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Abstract

The Ethnic Power Relations (EPR) dataset Cederman, Wimmer and Min (2010); Wim-
mer, Cederman and Min (2009a) provides researchers broad cross-country data on eth-
nic groups’ access to political power within their states. Since its inception, the data
have been used extensively in the literature on intrastate wars, but they have also
found use in studies of ethnic politics, elections and a variety of other topics. I argue
that the EPR data is flawed for three primary reasons. First, ethnic groups in the
data are often aggregated in ways that would be unrecognizable to country experts
and group members themselves. Second, politically irrelevant ethnic groups are ex-
cluded from the data, but are often as politicized as those included. Third, groups’
access to political power is often coded in ways that demonstrably contradict the cod-
ing rules themselves and do not match the empirical reality of ethnic power relations
over time. I discuss these critiques in the context of the Kenyan data included in the
EPR dataset, providing evidence for my claims from research in linguistics, history
and anthropology, electoral results, new data on the ethnic background of Kenya’s
Cabinet ministers since independence, original survey data, and experimental behav-
ioral measures of ethnic identification. The errors and lack of conceptual clarity in
the EPR have significant consequences for studies using the data, at times introducing
systematic biases and clouding our understanding of ethnic relations.
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The Ethnic Power Relations dataset ambitiously seeks to capture the relationship between

ethnic groups and their states in every country from 1946 to 2013 Cederman, Wimmer and

Min (2010); Wimmer, Cederman and Min (2009a). The project is massive, compiling infor-

mation on 851 distinct ethnic group-country pairs. As would be expected, the availability

of data on political inclusion and exclusion of different ethnic groups has prompted a flurry

of statistical research by the projects’ researchers and others, covering topics ranging from

intrastate war (Wimmer, Cederman and Min 2009a; Cederman, Wimmer and Min 2010;

Buhaug 2010; Wucherpfennig et al. 2012; Roessler 2011), to the resource curse (Basedau and

Pierskalla 2014), to the quality of democracy (Kolev 2014).

In this paper, I empirically evaluate the Ethnic Power Relations data (hereafter EPR).

I consider the coding decisions made in a particular case—Kenya—and highlight a wide

variety of factual errors and areas in which unclear definitions lead to coding decisions that

contradict the rules laid out in the project’s codebook. While much regarding ethnicity

and ethnic politics is subjective, the errors in question run counter to the understanding of

ethnicity and ethnic politics in Kenya developed by anthropologists, political scientists and

Kenya specialists, as well as Kenyans themselves. Such problems raise questions about the

validity of the data collection project as a whole.

I note three overall concerns with the EPR data. First, the EPR codes political inclusion

and exclusion at the level of group-years. However, the EPR data aggregates distinct ethnic

groups into single entities in ways that are not supported by anthropological evidence or

these groups’ understanding of their identities. Second, the EPR data excludes many ethnic

groups on the grounds that they are not politically relevant. But many excluded groups

are politicized to the same extent as those included in the data and are politically relevant

according to the project’s own coding rules. The inclusion decision appears to be biased

toward groups that are larger, have experienced well-publicized ethnic tensions in the past,

or have a narrative of either exclusion or political unity, or both. Third, the coding of groups’
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access to political power departs, in repeated instances, from the established coding rules.

Groups that are coded as discriminated against maintained representation in the highest

echelons of government; coding decisions often seem to reflect relative changes in access to

power, rather than overall access. The danger is that coding decisions may be based on

groups’ narratives of discrimination or mistreatment, rather than objective exclusion.

Why should the accuracy of coding for one country in a dataset concern researchers

who use the EPR data? Kenya is not a typical case in the EPR sample—it is one of the

most well-studied African cases with respect to comparative politics, history, ethnography

and linguistics. When coding Kenya, researchers can draw on extensive secondary sources,

including broad histories since independence, ethnographies of several groups, oral histories,

linguistic studies and an extensive literature on Kenyan ethnic politics. Kenya boasts re-

spectable universities, and a free and vibrant press that publishes largely in English. Many

of the countries included in the EPR data lack these advantages, so errors are both harder to

uncover and much more likely. In essence, if many of the coding decisions applied to Kenya

are incorrect, it casts doubt on the accuracy of coding in numerous other cases.1

Two points of clarification are necessary at the outset. To reduce confusion, I refer to the

languages of Kenyan ethnic groups by the names of the groups themselves. The Meru speak

Kimeru or Kimı̂̂ıru, but I refer to it simply as Meru despite its inaccuracy. Also, in places

where I refer to sub-groups of Kenya’s larger tribes, I indicate the larger tribe to which they

belong in brackets (e.g. when referring to the Pokot [Kalenjin] or the Digo [Mijikenda]).

After providing a brief overview of the EPR data, I discuss each of these concerns in detail,

bringing to bear evidence from diverse sources, including anthropological studies, firsthand

accounts, government documents and surveys I implemented while conducting fieldwork in

Kenya. In each section, I describe the problem identified, and provide evidence supporting

1Indeed, as I briefly show in the penultimate section of this manuscript, at least one of the errors outlined
for Kenya is replicated and amplified in several other cases.
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my claims that run counter to the EPR data. In the penultimate section, I briefly discuss

the consequences each of these errors has on analyses of ethnic conflict—with reference to

specific studies using the EPR data—pointing out instances in which problematic coding

decisions might, in the aggregate, bias empirical results.

The Ethnic Power Relations Data

The EPR was released in 2009; at the time, it represented a significant improvement over

the available data on ethnicity. The data covers all countries in the world, coding an ethnic

group’s access to state power at the level of group-year on the basis of expert surveys.

The EPR includes all ethnic groups that are deemed politically relevant, by which the

authors mean groups which take on political meaning.2 The authors operationalize political

relevance based on one of two conditions. First, is the group represented by at least one

significant political actor that “claims to represent the interests of that group in the national

political arena” (Wimmer, Cederman and Min 2009b, p. 2)?3 Second, are members of the

ethnic group systematically discriminated against in politics? If either condition is met, the

group is considered politically relevant, i.e. group identity has political meaning to members.

Within the set of politically-relevant groups, the EPR codes each group’s access to po-

litical power in the Presidency, Cabinet and senior national administrative positions. In

the Kenyan case, based on the coding rules, the primary focus is on representation in the

Cabinet. Group-years are categorized into three broad regimes and seven sub-regimes listed

2To understand the important distinction between politically-relevant and politically-irrelevant groups,
consider the difference between Americans of Irish descent in 1900 and today. In the former case, “Irish”
was not just a meaningful social identity, but also a meaningful political identity; in the latter, its relevance
to politics has all but disappeared.

3Importantly, “political actor” is defined as a political organization, a restrictive condition in many single-
party contexts, in which even non-party organizations are heavily curbed. The authors also note that they
do not assess how representative an actor is of the group’s underlying interests—a group becomes relevant
once “there is a minimal degree of political mobilization” (Wimmer, Cederman and Min 2009b, p. 2).
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Absolute Power Power-Sharing Exclusion from
Central Power

Monopoly Senior Partner Regional Autonomy
Dominant Junior Partner Powerless

Discriminated

Table 1: Categorization scheme for ethnic groups’ access to political power in the cen-
tral state’s executive branch. Absolute power, power-sharing and exclusionary regimes are
subdivided depending on the specifics of power arrangements.

in Table 1. Most of the categories are self-explanatory; the third column requires explana-

tion: regional autonomy includes groups that lack power at the center of the state, but have

influence at a subnational level. Powerless groups are those whose elite representatives have

“no political power at the national or regional levels without being explicitly discriminated

against” (Wimmer, Cederman and Min 2009b, p. 4). Discriminated groups are those that are

intentionally and systematically targeted for political exclusion at the regional and national

levels. While the EPR data includes some further disaggregation into secessionist conflicts

and other specific cases, I limit my discussion to this initial typology, on which most analysis

using the EPR is based.

The EPR data was generated via expert surveys, in which specialists in ethnic politics

were asked to combine years into periods and indicate each group’s relationship to power at

the level of group-period. Periods were defined by major shifts in ethnic power relations,

allowing experts to ignore minor reshuffles in a country’s Cabinet, and focus on significant

changes in political power.

Ultimately, the EPR represents ethnic groups’ access to state power—in the form of

cabinet or top military posts, depending on the context—over a long time period. The

EPR coding scheme allows researchers to differentiate between an array of different power

configurations (a single dominant party; junior/senior partners in a coalition; groups that

have regional autonomy, are powerless or discriminated against). These distinctions represent
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the most fundamental scholarly contribution of the EPR.

As should be clear from this brief introduction to the EPR data, it was a very significant

undertaking, involving the work of nearly 100 experts. The data has been used in a wide

variety of research projects by its creators and others. In the sections that follow, however,

I elaborate each of the three criticisms I outlined briefly in the introduction. I then provide

evidence for each criticism based on the case of Kenya—a well-known, nearly canonical case

of conflictual ethnic relations, drawing from a range of secondary literature and original data

collection. While my comments are limited to the Kenyan case, I discuss their implications

for the EPR’s data quality and utility more broadly in the final two sections.

Aggregation of Distinct Groups

As noted previously, the EPR codes data at the level of group-years. Even prior to coding

access to or exclusion from power, researchers must make decisions about how to define

groups and which groups to include in the data. In this section, I consider the former

decision: the delineation of group boundaries.

Kenya contains somewhere between 40 and 80 ethnic groups, depending on the source.

Meanwhile, the EPR-Kenya data cover just eight groups; two are aggregates: the EPR data

combine the Kalenjin, Maasai, Samburu and Turkana into one group (hereafter KMST)

and the Kikuyu, Embu and Meru into a second group (hereafter KEM).4 Both decisions to

aggregate are unjustifiable on the basis of group myths of origin and linguistic similarities.

More importantly, the groups aggregated by the EPR data do not always share strong

political allegiances and members of the groups do not consider themselves to be or behave

as if they are members of a shared ethnic group.

4Many of the groups that Kenyans refer to as tribes—a convention I will follow—are actually umbrella-
level groups. The Kalenjin and the Mijikenda are the most well-known examples (Lynch 2011).
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To make sense of these arguments, consider first the KMST grouping. Chandra argues

that ethnic identities are delineated by shared descent-based attributes, including physical

attributes like skin color, cultural inheritances like names, languages and origins of one’s

ancestors, and markers acquired throughout life, such as tribal markings (Chandra 2006,

p. 400). While the constituent parts of KMST are undeniably linked through origin in the

broadest sense—KMST are all Nilotic tribes—they do not otherwise meet Chandra’s defi-

nition.5 The constituent groups in KMST have undeniably distinct languages: Turkana is

more closely related, lexically, to languages spoken in South Sudan and among the Karamo-

jong in Uganda than to Kalenjin, Maasai or Samburu. The Samburu and Maasai languages

are both part of the broader Maa language family, but are placed on separate branches of

the family tree (Sommer and Vossen 1993). In practice, the Samburu are more closely tied

to the Rendille—a Cushitic group excluded from the EPR’s KMST aggregation—many of

whom have adopted the Samburu language and live amongst the Samburu (Spencer 1973).

Finally, the Kalenjin language, itself an umbrella of at least 12 mostly-mutually intelligible

dialects, is decidedly not mutually intelligible with Maasai, Samburu or Turkana.6

What about shared descent? The Samburu may be descended from a subgroup of the

Maasai, the Laikipiak (Sommer and Vossen 1993), but it is there that the possible connections

end. The Turkana, Kalenjin and Maasai all have very different origin stories. Notably, their

oral histories include references to first, often violent, encounters between the groups. For the

Pokot [Kalenjin] and Turkana, their histories recall newcomers to the northern Rift Valley,

who later became known as the Samburu (Simpson and Waweru 2012). The Turkana oral

record also describes their first interaction with the Maasai, when the Turkana drove both

5Shared Nilotic or Bantu origin cannot be used to justify aggregation, because it would require combining
hundreds of ethnic groups across tens of countries into two groups. “Bantu” and “Nilote” are the African
equivalent of Germanic and Balto-Slavic.

6Other factors described by Chandra are not present in the case of KMST: Kalenjin naming customs are
plainly different from those of the Maasai, Samburu and Turkana; Kalenjin names, in general, begin with
a distinctive “Kip” or “Chep” for men and women, respectively. Some overlap exists in terms of cultural
symbols like the use of red ochre, but many are shared with other tribes as well, including non-pastoralists
(see discussion in Lawren 1968).
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the Maasai and the Samburu out of the area to the southwest of Lake Turkana (Lamphear

1988).

More importantly than origin stories or linguistic similarities, KMST do not consider

themselves a political community, do not always align on political issues, and do not behave

in ways that suggest a shared identity. KMST have often diverged in terms of voting in

national elections. Since the introduction of multiparty elections in 1992—and, indeed,

prior to that—the Kalenjin have been politically united. Kalenjins voted overwhelmingly in

favor of their coethnic Daniel Arap Moi in 1992 and 1997, then supported his hand-picked

successor, Uhuru Kenyatta, in 2002. They sided with Raila Odinga in 2007 in the absence of a

clear “Kalenjin” candidate, but in 2013 they rallied behind the deputy-presidential candidacy

of their coethnic, William Ruto. As Figure 1 shows, Kalenjin-majority constituencies and

counties have been consistent in voting together—in five Presidential elections from 1992-

2013, only one Kalenjin-majority constituency departed from the herd, in 2007. In contrast,

Maasai, Samburu and Turkana constituencies have often voted separately from the Kalenjin.

This point is also illustrated in Figure 2, which shows that any semblance of a KMST political

alliance was shattered in 2007 and especially 2013.7

The EPR codebook justifies the KMST aggregation by citing a political alliance among

the groups called “KAMATUSA.” However, KAMATUSA was a short-lived coalition of

desperation by the Moi regime, put together to help him survive the multiparty elections of

the 1990s. The Maasai, Samburu and Turkana voted heavily for the Kalenjin Moi in 1992

and 1997, but this does not necessarily support a claim of political affinity, let alone shared

identity. Moi brought other pastoralists, such as MST leaders, into his cabinet to buoy his

coalition during the transition to multiparty politics. He also incorporated more Luhya and

Kamba politicians in his cabinet, presumably because he thought them more loyal than the

7Nor was there a clear alliance prior to the Moi era: in the 1963 elections, the Kalenjin supported
the Kenya African Democratic Union (KADU), the Turkana voted for the Kenya African National Union
(KANU), while the Maasai were split.
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Figure 1: Candidates winning a majority, by the majority ethnic group of an electoral
constituency (1992-2007) or county (2013). Kalenjin areas have always united behind a
single candidate. Maasai, Samburu and Turkana have often gone their own way.
Source: The Kenya Election Database
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Figure 2: Vote share for the eventual winner in Presidential elections, 1992-2013. Vote
shares were calculated at the level of constituencies (1992-2007) and counties (2013), at-
tributing to an ethnic group the voting patterns of the areas in which they are the majority.
The horizontal black line represents the national average vote share for that candidate in
each year. Any KMST alliance was a short-lived function of Moi’s patronage.
Source: The Kenya Election Database
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Luo and Kikuyu—hardly evidence of shared ethnic ties, however.8

Even at the social, rather than the political, level, there is little evidence in favor of

aggregation. The KMST’s constituent groups have engaged in frequent and bloody conflicts

with one another since before British colonization and continuing into the present (Bollig

1990; MacDonald 1899; Lamphear 1992). Observers from downcountry often dismiss conflict

in the northern arid lands as interminable cattle raiding, but this underestimates the extent of

the conflicts: in 2003, a report estimated that 23,707 people had been displaced in Samburu

District due to fighting between Turkana and Samburu (Pkalya, Adan and Masinde 2003,

p. 11)—hardly the effect expected from a few stolen cows. In May 2015, 54 people were

killed in a single day over a border clash between Pokot [Kalenjin] and Turkana (Karanja

2015); in 2012, over 50 people, including 40 Kenya police officers, were killed as a result of

fighting between Samburu and Turkana communities (Mutambo 2012). The early 1990s saw

even worse violence: between Pokot raiders and Toposa fighters from southern Sudan, an

estimated 10,000 Turkana were killed in three years (Monbiot 1997; N.d.). In some cases,

the animosity is deep-seated—in an interview with a Pokot [Kalenjin] man I conducted in

July, 2015, he repeated what his father had told him as a young boy: “we are Pokot and our

enemies are the Turkana” (personal communication, August 12, 2015). Other sources note

that the Pokot’s [Kalenjin] historical enmity toward the Maasai and their on-again off-again

conflicts and alliances with the Samburu—with Pokot striking alliances of convenience with

the Samburu, at times, to fight the Turkana. Essentially every group dyad within the KMST

has been defined at some point by conflict.

8It is also worth noting that even a long-term political coalition—which KAMATUSA was not—does not
justify aggregation of distinct ethnic groups, particularly in Kenya’s environment of rapidly-shifting ethnic
coalitions. If it did, one would have to combine the Mijikenda and Coastal Arabs and Asians into one group
on the basis of their shared support for the Coast People’s United Front in the early 1960s (Willis and
Gona 2012, p. 59) and the Rendille, Gabra and Burji into another on the basis of their membership in the
REGABU coalition. Both are ridiculous propositions: no claims to ethnic ties among these groups can be
made—indeed, the Burji were literally imported from Ethiopia by the British in the 1930s—but they would
constitute a “politically-relevant ethnic group” in the parlance of the EPR.
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Many of the same critiques outlined above—which call into question the decision to

aggregate four ethnic groups into one (KMST)—apply equally to the Kikuyu-Embu-Meru

(KEM) aggregation. None of the three languages spoken by these groups are mutually

intelligible in practice.9 They share lexical similarity, as measured by linguists, ranging from

63 percent (Gikuyu and Meru) to 73 percent (Gikuyu and Embu). However, other Bantu

languages in the same area are just as similar but their groups are not combined into KEM;

for instance Kamba shares 67 percent lexical similarity with Gikuyu, but the EPR rightfully

treats the Kamba as a separate ethnic group (CITATION HERE).

Similarly, Kikuyu, Embu and Meru have distinct stories of their origins. The Kikuyu

have two founding myths, neither of which suggest special ties to the Embu and Meru that

do not apply equally to other neighboring groups.10 The Meru also have a distinct oral

history, which gives them roots in either Shungwaya, tying them to the Mijikenda and other

coastal peoples (see discussion in Munro 1967; Saberwal 1967), or an island near Lamu on the

Kenya-Somalia border (Fadiman 1973).11 In neither case do they share special descent-based

ties with the Embu or Kikuyu.

Unlike the KMST grouping, the KEM groups tend to vote together—it would be hard

to deny the existence of a broad electoral alignment between them since independence.12

However, even here there have been frictions: in the mid-1990s, several Meru politicians

prominently spoke out against the notion of an inherent KEM alliance and similar claims

have been made more recently (see, e.g., Kanyinga 1998, p. 67-68; Mutua 2012). Most im-

9Many Meru and Embu speak some Gikuyu, but this is a testament not just to lexical similarity, but also
geographic proximity and the importance of Gikuyu in commerce in the Mount Kenya region.

10The more famous origin myth states that all Kikuyu descended from Gikuyu and Mumbi, whose nine
daughters became the nine Kikuyu clans (Kenyatta 1938). A less well-known origin story is that a man
had four sons, whose descendants were the Maasai, the Kamba, the Athi and the Kikuyu (Muriuki 1974, p.
46-47). No special pride-of-place is given to the Meru or Embu in either story.

11Some sources claim that the Meru language is more closely associated with those of the Coast, though
lexicostatistical data for the claim are not available (Munro 1967, p. 27).

12A political alliance between KEM is not surprising: they share a home region, and have many shared
economic interests.
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portantly, though, the KEM aggregation fails the most critical test: whether group members

behave as if they share an identity.

As part of a broader project on ethnic identification, I implemented a modified version

of the Dictator Game, a common measurement tool for studying group discrimination (Fer-

shtman and Gneezy 2001). The game is tightly controlled but realistic: respondents are

shown two loan applicants and asked to select which of the two applicants should receive

a loan. In each instantiation of the game, respondents face exactly one Kikuyu applicant

and one non-Kikuyu applicant. I randomize the pairing of profiles (biographical details and

purpose of the loan) to applicants, such that—across many iterations of the game—the only

difference between Kikuyu and non-Kikuyu applicants is their ethnicity.13

Across all respondents, coethnic favoritism is high: Kikuyu respondents selected Kikuyu

loan applicants over 70 percent of the time on average, where 50 percent would indicate

an absence of coethnic favoritism. Importantly, Figure 3 illustrates a key point: while

Kikuyu respondents exhibited less Kikuyu-favoritism when faced with a choice between a

coethnic Kikuyu and a Meru, they still favored the Kikuyu applicant dramatically. Kikuyu

respondents selected Kikuyu applicants 63 percent of the time when a Kikuyu and a Meru

applicant were paired. If the Kikuyu and Meru were truly part of the same ethnic group, we

would not expect to find systematic discrimination between them.14

The aggregation performed in the EPR data does match some of the broad contours of

Kenyan ethnic relations in specific instances: the Kikuyu, Embu and Meru have often been

politically aligned, and they are of shared Bantu origin; the Kalenjin, Maasai, Samburu and

Turkana are all marginalized Nilotic pastoralists who were brought into Moi’s government

13For full details of the experimental setup and results of the related project, see (Peterson 2015).
14Unfortunately, I do not have the data necessary to test whether Meru discriminate against Kikuyu,

or, indeed, how each interacts with Embu individuals. Anecdotal experience suggests these results are not
isolated to my study—I have witnessed Kikuyu market traders lower their prices dramatically after a Meru
colleague spoke to them in Gikuyu.
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Figure 3: Ethnic discrimination between Kikuyu and varied outgroup participants in a mod-
ified version of the Dictator Game. Kikuyu respondents chose to support either a Kikuyu or
non-Kikuyu loan applicant; the ethnicity of the outgroup was randomized, as were applicant
descriptions. In the absence of ethnic discrimination, Kikuyu respondents should have cho-
sen Kikuyu applicants 50 percent of the time. In practice, they discriminated significantly
against both Meru (n = 159) and non-Meru (Kalenjin, Kamba, Luhya, Luo; n = 1158)
applicants.
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during the 1990s. But these facts do not an ethnic group make. The EPR data tie these

groups together on the basis of language markers, despite the fact that their languages are

not mutually intelligible and a sensible organization based on language would require the

KEM to either be broken into three groups or incorporate the Kamba as well, a wholly

distinct and politicized group of its own. I have also shown that political affinity among

the KMST is limited at best. Most importantly, members of these groups do not behave

as if they share an identity. Kikuyu routinely discriminate against Meru in experimental

games. And the KMST groups have a long tradition of conflict running into the present day,

a tradition rooted in the enforcement of ethnic boundaries between them. This critique is

not the constructivist claim that ethnic group boundaries are fluid, a critique that could be

levelled at any study that attempts to systematically study ethnic relations. Rather, this

critique is that the decision to aggregate these specific groups runs counter to a wide variety

of historical and modern evidence and contradicts the political and social realities of group

relations.

Exclusion of Politically-Relevant Groups

The second major decision that researchers working at the level of ethnic groups must make

concerns inclusion and exclusion of particular groups. The previous section considered how

the EPR defined ethnic group boundaries, and showed that—in the Kenyan case—the EPR

boundaries often do not match the boundaries that exist in individual citizens’ minds and in

the political imagination of a group. In this section, I consider how the EPR decides which

groups are politically-relevant—and, thereby, which groups to include in the dataset—a

decision which has significant consequences for the types and quality of inferences that can

be drawn from the data. I point out two primary problems: the first conceptual and the

second empirical.
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To begin, note the creator’s coding rules for political relevance: groups are politically

relevant if there is “at least one significant political actor [who] claims to represent the inter-

ests of that group in the national political arena or if group members are systematically and

intentionally discriminated against in the domain of public politics” (Wimmer, Cederman

and Min 2009b, p. 2). The EPR codebook defines a significant political actor as “a political

organization that is active in the national political arena” (Wimmer, Cederman and Min

2009b, p. 2).

This conceptualization of political relevance is problematic because the majority of ethnic

groups are not represented by any specific political organization. In one-party regimes,

multiple ethnic groups may be politically relevant, but they all fall under the aegis of the

single party. While the EPR’s creators state that a non-party organization is sufficient, it

is often not clear what type of organization this would be—do trade organizations count?

Mutual welfare societies? In practice, the EPR coding appears to be based on representation

by a political organization or a singular political actor. For instance, the Mijikenda, Kisii,

and Somalis are classified as politically-relevant, but there is no formal organization—a

party, a political lobby, etc.—that purports to represent their interests on the national level.

During Kenya’s one-party era, alternative organizations were banned. Since the beginning

of the multiparty era in 1992, ethnic kingpins have occasionally registered parties to forward

their and their communities’ ambitions, but these parties have generally not lasted beyond

a single election, and they are the exception rather than the rule.

In theory, this means that many of the groups included in the EPR data should not—

by the EPR’s coding rules—be included. In practice, it appears that ethnic groups are

deemed politically relevant and worthy of inclusion if they are represented at the national

level by a significant political actor, even if it is a single prominent politician. Given Kenya’s

personalistic, patronage-based political system, such an approach makes sense, but it also

opens up the EPR to further criticism, because the EPR does not adhere consistently to this
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standard either. Several ethnic groups in Kenya are excluded as politically-irrelevant, but

are clearly represented by individuals in the national political arena.

Claims that excluded groups are represented by prominent individuals at the national

level are easy to verify. Because the EPR focuses on representation in the cabinet as an

indicator of access to power, a simple approach to assessing whether a group is represented

by a prominent political actor is to ask whether they are represented by a compatriot in the

cabinet. Using a variety of official and unofficial sources, I assembled a list of all Cabinet

Secretaries in Kenya from 1964 to 2012. I coded each Cabinet Secretary’s ethnicity on the

basis of their home district or county and their name, both of which are reliable indicators of

ethnicity in the vast majority of cases.15 In the next section, I use these data to assess groups’

relative representation. Here, however, I use the same data to assess whether groups repre-

sented by a “significant political actor” (i.e. a Cabinet secretary) are nonetheless excluded

from the EPR data as politically irrelevant.

Most of the Kenyan ethnic groups excluded from the EPR are small. The largest group

that is excluded altogether—as opposed to being combined with others into an aggregate

group—is the Taita, which make up roughly 1 percent of Kenya’s population. The data

also exclude the Kuria, Mbeere, Pokomo, Borana, Rendille, Gabra, and Swahili, among

others. Several have been, however, represented by prominent politicians with access to

power. Table 2 lists Cabinet ministers, their ministries and their tenure as a Cabinet-level

minister for each of five groups excluded from the EPR data. As the table makes clear,

the Mbeere and Taita-Taveta have long histories of representation at the highest levels of

Kenyan executive power; the Swahili, Borana and Gabra have also been represented for non-

trivial amounts of time and in non-trivial capacities. Yet none of these groups are included

as politically-relevant.

15I also check my coding against that done by Charles Hornsby for his history of Kenya (Hornsby 2013).
Our coding agrees broadly.
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Ethnic Group Ministries Years as a Minister

Borana Youth Affairs and Sports 2005-2007
Borana Livestock Development 2008-2013

Gabra Foreign Affairs 1999-2001
Gabra Agriculture 2002-2003

Mbeere Education 1966-1968
Mbeere Agriculture 1970-1979
Mbeere Culture and Social Services 1980-1981
Mbeere Water Development 1982-1985
Mbeere Environment and Natural Resources 1986-1992
Mbeere Cooperative Development 1993-1998
Mbeere Information and Broadcasting 1999
Mbeere Lands and Settlement 2001-2002
Mbeere State 2003
Mbeere Cooperative Development 2008-2012

Swahili Home Affairs 1999
Swahili State 2002-2003
Swahili Gender, Sports and Culture 2004
Swahili National Heritage 2005-2006
Swahili Tourism 2008-2012

Taita-Taveta Works, Communication and Power 1964-1969
Taita-Taveta Tourism and Wildlife 1970-1974
Taita-Taveta Water Development 1974-1975
Taita-Taveta Commerce and Industry 1976-1981
Taita-Taveta Information and Broadcasting 1983
Taita-Taveta Environment and Natural Resources 1984
Taita-Taveta Lands and Settlement 1985-1986
Taita-Taveta Works, Housing and Physical Planning 1987
Taita-Taveta Lands and Housing 1989-1992
Taita-Taveta Land Reclamation, Regional and Water Development 1993-1998
Taita-Taveta State 1999-2000, 2002
Taita-Taveta Foreign Affairs 2003
Taita-Taveta Gender and Children’s Affairs 2010-2013

Table 2: Politically-irrelevant ethnic groups and their representation in Kenya’s Cabinets.
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Representation in the cabinet is the closest approximation to the actual coding deci-

sions made in the EPR. As noted above, representation of an ethnic group by a political

organization is uncommon in Kenya and in many of the countries in the EPR data, so it

appears that the EPR uses representation by prominent individuals instead. I have shown

that ethnic groups excluded from the EPR as politically-irrelevant are, in fact, represented in

Cabinet-level positions throughout Kenya’s post-independence history. The EPR’s de jure

coding rules are violated by the fact that most of the included groups are not represented

by a political organization; their de facto coding rules are violated by the fact that many of

the excluded groups are represented by prominent politicians, the standard that seems to

be applied in the Kenyan case.

Conceptualizing political relevance by representation—whether by an organization or an

individual—introduces an even more insidious problem when we consider that politicization

of a group identity does not require access to power. In practice, the EPR coding scheme

assesses political relevance by a very similar criteria used to assess access to state power.

Naturally, then, any groups that have enjoyed access to significant power are included as

politically relevant. What of groups that have not enjoyed such access?

Of Kenya’s 40-plus African ethnic groups, excluding individuals of Asian and European

descent, only 17 have ever been represented in the Cabinet.16 The 25 or more groups that

have never had access to state power, and those who have had relatively limited access, are all

excluded as politically-irrelevant with two exceptions: the Mijikenda and the Somali. How

did the EPR’s creators decide which among these groups that lack access to power should be

deemed politically relevant? It appears that only the largest such groups—the Mijikenda and

Somali—or those with well-documented and vocal grievances against the state and political

elites—the Somali—were included.

16This figure is lower—13—when we use the aggregated groupings favored by the EPR’s creators.
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I discuss the consequences of this lack of conceptual clarity in the penultimate section

of the paper. However, it should be clear that including only groups that meet one of these

two criteria

1. Does the group have access to political power?

2. If not, does the group have a well-documented and vocal grievance against the state

and/or is the group large enough that its exclusion is noteworthy?

dramatically alters the denominator in studies of the effect of group exclusion from power.

Two dozen ethnic groups in Kenya are powerless by the standards of the EPR and have

been since independence, yet none have rebelled against the state. Selecting for inclusion

in the data only those power-excluded groups that are prominent and/or vocal about their

exclusion makes it much more likely that we will find results confirming the importance of

ethnic group exclusion from power as a determinant of conflict.17

Perhaps the ethnic groups excluded from the EPR database are not actually politicized,

and do not identify as a political community? Even those that are represented by Cabinet

ministers may not be—politicians may be from a group without representing that group.

Certainly, this interpretation may be valid in some cases. However, this logic violates the

EPR’s coding practices, in which they state that they “do not distinguish between degrees

of representativity of political actors who claim to speak for an ethnic group, nor do we

code the heterogeneity of political positions voiced by leaders claiming to represent the

same community” (Wimmer, Cederman and Min 2009b, p. 2). More importantly, the

interpretation is emphatically not valid in the Kenyan case, where even many small groups

are intensely politicized. By any reasonable standard, several groups excluded from the EPR

data are politically relevant: the Taita, Borana, Gabra and Rendille.

17(see, e.g. Wimmer, Cederman and Min 2009a; Cederman, Wimmer and Min 2010).
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As noted above, the Taita have been represented throughout the post-independence pe-

riod by cabinet-level ministers. But beyond inclusion in the Cabinet, the Taita identity is

politicized in a manner relevant to studies of ethnic exclusion that motivated the construc-

tion of the EPR. Taita identity, forged largely in response to British colonialism, was firmly

established by the 1920s and played a prominent role in the politics of resistance to the

colonial administration (Bravman 2015, p. 405-412). Most importantly, the existence of

the overtly political and overtly ethnic Taita Hills Association and Taita Fighi Union—early

organizations agitating against the colonial government—contradict the EPR coding rule

that groups represented by an organization on the national stage are politically-relevant.18

The Borana, Gabra and Rendille are all smaller pastoralist groups who reside in northern

Kenya, primarily in Marsabit County and, particularly for the Borana, Isiolo County. Their

proximity to one another and their interaction means it is simpler to discuss them together,

though I make no claim that they belong to the same group. As noted above, the Borana

and Gabra have each had representatives in the highest levels of the Kenyan executive

branch, though much less often than the Taita. But even leaving aside national-level political

representation, each group is politically-relevant by the standard of group politicization. The

Borana have been politically mobilized along group lines since at least independence.19 Over

the last two decades, communal violence and cattle-raiding has become common between

the Borana, Gabra and Rendille, as well as other, smaller groups in their vicinity, such as the

Burji.20 The 2013 election saw a repeat of the mid-1990s, with an alliance called REGABU

forming amongst the REndille, GAbra and BUrji communities to compete with the Borana

for political power in Marsabit County (note the usage of ethnic group names in the alliance’s

18In 1940, the Taita Hills Association claimed 4,000 members, primarily motivated to join by land issues
(Bravman 2015, p. 407). Taita leaders and their followers were also early allies of the Kikuyu and Luo
nationalist leaders.

19The first such mobilization was under the banner of the National Peoples United Association in the
Northern Frontier District to oppose secession and amalgamation into a Greater Somalia (Arero 2007, p.
295-296).

20Carrier and Kochore provide a detailed tracing of the history (2014).
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name, a clear nod to the importance of group identity). Gabra leaders organized buses to

bring Gabra herdsmen into Marsabit Town to attempt to capture the Parliamentary seat

in the Borana-majority constituency. Once again, communal fighting broke out around the

election. In a Rendille-dominated constituency to the southwest, arguments flared over which

candidate was the most authentically Rendille.21

Even these descriptions do not do justice to the extent of politicization among these three

groups. Marsabit County elections are as close as one can come to an “ethnic census.” Put

plainly, citizens are extremely unlikely to vote across tribal lines, and see themselves and

their interests as only being represented by members of their own tribes. To corroborate my

claim of group politicization, I conducted a small survey in Saku Constituency, an ethnically-

diverse area of Marsabit County.

Do Borana, Gabra and Rendille think of themselves as political communities and think of

their politics in ethnic terms? We asked 140 respondents, with approximately equal propor-

tions from each group, to identify the politician that they felt best represented them, their

political viewpoints and their interests.22 The question was open-ended, inviting respondents

to select any politician they felt best represented them and their views. Conducting this sur-

vey in Saku Constituency provided a key advantage: Saku is represented, in various offices,

by Borana, Gabra and Rendille politicians. The Governor of Marsabit County is Gabra; the

Senator for Marsabit County is Rendille; the Member of Parliament for Saku Constituency

is Borana.23 Therefore, every respondent could plausibly have chosen a politician from any

21Andrew Lenguro, a Rendille candidate married to a Gabra woman, was apparently told that he should
marry a Rendille woman if he expected to receive votes from his community. He promptly lost the election
decisively.

22It is important to note that, based on dress and location, respondents’ ethnic group is readily identifiable
without asking. We sampled Gabra and Borana respondents in Marsabit Town, and added additional Gabra
respondents from a Gabra settlement about 8 kilometers from town. Rendille do not live in Marsabit Town,
generally, so we selected Rendille respondents from Songa, an area approximately 10 km from Marsabit
Town.

23Marsabit County Senator Abubakar Godana Harugurah is actually half-Rendille, half-Somali, but is
considered a representative of the Rendille community.
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Respondent Ethnic Group

Ethnic Group
of Politician Borana Gabra Rendille Total

Borana 58 (54.2%) 6 (5.5%) 2 (2.2%) 66
Gabra 15 (14.0%) 75 (68.8%) 26 (28.9%) 116
Rendille 17 (15.9%) 15 (13.8%) 58 (64.4%) 90
Burji 17 (15.9%) 13 (11.9%) 4 (4.4%) 34

Total 107 109 90 306

x2 = 186.1, p < 0.001.

Table 3: The ethnicity of politicians that respondents feel best represent them, their view-
points and interests. Open-ended question; responses were coded for the ethnicity of the
politician mentioned by the respondent. Survey was conducted among Borana, Gabra and
Rendille respondents in Saku Constituency, Marsabit County.

of the three tribes—they are represented in some capacity by each of them.24

The results of this survey are displayed in Table 3, with respondents categorized by ethnic

group and the politicians that they chose aggregated into ethnic groups as well. Because

the question was open-ended, we classified the politicians chosen by their ethnic group.

As Table 3 illustrates, ethnicity is a strong determinant of identifying with a particular

politician. Respondents from each group overwhelmingly chose politicians from their own

group, despite the availability of politicians from other groups and regardless of the specific

office that they hold. These results are extremely unlikely in an environment where ethnicity

is not directly relevant to politics.

In this section, I discussed a conceptual problem with the EPR’s coding of political

relevance and—by extension—the decision to include or exclude specific groups from the

dataset. The coding rules as laid out, which focus on representation of ethnic groups by

political organizations, are not followed in practice; indeed, they would be nearly impossible

24Of course, there are also other politicians active in the area, whom some respondents chose. The
advantage of the survey setup is that the area is not represented only by politicians from a single tribe,
which would make it difficult to think of a politician from a different tribe.
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to follow in the case of one-party regimes.25 Instead, inclusion decisions appear to be based

on the size of groups, their access to state power and the extent to which they are visibly

discriminated against. None of these factors adequately capture the underlying phenomenon

of “political relevance,” which is best understood as the extent to which group members

see and interpret politics through an ethnic lens. In the process, the EPR ignores several

groups in Kenya alone which are clearly politicized but are not large enough nor vocal enough

to have their exclusion or inclusion in political power noticed by outsiders, a defect which

introduces bias into any study that attributes causality to politico-ethnic exclusion.

Inaccuracies in Group Access to Power

In the previous section, I provided evidence that the EPR excludes groups that are politically

relevant by a common understanding of the term and that groups’ inclusion in the dataset

seems to be driven by factors other than an objective application of the coding rules. In this

section, I move beyond sample selection and highlight inconsistencies and inaccuracies in the

coding of ethnic groups’ access to state power. The central contribution of the EPR is to

code ethnic groups’ positions of political power—whether they dominate a country’s politics,

are excluded from power, or share power with other partners. Access to political power is

defined by access to positions of authority (Cabinet ministries, top military appointments)

in the central state’s executive branch. The EPR codes absolute access to power rather

than relative access, avoiding judgments regarding under- or over-representation of groups

relative to their size. Particular focus was given to major shifts in positions of power, rather

than minor administrative reshuffles. To review, groups in the Kenyan case are categorized

as “Senior Partner” or “Junior Partner” if they have access to central state power and

25To the extent that inclusion is based on representation by organizations, the EPR data misses a number
of organizations as prominent as those it includes (KAMATUSA): the Coast People’s United Front and the
Mombasa Republican Council (Mijikenda and Swahili); the Taita Hills Association and the Taita Democratic
Union (Taita); the Oromo Liberation Front (Borana), among others.
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“Powerless” or “Discriminated Against” if they do not.26

Unfortunately, here too the EPR encounters significant problems in the Kenyan case.

Measures of groups’ access to power depart dramatically from the objective standards set

out in the EPR coding rules, classifying ethnic groups with identical representation in the

Kenyan cabinet as having vastly different levels of power, and even classifying groups with

many ministerial appointments as discriminated against, while groups with few ministerial

appointments are classified as junior partners in the governing coalition. Further, changes

in classification are poorly correlated with changes in the number of Cabinet appointments

a group holds; at times a group’s relative power in the Cabinet does not change, but their

EPR classification does.27

In Figure 4 I plot the number of Cabinet-level ministerial appointments held by each

of the Luhya, Luo, Kikuyu-Embu-Meru and Kalenjin-Maasai-Turkana-Samburu over time.28

The gray areas in the graphs represent periods when a respective group is classified as

excluded from political power (“powerless” or “discriminated against”).

No student of Kenyan politics would be surprised to see the Luo and Kikuyu classified as

“discriminated against” in the periods 1967-2002 and 1979-2002, respectively, as in the EPR.

These years are mythologized by members of both groups as being periods of wandering in the

political wilderness, systematically excluded by ethnic rivals.29 However, these sentiments

are not reflected by the empirical reality: the Luo were, at times, well-represented in Moi’s

26The distinction between these two excluded categories is that the latter involves a deliberate, systematic
attempt to exclude the group from political power, while the former is, in some sense, incidental.

27Because Kenya is a Presidential system, the EPR coding rules indicate that access to power is coded on
the basis of access to power in the Presidency and Cabinet.

28These data were gathered from a variety of official and unofficial sources, and represent the most com-
prehensive coding of the ethnicity of Kenyan Cabinet ministers to date. Ministers’ ethnic identity is readily
identifiable based on their name and the constituencies that they represent.

29In 1966, a significant Luo faction of the ruling party defected to form a left-leaning opposition party,
which was banned in 1969; 1969 also saw the assassination of the renowned Luo leader, Tom Mboya. The
Kikuyu period of discrimination begins in 1978, at the death of President Jomo Kenyatta and the ascendancy
of the Kalenjin Daniel Arap Moi to the Presidency.
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Figure 4: Cabinet posts by ethnic group over time.
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Cabinet, though their fortunes shifted with the political wind. The Kikuyu were even more

well-represented during their period of “discrimination”: following Moi’s inauguration, he

kept on the powerful Kikuyu Attorney General, Minister of Defense, Minister of Foreign

Affairs, Minister of Water Development and the Meru Minister of Lands and Settlement.

No member of the KEM group was removed; the Kikuyu Finance Minister and Minister

of State were promoted to the Vice Presidency and reappointed to the Ministry of Natural

Resources, respectively. By 1981, Moi had added an additional three KEM ministers to his

Cabinet. Indeed, KEM’s highest levels of power in terms of Cabinet positions came during

the first decade of Moi’s presidency, a period during which they were allegedly discriminated

against by the Kalenjin/KMST Moi.30

The KEM and Luo cases illustrate two key points. First, changes in classification do not

correlate with actual shifts in access to power, as seen by the rise in KEM representation dur-

ing a period of discrimination and the broad maintenance of Luo influence during their own

period of discrimination. Second, categorization of access to power reflects either subjective

biases about the expected, proportionate or fair level of representation in the cabinet or a

coding based on relative changes in power, despite assurances by the EPR’s creators that

neither is the case. This is the only way to make sense of the fact that the KEM group can

hold an average of 4.7 cabinet positions from 1979 to 2002 and be classified as discriminated

against, while the Luhya hold an average of 3.6 positions and are considered junior partners

in the ruling coalition.31

Nor are these two critical cases the only examples: in Figure 5 I plot the same data for the

30This particular inaccuracy—the Luo and Kikuyu as discriminated against beginning in 1967 and 1979,
respectively—is almost certainly based on a reasonable interpretation of the secondary literature. Authors
cited by the EPR suggest that Moi immediately replaced Kikuyu ministers with Kalenjin upon assuming
the Presidency; as shown in Figure 4, this was not the case (see the EPR Atlas entry for Kenya for specific
references).

31Other junior partners during this period held an average of 3.0 posts (Kamba), 1.78 posts (Kisii) and 0.95
posts (Mijikenda). The KEM, as noted, held an average of 4.7 such posts but are classified very differently
from these groups.
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Figure 5: Cabinet posts by ethnic group over time.
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remaining four ethnic groups covered by the EPR data, all smaller in terms of demographic

size than those included in Figure 4 above. In these cases, the problems with the EPR data

are even more stark: the Mijikenda go from powerless to junior partner without any change

in their ministerial representation in 1978.32 Meanwhile, the Somali’s one ministerial post

from 1984 to 1999 earn them a classification of excluded (discriminated against) while the

Mijikenda, who hold the exact same number of posts over the same period, are classified as

junior partners.33

The EPR sought to record groups’ access to power using an objective measure of absolute

access to power. As the examples in this section illustrate, EPR data on access to state

power reflect either subjective assessments of fair representation in the Cabinet, or changes

in relative power over time, both of which are explicitly contraindicated in the EPR’s coding

rules. Certainly the EPR data is capturing something meaningful—indeed, the changes in

status often match what Kenya scholars would casually identify as changes in power amongst

the Luo, KEM, KMST and other groups.

The danger, though, is that perceptions and such casual appraisals are driving the cod-

ing decisions, rather than the empirical facts-on-the-ground. The Mijikenda are perceived

as powerless under Kenyatta and junior partners under Moi, probably because they were

associated with the same defunct KADU of which Moi was a part and which Kenyatta’s

machinations defeated. But their undisputed leader was a Cabinet minister under Kenyatta;

sometimes the reality does not match perceptions. Similarly, the Luo and Kikuyu cite vast

discrimination under Moi. In many ways they are right—prominent Luo leaders were jailed,

32This change cannot be justified on the basis of relative importance of the ministerial appointments
or the representativeness of the Mijikenda leader incorporated into the cabinet. The minister in question
(Robert Matano) and his portfolio (Cooperative Development) did not change from 1975 to 1983, while
the Mijikenda’s supposed status shifted from powerless to junior parter in 1979. Moreover, the earlier
Mijikenda leader (1966-1974), during their period of powerlessness, was the scion of Coastal politics, Ronald
Ngala, a politician with grassroots support and experience representing the Coastal Mijikenda since prior to
independence.

33The Somali actually held more power than this coding indicates, because the Chief of General Staff of
the Kenyan military for ten years during the early Moi era was a Kenyan Somali.
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for instance—but they also enjoyed outsized representation in the Cabinet under Moi. To

the extent that perceptions and conventional wisdom determine coding decisions, we run the

risk that the most aggrieved and/or most vocal actors will be seen as excluded from power,

rather than those that were actually excluded.

The Consequences of Coding Problems

Several recent articles use the EPR data to calculate the percentage of a country’s population

that is excluded from national political power (Buhaug 2010; ?): these authors calculate the

ratio of population excluded over the total population from EPR’s group size and access to

political power measures. As noted previously, the EPR ignores many smaller groups that

are excluded from political power. As a result, any estimate of the extent of society-level

exclusion from political power is incorrect. In the best-case scenario this problem introduces

classical measurement error in the case of countries with many small ethnic groups, likely

only to attenuate regression estimates toward a null finding; unfortunately, in other scenarios,

the bias is systematic and could be dramatic.

First, note the extent to which inclusion of smaller groups can alter the calculation

of country-level political exclusion. In 2004, the Kisii (.06 population) and Somali (.02

population) were excluded from political power, among a total Kenyan population of .92,

calculated by summing all groups present in the EPR. Calculating the extent of politico-

ethnic exclusion is simple (0.08
0.92

= 8.7%). Including all Kenyan groups could raise that

estimate to as high as 16%. A more reasonable estimate would be 12%, in a case where only

the Borana, Burji, Gabra, Kuria, Swahili, Taita-Taveta and Teso were incorporated in the

data.34

34Of course, we cannot know whether these groups would be coded as included or excluded from political
power, given the uncertainty illustrated in a previous section.
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Consider a simple thought experiment about Country X, which resembles Kenya in that

it has many small ethnic groups. In one universe, small groups are excluded from power in

Country X, but are not overtly and publicly discriminated against. These groups will not

be included in the EPR data, regardless of whether ethnicity defines their politics.

In a second universe, small groups in Country X are overtly discriminated against or—in

a more extreme example—actively wage war against the state. In this case, small groups

will be included in the EPR data.

In the former case, in which small groups are merely powerless, the ratio of ethnic ex-

clusion in a country will be underestimated. In the latter case, in which small groups are

discriminated against or wage war against the state, the ratio of ethnic exclusion will be

accurately estimated. This non-random measurement error will bias estimates of the effect

of politico-ethnic exclusion on civil conflict toward a positive, significant finding because

calculations of exclusion will be systematically higher in cases that are prone to, or observed

to have, civil conflict.

An even more pernicious problem occurs when scholars use the EPR data to identify

those groups that have been discriminated against, and use this measure as an independent

variable of interest in models predicting civil conflict (?Wimmer, Cederman and Min 2009a).

Here the inaccuracy of the EPR’s coding of access to state power is the primary culprit.

As I demonstrated in the case of Somalis, the Luo and KEM, the EPR coding of dis-

crimination often does not reflect the empirical reality of representation in Kenya’s Cabinet.

While it would be hard to argue that Somalis have not been discriminated against within

Kenyan society, coding them as discriminated against contradicts the EPR coding rules.

Meanwhile, a number of other groups in Kenyan society have been at least as marginalized

as the Somalis, lack any and all access to national political power, but are not discriminated

against in the data because they are not included in the data.
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The danger is that ethnic groups that are most vocal in highlighting their subordinate

status, or in which discrimination has been mythologized as part of the group’s history, are

more likely to attain “discriminated against” status in the EPR data. These groups are

simultaneously more likely to rebel against the state or otherwise participate in violence, as

they perceive themselves to be the victims of discrimination. Systematic errors in classifying

groups produces a two-fold selection effect: groups that are most visibly discriminated against

are more likely to be included in the data in the first place and are more likely to be classified

as discriminated against within the data. Both factors produce obvious bias in models of

civil conflict, overstating the effect of discrimination on conflict.

Finally, I turn to a combination of two problems that occur when the EPR data is used

to conduct group-level analyses of civil conflict, as in (Cederman, Wimmer and Min 2010).

Here, the problems with the data are at their most dramatic. Cederman and his coauthors

estimate a model of civil conflict where group-years are the unit of analysis and exclusion

from power—and its constituent subcategories powerlessness, discrimination and regional

autonomy—constitute the independent variables of interest.

This group-level analysis is plagued by sample selection effects—in which groups that

are less likely to engage in civil conflict are systematically excluded from the analysis—

in two distinct ways. The first is a relatively extreme form of aggregation: in the data,

Tanzania is divided into six groups: African, Asians and Arabs in Zanzibar and Africans,

Asians and Arabs in Tanzania proper. One of the most ethnically-diverse countries in the

world is reduced to six groups, in which mainland (“Tanganyikan”) Africans constitute 94

percent of the population. The EPR’s creators justify the Tanzanian case by arguing that

Tanzanian politics are not defined by ethnicity. They suggest combining Tanzania’s dozens

of indigenous ethnic groups into a single race-based category avoids “using an ethnic lens

for countries not characterized by ethnic politics” (Wimmer, Cederman and Min 2009b, p.

2). And yet, aggregation removes from the data dozens of ethnic groups that are extremely
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unlikely to rebel, thanks to Tanzania’s politics, but which are also excluded from power.35

Those groups constitute important negative cases; excluding them through aggregation alters

the denominator in the statement

Excluded Ethnic Groups Engaged in Civil Conflict
Excluded Ethnic Groups

,

artificially strengthening the perceived relationship between exclusion from power and par-

ticipation in civil conflict.

The second source of sample selection bias stems from outright exclusion of many groups

from the data. Much of Kenya’s population (92 percent) is represented in the EPR data, the

missing 8 percent are members of groups that the EPR deems politically-irrelevant. As noted

earlier, exclusion of groups can alter calculations of the extent of politico-ethnic exclusion

at the country level, as used by Buhaug (2010) and Koubi & Bohmelt (?). The problem

is aggravated in the case of group-level analysis pursued by Cederman and his colleagues.

Kenya’s rate of exclusion from the data is relatively moderate. More egregious exclusion

from the data are observed for the Central African Republic, where 71 Ethnologue entries

are condensed to just five groups constituting a mere 51 percent of the country’s population;

Mozambique, where 43 Ethnologue entries are aggregated into three groups comprising 45

percent of the country’s population; and Burkina Faso, where only one group is included

in the data at all. The rate of exclusion in the data for all countries, in the year 2000, is

illustrated in Figure 6, which suggests the extent to which Cederman and his colleagues’

analysis could be influenced by bias in the sample’s selection.

As in the Tanzanian case, excluding groups from the data changes the sample systemat-

ically. Dozens of ethnic groups that likely lack access to political power (presumably they

are small groups or the EPR would incorporate them as politically-relevant) and simultane-

35In the absence of real data, it is clear that Tanzania’s 23-member Cabinet is not large enough to
accommodate them all at one time.
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Figure 6: Percentage of a country’s population excluded from the EPR data as a result of
excluding their ethnic group. Each point represents one country.
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ously have not engaged in conflict (else they would be known to be politically-relevant) are

excluded; in other words, groups that run counter to Cederman and his colleagues’ theory

are missing from the data.

Conclusion

The Ethnic Power Relations data assembled by Wimmer, Cederman and Min (2009a; 2010)

is a significant and wide-ranging achievement in terms of data collection and coding. The

project is certainly the most ambitious completed dataset of cross-national ethnicity related

to politics, and it has spawned a series of major works by its authors and others (see, e.g.,

Wimmer, Cederman and Min 2009a; Cederman, Wimmer and Min 2010; Wimmer 2012;

Buhaug 2010; Wucherpfennig, Metternich, Cederman and Gleditsch 2012; Roessler 2011).36

Unfortunately, the EPR data is plagued by ambiguous coding rules that are not consis-

tently followed, and a series of mistakes in terms of group aggregation, group inclusion in the

data and the coding of group access to power. These errors are not randomly distributed,

they result in systematic biases; in the previous section, I showed that these varied errors

can undermine empirical analyses based on the EPR data, both by the dataset’s creators

and by those who have followed them.

The critiques I level are centered on the Kenyan case, based on archival sources, the

secondary literature on Kenyan ethnic groups, original survey data, experimental measures

of ethnic identification and months of fieldwork in northern Kenya among the Turkana,

Borana, Gabra and Rendille. How concerned should researchers be about problems in the

data related to a single country, of the 134 coded by the EPR team? Importantly, the issues

I have described are not actually Kenya-specific at all. In the previous section, I showed

36One effort to code a random sample of socially-relevant ethnic groups is ongoing (Birnir et al. 2015). It
promises to remedy some of the critiques levelled here, but at the expense of a massive reduction in sample
size.
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that exclusion of groups in the Kenyan case, while problematic, was moderate compared

to egregious cases like the Central African Republic, Mozambique and Botswana. Across

countries, many groups are aggregated in the data, and many are excluded from coding

altogether. The structure of ethnicity in Kenya which makes it so difficult to code—it has

many small ethnic groups that are territorially-bound and almost all are “political” in some

sense—equally describe many other countries, from Uganda and Nigeria to Afghanistan. The

problems in the EPR data for Kenya are almost certainly replicated across much of Africa

for this reason: Kenya, with its 68 Ethnologue entries pales in comparison to the 210 listed

for the Democratic Republic of the Congo and the 280 in Cameroon.

As noted in the introduction, Kenya is a nearly-canonical case for students of ethnic

politics, and it has an extensive secondary literature related to history, linguistics, anthro-

pology and so forth. These are advantages that should make the Kenyan case easier to code,

relative to the many more obscure cases scattered throughout the developing world.

Cross-national data collection and coding projects are notoriously difficult, but the fi-

nal products are incredibly valuable public goods. Research using cross-national datasets,

though, is only as good as the data upon which it is based. In the case of the Ethnic Power

Relations dataset, the data in one well-known and nearly-canonical case is flawed in serious

ways. This fact calls into question the research programs that have arisen using the data,

and suggests the need for a more comprehensive and consistent dataset on cross-national

ethnic politics.
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