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political, social, and economic affairs. On the other hand, though, she claims that political 
decentralization increases ethnic conflict by strengthening regional identity-based parties.

As we saw in Chapter 14 (see Box 14.4, “Nationalizing Party Systems”), political decen-
tralization increases the strength of regional parties through the opportunities it provides 
these parties to win elections and influence policy in regional legislatures (Chhibber and 
Kollman 1998, 2004). According to Brancati, this strengthening of regional parties has a 
detrimental effect on ethnic conflict because these parties frequently reinforce regionally 
based ethnic identities, they produce legislation that favors certain groups over others, and 
they mobilize groups to engage in ethnic conflict and secessionism or support terrorist orga-
nizations that participate in these activities. Regional parties, by their very nature, tend to 
reinforce regional and ethnic identities by making people who share certain attributes think 
of themselves as a group with shared needs and goals. For example, the Northern League, a 
regional party in Italy, has gone to great lengths to make the people of northern Italy think 
of themselves as Northern Italians rather than simply as Italians. Regional parties also fre-
quently attempt to pass laws that discriminate against regional minorities. As an example, 
regional parties in Moldova exacerbated ethnic tensions with minority Romanians in 
Transnistria in 2004 when they passed a law closing schools that did not use the Cyrillic 
alphabet, thereby preventing Romanians in this region from being educated in their lan-
guage. Regional parties also sometimes help violent insurgent groups in their activities 
against the state. For instance, regional parties in Northern Ireland and Spain, such as Sinn 
Féin and Herri Batasuna, have helped such organizations as the Irish Republican Army 
(IRA) and the Basque Euskadi Ta Askatasuna (ETA) in their secessionist campaigns against 
the state.

In sum, Brancati (2006) argues that whether federalism is helpful in reducing ethnic 
conflict or not depends on the extent to which decentralization leads to the strengthening of 
regional parties. If she is correct, then the key for policymakers interested in reducing ethnic 
conflict and stabilizing democracy is to combine incongruent and asymmetric federalism 
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Note: Causal story posited by Brancati (2006).




