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Table 13.6 and the attributes in country D are distributed as in Table 13.7. Following the same 

logic as before, we’d expect the linguistic cleavage to be politicized in country C but the regional 

cleavage to be politicized in country D.

BOX 13.4 ALLIES OR ADVERSARIES? CHEWAS AND 
TUMBUKAS IN ZAMBIA AND MALAWI

In a 2004 study, Daniel Posner examines why cultural differences become politicized in some 

contexts but not others. Specifically, he tries to explain why two ethnic groups, Chewas and 

Tumbukas, are political allies in Zambia but adversaries in Malawi. Zambia and Malawi are two 

neighboring countries in sub-Saharan Africa. The border between them was arbitrarily drawn 

by the British South Africa Company in 1891. No attention was paid to the distribution of ethnic 

groups when the border was drawn. Roughly two-thirds of Chewas and Tumbukas found them-

selves living in Malawi, whereas the remaining one-third found themselves living in Zambia.

Posner examined life in four villages along the Malawi-Zambia border. Two of the four vil-

lages were Chewa villages—one was just inside Malawi and the other was just a few miles 

away across the border in Zambia. The other two villages were Tumbuka villages—again, one 

just inside Malawi and the other just a few miles away in Zambia. Based on survey responses, 

Posner found that Chewas and Tumbukas were distinct cultural and ethnic groups. To exam-

ine whether these identity categories were salient and politicized, Posner asked other survey 

questions. One question asked whether the respondent would vote for a presidential candidate 

from the other ethnic group. Sixty-one percent of Chewas and Tumbukas in Malawi said they 

wouldn’t vote for a presidential candidate from the other ethnic group. In contrast, just 21 per-

cent of Chewas and Tumbukas in Zambia made a similar statement. A second question asked 

whether the respondent would marry a member of the other ethnic group. Fifty-five percent of 

Chewas and Tumbukas in Malawi said they wouldn’t marry a member of the other ethnic group. 

In contrast, just 24 percent of those in Zambia made a similar statement. These (and other) 

survey results clearly indicated that the cultural and ethnic differences between Chewas and 

Tumbukas were more salient in Malawi than in Zambia.

But why would these cultural differences be more salient in one country than the other? 

Perhaps it had something to do with the electoral system, the colonial history, or the party 

systems in the two countries. As Posner notes, though, both countries employed a single-

member district plurality (SMDP) electoral system, both countries were former British 

colonies, and both countries had experienced one-party and multiparty rule. As a result, 

Posner argues that we must look elsewhere for an explanation for why Chewa-Tumbuka 

relations are so different in Malawi and Zambia.

In particular, Posner claims that we must look to the different distribution of Chewas 

and Tumbukas in the two countries. Chewas and Tumbukas represent relatively large ethnic 

French speaker Dutch speaker

Northerner 0.25 0.35

Southerner 0.25 0.15
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