
(7.79e-05) (0.000614) (0.000614)

Urban −0.0499*** −0.0266 −0.0306
(0.00227) (0.0181) (0.0181)

Respondent’s Wealth −0.0133*** −0.0890** −0.0870**
(0.00362) (0.0285) (0.0285)

Respondent’s Distance from Capital 4.421*** 14.63** 11.94*
(0.591) (5.057) (5.058)

Respondent’s Distance from Border 0.935 45.23** 45.08**
(1.819) (14.87) (14.87)

Group Size 0.0624*** 0.158 0.0110
(0.0140) (0.110) (0.112)

Group’s Distance from Border −0.000130*** 2.39e-05 −0.000440**
(1.97e-05) (0.000138) (0.000165)

Capital in Ethnic Homeland 0.00303 −0.0795** −0.0796**
(0.00379) (0.0296) (0.0296)

Area (km sq.) 0.00389** 0.00535 0.0198
(0.00125) (0.00996) (0.0102)

GDP per capita (logged) 0.0109*** 0.531*** 0.490***
(0.00211) (0.102) (0.102)

Polity 0.0220*** −0.0584*** −0.0501***
(0.000769) (0.00880) (0.00897)

Country FEs Y Y Y
Year FEs N N N
Observations 20,364 19,992 19,992
R-Squared 0.252
Log Likelihood −26551.603 −26537.109

Notes: Model 1 tests whether traditional leaders are weaker among groups that have been partitioned. The model is estimated with OLS.
Models 2–3 test whether groups with strong traditional leaders are more likely to identify with their ethnicity. These models are tested using
ordered Probit. Robust standard errors are in parentheses. ***p<0.001, **p<0.01, *p<0.05.

15The excluded category are the countries that have not been colonized by Britain, France, or Portugal.
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and ethnic identification. We find that members of groups with centralized pre-colonial
institutions are actually less attached to ethnicity today, which is consistent with the previous
literature (for example, see Adera 2024).

Second, it is possible that authorities under colonial and/or post-colonial regimes anticipated or
experienced actual threats from partitioned groups, a number of which were focal points for
irredentist collective action (Welch 1966; Gondola 2002). In response, these authorities might
have targeted integrationist efforts on these ostensibly threatening populations. These efforts
might have taken the form of increased spending on local public goods, such as roads and other
infrastructure, health clinics, improved sanitary facilities, and water sources. Individual members
and communities also might have benefitted from such projects, thereby making them feel more

Table 3. Pre-Colonial Centralization, Ethnic Partition and Ethnic Identification

DV = Partition Dummy DV = Ethnic Identification

(1) (2) (3)

Pre-Colonial Centralization −0.118 −0.0273*** −0.0332***
(0.0885) (0.00559) (0.00564)

Partition Dummy −0.114***
(0.0127)

British Colony −0.408
(0.299)

French Colony 0.0561
(0.309)

Portuguese Colony 0.785
(0.675)

Education −0.0273*** −0.0278***
(0.00238) (0.00238)

Gender 0.0505*** 0.0501***
(0.00809) (0.00809)

Age −0.000553 −0.000598*
(0.000297) (0.000298)

Urban −0.0287** −0.0322***
(0.00918) (0.00919)

Respondent’s Wealth −0.0953*** −0.0934***
(0.0148) (0.0148)

Respondent’s Distance from Capital 16.37*** 14.77***
(2.867) (2.871)

Respondent’s Distance from Border 40.40*** 45.54***
(7.735) (7.759)

Group Size −0.0516 −0.0454
(0.0549) (0.0548)

Group’s Distance from Border −0.000220** −0.000673***
(8.43e-05) (9.86e-05)

Capital in Ethnic Homeland −0.00839 −0.0210
(0.0151) (0.0151)

Area (km sq.) 0.00417 0.0102
(0.00614) (0.00617)

GDP per capita (logged) −0.262*** −0.274***
(0.0768) (0.0768)

Polity 0.0139** 0.0149**
(0.00480) (0.00480)

Country FEs N Y Y
Year FEs N Y Y
Observations 245 78,155 78,155
Log Likelihood −163.21575 −100078.22 −100038.51

Notes: Model 1 tests whether political units that were centralized were less likely to be partitioned during colonization. The model is
estimated using a probit model and the unit of analysis is the ethnic group. Models 2–3 test whether members of groups that were centralized
prior to colonization are more likely to identify with their ethnicity today. The models are estimated using ordered probit and the unit of
analysis is the respondent. Robust standard errors are in parentheses. ***p<0.001, **p<0.01, *p<0.05.
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connected with the state and, consequently, the nation. Finally, central authorities might have
targeted certain kinds of educational programs at partitioned communities, which might have had
dual effects of increasing the perceived benefits of relationships with the state and spreading
messages that legitimize the state and nation, at the expense of ethnic identities (Lerner 1958).

We test this possible explanation in Table 4. We use a question included in rounds 3–6 of the
Afrobarometer, which asks whether respondents believe their ethnic group is treated fairly by
the central government. The variable ranges from 1–4, where 4 means the respondent believes
their group is treated very fairly and 1 that it is treated very unfairly. Figure A3 (SI) shows its
distribution.

Model 1 of Table 4 shows that members of split groups indeed believe that they are treated
more fairly, but the association is small and not statistically significant. Model 1 does not include
control of the executive and exclusion from the executive (again because of missing values), which
are central to the question of whether the group is treated fairly. Groups that have historically
controlled the executive should be more likely to believe they have been treated fairly by
the central government. When these control variables are included in model 2, members of
partitioned groups are found to believe they are treated less fairly, and the association is now
highly significant. These results clearly show that members of partitioned groups do not believe
they are treated more fairly and are in line with those of Michalopoulos and Papaioannou (2016),
who find that members of split groups tend to receive fewer public goods.

Models 3–4 test whether individuals who believe that their group is treated fairly are less likely
to identify with their ethnicity. We find that they do. Thus, while we do not find support for
the first part of this argument – that is, that split groups are treated more favourably by the
government – we do find support for the second part – that is, that groups that are treated more
favourably identify less strongly with their ethnicity. Therefore, on balance, we find little evidence
for these two alternative explanations.

Discussion
Although our results are consistent with those of the study that is most closely related to ours –
Robinson (2014) – we also consider their relation to four other literatures: 1) partition and civil
war, 2) partition and economic outcomes, 3) the political impacts of borders, and 4) European
colonialism’s varied impacts on identity.

First, Michalopoulos and Papaioannou (2016) find that partitioned groups are more likely to
be involved in civil wars. Combined with the findings of Besley and Reynal-Querol (2014) that
ethnic identification and conflict are positively correlated, these results may seem at odds with
ours. However, we note that partition can have effects that heighten the chances of civil wars
that are unrelated to identity. In fact, Michalopoulos and Papaioannou (2016) primarily focus
on how partition increases opportunities, such as providing armed groups shelter in
neighbouring countries and potential combatants from refugee flows, for civil wars. These
arguments are consistent with those of many authors working on civil wars who consider
opportunities as more important than grievances and ethnic identification (for example, Collier
and Hoeffler 2004; Fearon and Laitin 2003). Of course, this argument is speculative, and the
relationships between partition, ethnic identification, and civil wars should be further examined
elsewhere.

Second, in a related sense, Michalopoulos and Papaioannou (2016) also find that partitioned
groups have worse economic outcomes. Thus, it might be surprising that individuals who might
not compare favourably to others in their country would identify with their nation. However,
ethnic attachments are driven by myriad factors, and it is theoretically possible that partition
created some changes – that is, a weakening of traditional leadership – that diminished ethnic ties
and others that had different effects. Second, the relationship between economic outcomes and
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ethnic ties is complex. In some contexts, economic grievance can bolster ethnic identity (Berman
et al. 2023; Isaksson 2020), while other studies show that vulnerability can increase ties to higher-
order identities, such as nations (Caron et al. 2023). Further, under clientelistic arrangements,
those with stronger ties to their ethnic identity might actually experience greater benefits, since
having coethnics in power often leads to increased resources and an improved standard of living
(Franck and Rainer 2012). Thus, it is not necessarily contradictory that relatively stronger national
identity and worse economic conditions are both outcomes of partition.

Next, numerous scholars have pointed to the relative weakness of African borders, including
during colonial times, in that individuals often crossed them to engage in social or economic
exchanges (Phiri 1985, Dobler 2010). However, our results indicate that boundaries do not need to

Table 4. Ethnic Partition and Treatment by the Central Government

DV = Group Fairly Treated DV = Ethnic Identification

(1) (2) (3) (4)

Partition Dummy 0.00811 −0.0939*** −0.0701***
(0.0118) (0.0224) (0.0109)

Group Fairly Treated −0.136*** −0.136***
(0.00424) (0.00424)

Education 0.000589 0.00405 −0.0264*** −0.0267***
(0.00236) (0.00334) (0.00220) (0.00220)

Gender 0.0408*** 0.0399*** 0.0519*** 0.0516***
(0.00795) (0.0114) (0.00739) (0.00739)

Age 0.00151*** 0.00137** −0.000621* −0.000650*
(0.000299) (0.000436) (0.000273) (0.000273)

Urban 0.0498*** 0.0828*** −0.0170* −0.0189*
(0.00897) (0.0128) (0.00836) (0.00836)

Respondent’s Wealth 0.0538*** 0.0461* −0.0814*** −0.0806***
(0.0145) (0.0205) (0.0135) (0.0135)

Respondent’s Distance from Capital −5.911* 9.873** 19.64*** 18.58***
(2.395) (3.356) (2.262) (2.266)

Respondent’s Distance from Border 28.30*** 33.73** 41.71*** 43.51***
(7.000) (10.35) (6.787) (6.794)

Group Size 0.194*** −0.692*** 0.0335 0.0133
(0.0528) (0.0789) (0.0482) (0.0483)

Group’s Distance from Border −0.000343*** −0.000424*** 4.71e-06 −0.000257***
(7.77e-05) (0.000124) (6.36e-05) (7.61e-05)

Capital in Ethnic Homeland 0.105*** 0.0421 −0.0238 −0.0324*
(0.0146) (0.0219) (0.0133) (0.0133)

Area (km sq.) −0.0655*** −0.0683*** 0.00978* 0.0155***
(0.00517) (0.0102) (0.00463) (0.00470)

GDP per capita (logged) −0.355*** −0.506*** −0.234*** −0.239***
(0.0778) (0.118) (0.0678) (0.0678)

Polity 0.0342*** 0.00442 0.00667 0.00726
(0.00513) (0.00968) (0.00433) (0.00433)

Political Control 0.170***
(0.0198)

History of Political Control 0.452***
(0.0304)

Political Exclusion 0.133***
(0.0321)

History of Political Exclusion −0.247***
(0.0351)

Country FEs Y Y Y Y
Year FEs Y Y Y Y
Observations 94,497 44,227 93,707 93,707
Log Likelihood −97060.355 −48177.612 −119405.1 −119384.33

Notes: All models are estimated using ordered probit. Models 1–2 test whether members of partitioned groups are more likely to believe that
members of their ethnic group are treated fairly. Models 3–4 test whether individuals who believe that their group is treated fairly are less
likely to identify with their ethnicity. Robust standard errors are in parentheses. ***p<0.001, **p<0.01, *p<0.05.
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be ‘strong’ or impenetrable to significantly impact our primary outcome of interest. They only need
to influence group-based identity differently in partitioned groups compared to non-partitioned
groups. In other words, we find that partitioned groups have a lower attachment to ethnicity than
non-partitioned groups. Empirically, we observe the strongest support for the mechanism that
partition weakened traditional authorities, which in turn weakened ethnic identities. For these
effects to be significant, it was not necessary for Bula Mutari, as described by Crawford Young
(1994), to completely dismantle traditional authority in partitioned areas through strong borders.
Rather, it simply needed to be the case that borders generally made it harder for these authorities to
exert their power over their respective groups compared to leaders of non-partitioned groups.
We argue that even imperfectly patrolled borders increased these difficulties and imposed burdens
that non-partitioned groups did not typically face, thereby weakening ethnic identities in partitioned
groups relative to others. To borrow from Berman (1990), colonial boundaries, like other aspects of
European rule, were simultaneously weak and strong.

Finally, our findings point to the complexity of the long-term legacies of colonial rule in Africa
when it comes to contemporary identities. Some perspectives focus on the role of European
colonialism in strengthening – or even creating – ethnic identity in Africa (Ehret 2002; Iliffe 1979).
However, pre-colonial African and European strategies were too varied to allow for generalization
on this front (Lynch 2019). While previous studies have focused primarily on variations in
colonial styles – namely, indirect vs. direct rule (Ali et al. 2019; McNamee 2019) – we highlight
how decisions about where to draw boundaries had long-term implications on identity.

Conclusion
One of the most obvious ways that European colonialism affected African societies was through
partition. Hundreds of groups – some previously centralized, others acephalous; some extremely
large and dispersed, others rather small and concentrated – were divided by boundary makers who
often paid limited attention to on-the-ground political, cultural, or demographic realities.

We demonstrate that these decisions have had significant, long-term associations with
contemporary Africans’ identities. Namely, members of groups whose homelands were
partitioned by Europeans are significantly less attached to their ethnic group today than
members of non-divided groups are. This counters expectations that partitioned groups would
have the strongest attachments to ethnic groups today.

Significantly, we find strong evidence that partition’s association with contemporary identity
occurs largely – although likely not exclusively – because of the disruption that division inflicted
upon traditional institutions. Traditional institutions played important roles in maintaining
customary practices underpinning ethnic identities. Partition frequently disrupted these institutions,
made it more difficult for leaders to interact and communicate with subjects, and generated different
strategic contexts for traditional authorities and individuals from the same groups, which made it
less likely that their preferences vis-à-vis the colonial (and post-colonial) states would align. In sum,
leaders found it more difficult to catalyze group-based collective action. Our analyses of survey data
suggest that members of partitioned groups indeed rate their contemporary traditional authorities
as significantly weaker than members of non-divided groups do.

These findings add yet more support to the contention that decisions made approximately 150
years ago in European capitals had significant, long-term impacts on political, social, and
economic realities in Africa today. However, there remain significant opportunities to study the
effects of partition on contemporary identity. Namely, we identify three possible areas for future
research.

First, our proposed mechanisms suggest that the strength of ethnic identity in the modern day
is connected to the ability of traditional authority to exert authority, collect revenue, and organize
collective action after partition. However, there are also opportunities to test more directly the
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relationship between partition and actual indicators of local governance, much as recent research
has looked at how styles of colonial rule – that is, direct vs. indirect – have affected local variation
in tax collection and land tenure patterns today (Ali et al. 2019; McNamee 2019).

Second, researchers studying responses to colonialism should systematically examine how
strategies differed between partitioned and non-partitioned groups. African reactions to
colonialism varied widely, with some evidence that, again, colonial style helped shape responses
(Boahen 1987; Crowder 1971). The weakening of traditional authority via partition could have
undermined these groups’ abilities to engage collectively in response to colonialism. Any erosion
of shared identity could also have affected these responses, in that some groups used common
cultural practices as focal points for resistance (for example, Thomas 2003).

Finally, we repeat that arguments and our findings are relative: because of the greater
disruption partitioned groups, on average, experienced to their pre-colonial institutions, ethnic
attachments within these groups would be relatively lower today. However, we have noted
throughout that experiences with colonial rule varied tremendously, within both partitioned and
non-partitioned groups. Future research could systematically explore how these and other points
of variation within partitioned groups impact contemporary identity. These studies could further
elucidate the mechanisms connecting colonial experiences to long-term outcomes.
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