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Abstract: What impact does ethnic diversity have on election campaigns? Despite the 
importance of both ethnic diversity and electoral competition in the literature, we still lack a 
good understanding of how diversity affects elections. In part, this is due to the lack of 
systematic measures of ethnic politicization. This article presents an approach to defining, 
identifying, and measuring different types of exclusive and inclusive ethnic campaign appeals—
termed bonding and bridging appeals, respectively. Using this approach, I gathered and coded an 
original dataset of over 1,500 election posters from 250 candidates competing in Indonesian 
elections. This dataset was then used to test a theory on how candidates would decide what 
appeals to use. The findings indicate that candidates made ethnic bonding appeals if they were 
from ethnic groups that were politically viable in terms of their size and the lack of social 
constraints on appealing to that group. Meanwhile, candidates from nonviable groups used a 
bridging strategy, reaching out to other ethnic groups. The argument helps to explain why 
ethnicity was politicized most strongly in Indonesian districts that are largely homogeneous and 
least strongly in districts that are more ethnically diverse. This argument and empirical evidence 
suggests that ethnic diversity is the best defense against ethnic politicization. 
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 Ethnic diversity and its impact on a host of outcomes such as democracy, voting, 
economic growth, and the distribution of public goods have represented a major area of political 
science research. According to two prominent scholars, “Measuring the effect of ethnicity on 
economic and political outcomes and processes such as these, across countries, has become one 
of the most important research questions in comparative politics in the last 20 years.”  This 1

article focuses on the impact of ethnic diversity on election campaigns. It asks how candidates in 
ethnically diverse societies appeal for support and, more specifically, how they decide whether to 
appeal exclusively to their ethnic kin or to reach out across ethnic lines. 
 In answering these questions, I consider two important aspects of ethnic diversity: its 
extent and its multidimensional nature. First, there is wide variation in the extent of ethnic 
diversity. In some electoral districts, ethnic groups are small and numerous, whereas in others 
one or two ethnic groups may dominate. Second, ethnic diversity is also multidimensional, in 
that candidates and voters are simultaneously members of different types of ethnic groups, such 
as religious, racial, linguistic, or indigenous ethnicities.  Understanding the effect of ethnic 2

diversity on campaign appeals is a critical question for any democracy. If, for example, particular 
patterns of ethnic diversity offer incentives for candidates to campaign along exclusivist ethnic 
lines, elections could be reduced to an ethnic census and, even worse, could potentially foster 
inter-ethnic strife. 
 Existing literature generally suggests that ethnic diversity does not bode well for 
democracy and that elections are particularly prone to the politicization of ethnicity. For 
example, one prominent argument in the political economy literature contends that divergent 
policy preferences among ethnic groups foster political competition along ethnic lines in multi-
ethnic societies. Rabushka and Shepsle argued that in ethnically diverse societies, ethnic groups 
become polarized due to enduring differences over public policy and are unwilling to share 
power.  Electoral contests tend to spiral out of control as leaders woo ethnic groups through a 3

process of “ethnic outbidding,” sometimes leading to the demise of democratic governance. 
Literature on democratization has also stressed the dangers of ethnic diversity during 

democratic transitions. Snyder argued that during democratic transitions, weak democratic 
institutions cannot prevent politicians from using belligerent ethnic and nationalist rhetoric in the 
media to mobilize electoral support along ethnic lines. This rhetoric helps politicians to attain 

 Chandra and Wilkinson 2008.1

 Following Horowitz’s (1985) convention, I use the ethnicity as an umbrella term for descent-based identities.2

 Rabushka and Shepsle 1972.3
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support, but it increases the risk of ethno-nationalist conflict.  Another body of literature has 4

looked at how institutions, and in particular electoral rules, interact with ethnic diversity. One 
view is that proportional representation (PR) politicizes ethnicity along exclusive ethnic lines 
whereas majoritarian rules help to depoliticize ethnicity. Scholars holding this view have argued 
that PR and multi-seat districts produce a more proportional outcome that enables small 
ethnically oriented parties to win seats by appealing only to their ethnic kin. In contrast, under 
single-seat majoritarian rules, parties need broader support and must craft campaigns that appeal 
to multiple ethnic groups.   5

 These arguments have their skeptics as well, and the empirical evidence is often mixed.  6

Notably, however, the debates above revolve primarily around mediating factors—such as 
differences in group preferences, strength of institutions, or type of electoral rules—rather than 
ethnic diversity itself. To more directly explore the impact of ethnic diversity, this article 
attempts to hold mediating factors constant while investigating how variation in the level and 
multidimensional nature of ethnicity affects the politicization of ethnicity during election 
campaigns. 
 This article makes three main contributions to the study of ethnic politics and elections. 
First, it takes a constructivist approach to understanding ethnicity and defining what an ethnic 
appeal is. It introduces bonding and bridging as important functions of ethnic appeals, and it 
presents a general approach to quantifying ethnic appeals from campaign materials. Second, it 
draws on a unique, original dataset of election posters, using an innovative method of coding the 
visual and textual components of these posters. The dataset contains more than 1,500 different 
campaign posters from 250 candidates competing in almost 50 electoral districts across 

 On the impact of democratization on internal ethnic conflict, see Snyder (2000); on international war, see 4

Mansfield and Snyder (1995, 2002, 2005). Other scholars have linked democratization with ethno-nationalist 
mobilization and ethnic conflict in multi-ethnic countries. Mousseau 2001; Saideman et al. 2002; Cederman, Skrede, 
and Hug 2013.
 Norris 2004; Reilly 2001; Reilly and Reynolds 1999; Sisk and Reynolds 1998. The main disagreement has been 5

over the effect of proportional representation on governance and conflict. Lijphart (1977) argued that proportional 
representation is beneficial because it offers ethnic representation in government and promotes general support for 
the system. In contrast, Horowitz (1985) argued that majoritarian systems that encourage vote pooling are superior 
because they help to diffuse ethnic tensions.
 One critique alleges an overemphasis on genuine differences between ethnic groups. Policy differences are, in fact, 6

minimal across ethnic groups, and certain public goods such as schools, healthcare, roads, and education are 
universally valued across ethnic groups (Fearon 2008, p. 859). Another critique targets the assumption that ethnicity 
is unidimensional. Chandra (2005), drawing on constructivist insights, has argued that the fluid, multidimensional 
nature of ethnicity can actually help to sustain democracy and mitigate against the extreme ethnic outbidding 
dynamic depicted by Rabuhska and Shepsle. A third critique concerns the use of poor measures of ethnic diversity, 
such as country-based ethno-fractionalization scores or Lijphart’s early use of gender as a proxy for ethnicity.
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Indonesia. This is the largest collection of unique election posters that has ever been 
systematically gathered and analyzed.   7

 Third, I explain how candidates choose between bonding and bridging appeals in their 
election campaigns. I show that they tend to make bonding appeals when their ethnic group is 
politically viable—that is, when there are no social constraints discouraging them from appealing 
to this group and when the group is large enough to win the election. In contrast, when 
candidates are members of politically nonviable ethnic groups, they use a bridging strategy, 
reaching out to other minority ethnic groups. When candidates are members of multiple ethnic 
groups, they use a simple heuristic that bonding trumps bridging. This rationale explains why 
ethnicity is politicized most strongly in districts that are largely homogeneous and least strongly 
in districts that are more ethnically diverse. It also elucidates why a particular type of ethnic 
politics (e.g., religious politics) may be prevalent in some electoral districts while another type 
(e.g., indigenous) dominates in other districts. A major implication of this research is that ethnic 
diversity across multiple dimensions is the best defense against ethnic politicization during 
election campaigns. 

THEORY: EXPLAINING ETHNIC APPEALS 
What are ethnic bonding and bridging appeals? 
In many countries, ethnicity is an important part of social life that can influence electoral 
competition in diverse and subtle ways.  Although candidates often feel the need to demonstrate 8

that they identify with their constituents’ ethnic commitments, their use of ethnicity is often 
portrayed in a narrow, unfavorable light in both journalistic and scholarly accounts. Sensational 
statements by political leaders make the headlines, and terms such as “exploiting ethnicity” or 
“playing the ethnic card” are freely bandied about, creating the impression that there is only one 
card to play and that ethnicity is a fixed, unidimensional, and inherently divisive concept.  9

 A recent turn in the literature on ethnic politics has emphasized that connecting with 
constituents in ethnic terms is actually a much more complicated matter.  The ethnic identity of 10

 Dumitrescu (2010, 2012) gathered and analyzed election posters from France and Belgium, but in smaller 7

quantities.
 The relationship between ethnicity and elections has been a major area of research in comparative politics. Some 8

prominent works in this area include Bates 1983; Horowitz 1985; Posner 2005; and Chandra 2004.
 See Kaplan (1993, 1994) for the best-known journalistic accounts of the adverse effects of ethnicity and tribalism. 9

Among scholars, Connor (1993) and Kaufman (2001) have also emphasized the power of ethnic bonds and how 
politicians can instrumentally manipulate ethnic attachments for their own ends.

 Constructivist approaches stressing the multidimensional nature of ethnicity have become increasingly important 10

in the study of ethnic politics. See Chandra and Wilkinson (2008), Posner (2005), Chandra (2006, 2012), Hale 
(2004), Fearon and Laitin (2000), and Scarrith and Mozaffar (1999).
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candidates (and voters) is multidimensional, involving a range of ethnic relationships. Ethnic 
dimensions (e.g., religion, indigeneity, race) are the broadest classification tool; within these 
dimensions lie ethnic categories (e.g., Islamic, Christian, Javanese, Batak) and sub-ethnic 
categories (e.g., Protestant, Catholic). (See Figure 1) Given this wide range of affiliations, 
candidates have numerous options available when considering what ethnic appeals they will 
make; they can aim narrowly (at relatively exclusive categories) or more broadly, and they can 
appeal to categories to which they themselves do or do not belong.  11

 

Figure 1. Example of an ethnic dimension, categories, and subcategories. 

 Taking into consideration the complexity of ethnicity, I define an ethnic appeal as a 
campaign message or signal that explicitly or implicitly invokes an ethnic dimension, category, 
or subcategory. Furthermore, an ethnic appeal can be viewed as have a bonding or bridging 
function. These terms have been adapted from Robert Putnam, who viewed bonding and bridging 
social capital as the most important lines along which social capital varies. He defined bridging 
social capital in terms of outward-looking networks with connections to different kinds of people 
from diverse backgrounds, whereas bonding social capital was equated with inward-looking 
networks that contain similar individuals. Putnam wrote, “This is an important distinction 
because the externalities of groups that are bridging are likely to be positive, while networks that 
are bonding (limited within particular social niches) are at greater risk of producing externalities 
that are negative.”  Bonding and bridging have also been used as loose terms to describe how 12

parties connect with social groups in election campaigns.  However, I believe that I am the first 13

to apply the terms specifically to candidates’ ethnic appeals. 

 This approach builds on recent constructivist scholarship in ethnic politics. See Posner (2005), Chandra (2006, 11

2012), and Chandra and Wilkinson (2008). The approach is also in line with recent scholarship in sociology that 
argues against “groupism.” See Brubaker (2004).

 Putnam (2002, 32)12

 See Pippa Norris (2004) and Reilly (2006).13
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 The three main types of ethnic appeals are defined below. The first two invoke a subset of 
the electorate, whereas the third invokes all or almost all of it. 

1. An ethnic bonding appeal invokes an ethnic category or subcategory to which the candidate 
belongs, e.g., Islamic appeals by a Muslim candidate.  

2. A cross-ethnic bridging appeal invokes an ethnic category or subcategory to which the 
candidate does not belong, e.g., Islamic appeals by a Protestant candidate.  

3. A broad ethnic bridging appeal invokes an entire ethnic dimension (e.g., general appeals to 
religiosity or godliness) or a category that encompasses all or nearly all voters (e.g., 
nationalism).   14

Figure 2 illustrates a logical progression of steps in identifying the bonding and bridging nature 
of ethnic appeals. It also identifies the category of non-ethnic appeals. Each appeal made by a 
candidate can fall into only one of these types, making it possible to quantify the frequency of 
appeals of each type in a candidate’s speech or published message. Such quantitative data could 
also be aggregated in various ways for comparative analysis—e.g., during a candidate’s entire 
campaign or with regard to all candidates in a particular party.  

Why do candidates use ethnic bonding or ethnic bridging appeals? 
Some evidence from the literature indicates that ethnic diversity, in particular the size of ethnic 
groups, has an impact on the politicization of ethnicity during elections.  Prior research 15

indicates that candidates choose to politicize ethnicity and mobilize ethnic groups when those 
groups are large enough to form a viable political coalition. Consistent with these findings, 
candidates tend to avoid politicizing ethnic categories that are relatively small and not politically 
viable.  In addition, shifts in the politicization of ethnicity have occurred following institutional 16

changes (such as the introduction of local elections, changes in electoral rules, or the redrawing 
of district boundaries) that alter the size and viability of ethnic categories.  Although these 17

insights have established a relationship between ethnic diversity and the politicization of 
ethnicity, we still lack a clear understanding of how candidates exploit this relationship in the 
context of their campaigns. The following argument seeks to answer this important question. 

 Nationalist appeals can be very divisive in many countries, but where nation-building emphasizes national identity 14

as a new type of identification that encompasses (but does not try to assimilate) existing ethnic categories, it can 
have a bridging function. On national identity as a higher level of differentiation, see Wimmer (2013, 51).

 Chandra 2012; Posner 2005; Wilkinson 2004.15

 Dickson and Scheve 2006; Posner 2004; Reilly, 1997, 2000.16

 Chandra 2004; Posner 2005.17
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Figure 2. Classifying appeals in terms of bonding or bridging functions. 
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To bond or to bridge: the case of a single ethnic dimension 
To win an election, candidates need a critical mass of support. Consequently, the size of a given 
ethnic group within the electoral district and its degree of political viability determine whether 
candidates will bond or bridge. Figure 3 illustrates the conditions under which candidates either 
bond with their ethnic group or build bridges to other ethnic groups in their electoral district.  
 A candidate may belong to either a “winning” ethnic group (i.e., one large enough that its 
support could propel the candidate to victory) or a “losing” ethnic group whose support is 
insufficient to decide an election. The size of a winning ethnic group would have to be at least 
50% of the total population in single member districts; in multi-member districts, the percentage 
can be much lower, as candidates do not need a majority of the vote to secure a seat.  
 Candidates who belong to a losing ethnic group have incentives to seek support from 
other ethnic groups; therefore, they tend to make ethnic bridging appeals in an effort to expand 
their potential support. In contrast, candidates who belong to a winning ethnic group have less 
need to rely on other ethnic groups for support and are more likely to use ethnic bonding appeals 
aimed specifically at their own group.  
 

Figure 3. Model of a candidate’s ethnic bonding and ethnic bridging appeal choice. 
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 In some instances, however, candidates from a winning ethnic group will favor bridging 
over bonding. This result occurs when social constraints restrict the politicization of their own 
ethnic group. Various kinds of restrictions, rooted in history, psychology, or social norms, can 
block the politicization of ethnicity.  For example, Laitin (1986) showed how colonial discourse 18

restricted the politicization of religious identities among the Yoruba in Nigeria, and Petersen 
(2012) argued that social stigmas and negative emotional content attached to the identity group 
can prevent ethnic identities from becoming politicized. Therefore, a viable group must be both 
winning and free of any social constraints that would prevent effective appeals to that group.  
 In sum, a candidate who is a member of a viable ethnic group will generally favor ethnic 
bonding appeals targeting that group, but candidates from nonviable ethnic groups will favor 
bridging appeals targeting ethnic groups across that ethnic dimension. 

To bond or to bridge: multiple ethnic dimensions 
The scheme presented in Figure 3 assumes only one ethnic dimension. In reality, candidates 
belong to multiple ethnic categories (e.g., religious, racial, linguistic) and can draw on their 
repertoire of ethnic categories to bond within or bridge across different ethnic dimensions. 
However, given their limited amount of time and resources, candidates will choose the appeal 
strategy that provides the highest probability of success. When they belong to multiple ethnic 
categories, their strategy is typically guided by a simple heuristic: bonding trumps bridging.  
 For example, if a candidate belongs to a politically viable religious group and a nonviable 
indigenous group, that candidate will focus on bonding with the religious group. Less time will 
be spent bridging across indigenous groups, because bridging is a difficult and more demanding 
strategy that invariably requires more time, effort, resources, and skill. Bridging is also a riskier 
strategy; candidates can’t rely on shared ethnic attachments, so the chances of desertion are 
greater. In addition, an appeal to one group may antagonize another group from whom the 
candidate is also seeking support.  
 Having established the impact of viable group membership and the “bonding trumps 
bridging” heuristic, we can now characterize the expected appeal strategies of candidates in a 
multi-dimensional ethnic setting. Table 1 presents a typology in which four types of candidates 
are identified in terms of the viability of their groups (here I use the two dimensions, indigeneity 
and religion, that will be used in the Indonesian case later). Based on this information, the 
dominant ethnic bonding and bridging strategy for each candidate type can be predicted. The 
four appeal strategies that can be anticipated in each respective case are dual-bonding, 

 Chandra (2012) referred to these as restrictions on the operative repertoire of political identities. In Chandra’s 18

edited volume, scholars presented various restrictions on the politicization of ethnic categories or on combinations 
and coalitions thereof.
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indigenous-bonding, religious-bonding, and dual-bridging. The dominant and secondary appeal 
strategies in the table follow from the argument.  

Levels and dimensions of ethnic diversity 
These foundations of ethnic appeal strategy help to explain patterns of ethnic appeals across 
districts with different levels of ethnic diversity and multiple ethnic dimensions. In electoral 
districts where all ethnic groups are very small, no candidate is a member of a viable group. As a 
result, if candidates are going to make any ethnic appeals, they can be expected to apply broad 
ethnic bridging or cross-ethnic bridging appeals. If an ethnic group reaches the point of 
becoming a winning group and there are no social constraints that limit appeals to this group, 
candidates will increasingly target their ethnic kin with bonding appeals and abandon bridging 
strategies. These bonding appeals will likely plateau once the group becomes a comfortable 
majority. The dynamics are illustrated in Figure 4. 
 Using this logic, we can also compare the viability of ethnic groups in different ethnic 
dimensions within a district. This comparison allows us to predict whether a particular ethnic 
bonding appeal will dominate or whether ethnic bridging will prevail. Table 2 presents the 
expected outcomes depending on the viability of a particular district’s largest religious and 
largest indigenous group. The table explains why religious and/or indigenous ethnic politics will 
dominate the politics of some districts but not others. 

Table 1. Four candidate types and their appeal strategies

Candidate’s indigenous group

Viable Unviable

Candidate’s 
religious group

Viable
Dual-bonding candidates 

Dominant appeal: Indigenous and 
religious bonding

Religious-bonding candidates 
Dominant appeal: Religious bonding 

Secondary appeal: Indigenous bridging

Unviable 
Indigenous-bonding candidates 

Dominant appeal: Indigenous bonding 
Secondary appeal: Religious bridging

Dual-bridging candidates 
Dominant appeal: Indigenous and 

religious bridging
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Figure 4. Expected change in ethnic appeals across electoral districts that range from ethnically 
diverse to homogeneous. 

CASE: ETHNICITY AND ELECTIONS IN INDONESIA 
I now test this theoretical argument on election campaigns for district heads in Indonesia. In 
addition to being a vibrant emerging democracy, Indonesia is one of the world’s largest and most 
ethnically diverse countries. After more than three decades of authoritarian rule under Suharto, 
multiparty democracy returned to Indonesia with local and national legislative elections 
beginning in 1999. Since then, direct elections for president, governors, and district heads have 
been introduced.  
 Indonesia is an excellent case study for testing arguments on ethnicity in politics for 
several reasons. First, there are three salient dimensions of ethnicity in Indonesia: indigeneity, 
religion, and nationalism. Candidates thus have varied choices of ethnic appeals, and their 

Table 2. Four district types and prevalence of different types of ethnic appeals

District’s largest indigenous group

Viable Unviable

District’s largest 
religious group

Viable Indigenous and religious bonding Religious bonding

Unviable Indigenous bonding Indigenous and religious bridging
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choices give us an opportunity to test the argument in a situation with multiple ethnic 
dimensions.  
 Practically all Indonesians identify with a religious and an indigenous ethnic category, 
and social life often revolves around ethnic rituals, ceremonies, prayer groups, and festivals.  19

However, ethnic relations in Indonesia have not always been harmonious. Between 1997 and 
2002, the country saw unprecedented levels of ethnic violence, with at least 10,000 people killed 
in various conflicts.  Although these conflicts have largely been resolved, inter-indigenous and 20

inter-religious tensions still exist. The impact of ethnicity has also been prominent in politics. 
Since democratization, studies have shown that politicians increasingly draw on religion and 
indigeneity to mobilize support for religiously inspired policies, the creation of new 
administrative districts, and electoral campaigns.   21

 In addition, nationalism, a supra-ethnic form of identification that includes all or most 
Indonesians, is also salient in Indonesia. Nationalist appeals provides candidates with yet another 
way to bridge across indigenous and religious groups. Overall, the social and political salience of 
indigenous, religious, and nationalist identities in Indonesia presents a multi-dimensional ethnic 
context with numerous options for candidates.  
 Second, the distribution of indigenous groups creates a great variety of electoral districts, 
ranging from very diverse to very homogeneous. Indonesia contains more than a thousand 
distinct indigenous ethnic groups. In many pockets of the country, one indigenous group is 
regionally concentrated, usually in its ancestral regional homeland. But in other areas, 
particularly towns and cities, there is more mixing of indigenous groups and the level of diversity 
can be quite high.  
 Third, social constraints on non-Islamic appeals provide opportunities to study the impact 
of social constraints, a key aspect of my theory, on candidates’ ethnic appeal choice. Indonesia’s 
population is 88% Muslim with Protestant, Catholic, Hindu, Buddhist, and Confucian religious 
minorities. While Islamic parties have always been an important feature of Indonesia’s party 
system, historically, religious minorities have found political representation though nationalist-
secular political parties and not from religious minority parties. Nationalist-secular parties, and in 
particular their candidates from religious minorities, have traditionally appealed to nationalism 
rather than religion in election campaigns. But other reasons may also help to explain the lack of 
religiously based appeals to religious minorities. On the supply side, religious minority 

 Bowen 2003; Davidson and Henley 2007; Fealy and White 2008.19

 See Bertrand (2004), Van Klinken (2007), Sidel (2006), and Toha (2017) for various analyses of violent conflict 20

during this period.
 On Sharia law, see Buehler (2008); on new districts, see ICG (2005); on Islamic and indigenous ethnic electoral 21

politics, see Aspinall (2011), Hamayotsu (2011), King (2003), Pepinsky, Liddle, and Mujani (2012), Subianto 
(2009), Tanuwidjaja (2010), and Van Klinken (2007).
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candidates with aspirations to run for higher office will need broad support in the future from 
Muslim voters and party leaders, so heavy appeals to a religious minority would likely hurt their 
careers in the long run. On the demand side, given recent cases of religious violence, minority 
voters may feel particularly vulnerable when candidates attempt to politicize their religion.  22

Furthermore, these social constraints are far-reaching, affecting campaigns in districts where 
most people are members of a religious minority. So we can expect ample opportunity to 
examine how these constraints on appeals to minority religious groups in Indonesia affect 
candidates’ bonding or bridging strategy. 
 Fourth, Indonesia provides an ideal opportunity to test the argument across district head 
elections where candidates are particularly sensitive to their constituency. Indonesia has over 500 
of these districts at the sub-provincial level. The elections for heads of these districts, commonly 
known as Pilkada, were introduced in 2005 and are held on a rolling basis every five years (until 
then, district heads were appointed). These are single-seat elections with a two-round system. 
Candidates run for election in pairs, composed of a head and a deputy.  District head elections 23

are candidate-centric; that is, candidates are more sensitive to their constituents and to the level 
of ethnic diversity in their district and are largely unencumbered by the ideology of political 
parties or the influence of party leaders. A number of aspects of these elections make them 
candidate-centric: candidates are supported by a coalition of different parties of their choosing 
(or run as independents); they personally raise most of their campaign funds and control the 
direction of their own campaign; and constituents vote directly for a candidate name on the 
ballot, not a party.  
 Finally, district head elections took place on a rolling basis during the time of this study, 
affording sufficient time to observe numerous election campaigns and gather campaign 
materials. 

METHODS: MEASURING ETHNIC APPEALS 
There are two main approaches to measuring the politicization of ethnicity. The first approach 
uses proxies for ethnic politicization, relying on data on ethnic voting or the ethnic composition 

 This does not mean that candidates never make minority religious appeals, but when they do so, it is usually only 22

in private settings or with a group of adherents (e.g., in churches), not in the larger public arena.
 To be elected in the first round, a candidate must finish first and win at least 30% of all votes. If no candidate is 23

elected in the first round, the top two candidates compete in a runoff election. The design of district head electoral 
rules was part of an effort to bring government closer to the people.
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of political parties and their leaders.  Although these data are reasonably easy to acquire,  they 24 25

provide no information on the appeals made by candidates or parties in elections. One is forced 
to assume from the results that candidates and parties must have actively politicized ethnicity in 
some way if their support comes overwhelmingly from a certain group. 
 The second approach involves using campaign materials or media coverage of elections 
to identify whether candidates or political parties have an ethnic platform and what kinds of 
appeals they make.  Party manifestos, newspaper articles, and campaign advertisements and 26

speeches are commonly used as sources. These materials do enable direct measures of ethnic 
politicization, but the data are usually limited to political parties and appeals made by national 
party leaders. Political parties are treated as homogeneous groups, and the variety of positions 
and appeals made by individual candidates within a party is glossed over. In highly 
institutionalized and disciplined parties, this method might be suitable, but appeals by individual 
candidates can diverge markedly from the official party line in situations marked by candidate-
centric electoral rules, undisciplined internal party structures, or strong regional differences.  
 In determining why ethnicity is politicized, the appeals made by local candidates provide 
critical information because these candidates are closest to the voters and more sensitive to local 
issues and levels of local ethnic diversity. They are also the politicians best positioned to either 
foster or mitigate ethnic mobilization.   27

 In Indonesia, candidate-specific data could be gathered from websites, campaign 
advertisements, and news coverage of campaigns. However, due to problems of comparability 
and patchy coverage (especially for minor candidates), these materials proved to be unreliable 
sources for measuring ethnic appeals. 

Election posters 
On the other hand, one form of campaigning is readily comparable across candidates, 
inexpensive, low-tech, used by all district head candidates, and easy for a researcher to access 

 For a good example of the use of ethnic vote shares, see Huber (2012). Wimmer et al. (2009) presented an 24

innovative approach to studying ethnic composition in their Ethnic Power Relations dataset.
 I do not mean to make light of the difficulties involved in gathering voting data from late-developing countries. 25

Often, data on voter polling and the ethnic identity of voters are lacking. When one is unable to directly measure the 
ethnic vote, more complex methods are required, such as methods of ecological inference.

 Three prominent examples include the Manifesto Research on Political Representation (MARPOR) a dataset of 26

coded party manifestos from around the world (Klingemann et al., 2006); Daniel Posner’s (2004) Politically 
Relevant Ethnic Groups dataset (PREG), which uses country reports and other sources to determine where ethnic 
categories have become the basis for political parties in 42 African countries (2004); and Kanchan Chandra’s (2005) 
Constructivist Dataset on Ethnicity and Institutions (CDEI), which uses reference guides, political speeches, and 
translated news articles to define political parties on the basis of whether and how they appeal to ethnic groups.

 Both Brass (1997, 2003) and Varshney (2002) have emphasized the central role of local politicians in relation to 27

ethnic violence in India.
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(with a lot of motorbike driving). Election posters, though seldom studied rigorously, are a 
unique and revealing source of information on campaign appeals, especially in Indonesia where 
they are frequently used to appeal to voters’ sense of identity. Invariably, Indonesian election 
posters feature candidates dressed in Islamic, indigenous, or political party clothing. They 
contain short emotive messages, identity-related words, and images of mosques, indigenous 
houses, regional monuments, or the Indonesian flag. Coding these images and messages can 
identify with reasonable certainty the ethnic groups to which candidates are seeking to appeal. 
Candidates often spend a considerable portion of their campaign budget on posters, and studies 
have found that they play an important role in increasing public participation, raising candidates’ 
name recognition, and signaling candidates’ competitiveness.  In Indonesia, voters frequently 28

rank the influence of election posters and brochures as equal to or greater than that of television, 
newspapers, radio, or vote buying.  29

 Photographing district head campaign posters in Indonesia is challenging, given the size 
of the country and the rolling schedule of elections. A convenience sample of election posters 
was gathered in 2010 and 2011, in two waves. In the first wave, a network of researchers living 
in regions across Indonesia took photographs of posters displayed during campaigns in their 
vicinity. Because many of these districts had Islamic-majority populations, I subsequently 
photographed a second wave of election posters in districts with larger Christian populations. 
With posters from a large number of districts, which ranged from very heterogeneous to very 
homogeneous in terms of both indigenous and religious demographics, I could test my theory. 
After duplicate election posters (i.e., posters with the same design) were removed, the final 
dataset contained 1,502 election posters of 250 candidates from 50 electoral districts. 

Coding ethnic appeals from posters 
To quantify ethnic appeals from the posters, I developed a codebook and built a database 
containing fields to code each poster’s index information, images, candidate clothing, and textual 
messages. Early in the process of collecting posters and developing the codebook, it became 
apparent that no individual Indonesian research assistant had the knowledge to code all the 
posters, because many of the posters contained elements specific to particular identity groups and 
regions—types of clothing, regional buildings, symbols, etc. As a result, while continuing to 
photograph posters in different parts of the country, I began consulting with local residents and 
campaign team members, from different parts of the country and various ethnic groups, to 
identify unknown elements in the posters and thereby interpret the nature of the appeals. 

 Panagopoulos 2009; Kam and Zechmeister 2013; Dumitrescu 2012.28

 Hill 2009.29
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 Indigenous, religious, and nationalist elements contained in the posters were coded. I 
separated the content into three categories: (1) the head or deputy candidate’s main clothing or 
headdress; (2) any imagery, such as a mosque, an indigenous Minangkabau traditional house, or 
an Indonesian flag; and (3) any textual content, such as indigenous references or the use of 
Arabic text.   30

 To carry out my analysis, it would not be enough to know the indigenous, religious, and 
nationalist elements in the posters; I also needed to know the indigenous and religious identity of 
the candidates. I gathered this information from the electoral commission, from local informants, 
and online searches. I then labeled each poster according to whether it represented an effort to 
bond with the candidate’s indigenous or religious group or bridge across other indigenous or 
religious groups.  
 With regard to indigeneity, drawing on the logic of ethnic appeals described above, a 
poster could be defined as one of three possible appeal types: 

1. Indigenous bonding: if the poster contained one or more references to the candidate’s 
indigenous group and none to any other indigenous group 

2. Cross-indigenous bridging: if the poster contained one or more references to an indigenous 
group or groups to which the candidate did not belong 

3. Broad indigenous bridging: if the poster made a general reference to indigeneity but no 
reference to the candidate’s indigenous group 

Following the same logic, a poster could be defined as one of three possible religious appeal 
types. In addition, posters were labeled as nationalist bridging if they contained one or more 
nationalist references. 
 Finally, levels of bonding and bridging were calculated for each candidate’s poster 
campaign. Candidates had multiple posters, so I calculated the average percentage of posters that 
contained each of these seven types of appeals (three indigenous, three religious, one nationalist) 
for every candidate. Notably, the frequency of bridging appeals was low overall, so for the 
analysis I combined broad indigenous bridging and cross-indigenous bridging into an aggregate 
indigenous bridging measure. The same was done for religious bridging. This classification 
resulted in a set of five dependent variables, ranging from zero to 100%, for each of the 250 
candidates (see Table 3).  31

 Textual transcriptions were machine-coded for words related to different religious or indigenous groups, using a 30

custom dictionary of Indonesian identity-related words drawn from the posters.
 The codebook, along with further details on the gathering, coding, and labeling of posters, is available on request.31

!16

Rea
din

g c
op

y -
 no

t fo
r c

ita
tio

n



Covariates 
My argument predicts that whether a candidate is a member of a viable group will affect the use 
of bonding and bridging appeals. In the context of Indonesia, I was concerned only with a 
candidate’s indigenous and religious identities. For the first key variable, since there are no broad 
constraints on any particular indigenous groups, I simply used the size of the candidate’s 
indigenous group. This variable, called viable indigenous group, was defined as 1 if the 
candidate’s indigenous group was over 50% of the district population and 0 if below 50%.  For 32

the second key independent variable, there are social constraints that inhibit non-Islamic appeals. 
As a result, I set the viable religious group variable equal to 1 if the candidate’s religious group 
was over 50% of the district population and the candidate was Muslim. Otherwise, it was equal 
to 0. 
 I also included variables to test some alternative arguments. One such argument claims 
that ethnicity itself and voters’ strong allegiance or attachment to their ethnic group drive ethnic 
appeals. Salient ethnic identities are always culturally relevant, and this cultural relevance 
naturally spills over into politically relevance.  From this point of view, the size and viability of 33

ethnic groups should be irrelevant. To see if voters’ attachment to ethnic identity was associated 
with more ethnic bonding and fewer ethnic bridging appeals, I included variables that measured 
the strength of indigenous and religious attachment. For religious attachment, a variable called 
places of worship represented the number of worship locations of the candidate’s religion per 
1,000 constituents from that religion.  For indigenous attachment, I included a variable 34

representing the percentage of villages in the district that used indigenous ethnic law.   35

Table 3. Summary statistics for dependent variables

Variable Obs Mean Std. Dev. Min Max

Indigenous Bonding 250 24.900 38.756 0 100
Indigenous Bridging 250 7.120 21.639 0 100

Religious Bonding 250 23.071 38.263 0 100
Religious Bridging 250 6.497 20.790 0 100

Nationalist Bridging 250 43.896 41.216 0 100

 I used 50% as the cut off because this is a majoritarian election. Although a candidate can win the election in the 32

first round by being the only candidate with over 30% of the vote, generally they must receive 50% of the vote to 
ensure a win. The demographic data came from Indonesia’s 2010 national census.

 In the political sociology of Weber and Geertz, ethnic identities were treated as reflections of traditional loyalties. 33

See Laitin (1986) for a review of their arguments.
 Village Potential Statistics 2008 (Potensi Desa [PODES], Badan Pusat Statistik).34

 Measures of indigenous ethnic law (Adat) come from Village Potential Statistics (2003).35
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 A second competing argument is that ethnic appeals will vary based on an area’s level of 
modernization. Different scholars have made this argument in opposite directions. On one hand, 
cultural modernization theorists argue that traditional agrarian societies survive primarily by 
means of farming, fishing, and unskilled work, and that individuals in these societies remain 
closely connected to their family and local community and have strong ethnic and religious 
identity attachments. However, with modernization, many workers move to the cities and take 
jobs in manufacturing, where they mix with people from other backgrounds. As a result, 
traditional ethnic identities recede and are replaced by class, occupational, and national 
identities.  Others have challenged this argument, claiming conversely that modernization 36

actually strengthens and politicizes ethnic identities.  According to this group’s account, 37

urbanization and industrialization entail more competition for jobs. As a result, workers and 
leaders engaged in urban modern sectors have greater incentives to exploit their ethnic group 
membership to attain economic resources and political power.  
 Whereas traditional cultural modernization theorists expect ethnic bonding appeals to be 
more prominent in less developed rural regions, the new modernists expect stronger ethnic 
bonding in the more developed urban regions. To determine whether modernization is associated 
with the presence of either more or fewer ethnic bonding appeals, I included variables 
representing the percentage of people living below the poverty line (poverty)  and the 38

percentage of gross regional domestic product derived from farming or fishing (fishing/farming 
GRDP).  More modern districts should have lower levels of poverty and should be less reliant 39

on farming. Finally, three control variables were included: the number of candidates competing, 
the candidate’s gender (1 if male, 0 if female), and the natural logarithm of the population  (see 40

Table 4).  

 Early modernists included Karl Marx, Max Weber, and Émile Durkheim. In the 1950s and 1960s, authors such as 36

Karl Deutsch, Martin Lipset, and Walt W. Rostow revived the concept and wrote extensively on modernization. 
These ideas were later extended by Gellner (1983), Hobsbawm (1990), and Anderson (1983).

 See Melson and Wolpe (1970), Young (1976), Bates (1983), and, more recently, Posner (2010).37

 Data and Poverty Information of Regency/Municipalities 2009 (Data Dan Informasi Kemiskinan Kabupaten/Kota, 38

Badan Pusat Statistik).
 Financial Statistics of Regency/Municipality Governance 2008-2009 (Statistik Keuangan Pemerintah Daerah 39

Kabupaten/Kota, Badan Pusat Statistik). 
 Population data are from the 2010 National Census, Badan Pusat Statistik.40
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FINDINGS: ETHNIC DIVERSITY AND ETHNIC APPEAL STRATEGIES 
Viable ethnic groups and ethnic appeal strategies 
To test the impact of being a member of a viable group on ethnic appeals, I used a linear 
probability model (ordinary least squares or OLS) for each of the dependent variables. Table 5 
shows the impact of a candidate’s membership in a viable group on ethnic bonding and bridging 
appeals. The models were run both with and without alternative argument and control variables. 
As expected, being a member of a viable indigenous or religious group had a statistically 
significant effect on the use of bonding and bridging appeals. Membership in a viable indigenous 
group also had a negative and significant impact on the use of nationalist bridging appeals. The 
measures used for strength of ethnic attachment and level of modernization were almost all 
insignificant, and the addition of these variables added little to explain variation in ethnic 
appeals. This finding indicates a lack of support for the alternative arguments.  
 To better visualize the impact of viable group membership on appeals, the predictive 
margins are charted in Figure 5. The bars show the predicted percentage of a candidate’s poster 
campaign that contains bonding or bridging appeals, depending on whether the candidate 
belongs to a viable group. For candidates belonging to a viable indigenous or religious group, 
approximately 40% of all campaign posters were bonding posters, as compared to only 2% to 5% 
for members of a nonviable group. Candidates in this latter category engaged in more bridging 
appeals. All these results were statistically significant. Nationalist bridging appeals were also 

Table 4. Summary statistics for independent variables

Variable Obs Mean Std. Dev. Min Max

Viable indigenous group 250 0.572 0.496 0 1
Viable religious group 250 0.564 0.497 0 1

Indigenous law 250 0.437 0.265 0 0.991

Places of worship 250 1.902 1.597 0.158 11.911

Poverty 250 0.138 0.075 0.022 0.354

Fishing/farming GRDP 250 0.296 0.198 0.001 0.635

Number of candidates 250 6.588 2.310 2 10

Male candidate 250 0.932 0.252 0 1

Population (log) 250 12.861 0.929 11.416 15.392

Note: GRDP = gross regional domestic product.
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more common with candidates from nonviable indigenous or religious groups, but the difference 
was significant only for indigenous groups.  

 Overall, the findings support the theory. Bonding appeals were substantially and 
significantly more common among candidates who are members of viable groups, whereas 
bridging was more prevalent among candidates from nonviable groups. 

Table 5. Impact of politically viable groups on ethnic bonding and bridging campaign appeals

Indigenous Religious Nationalist

Bonding Bridging Bonding Bridging Bridging
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

Viable indigenous 
group

34.29** 34.66** -12.75* -11.58* -4.19 -4.15 -3.24 -3.18 -16.47* -11.85^
(3.91) (4.40) (2.96) (3.72) (4.43) (5.66) (2.65) (2.63) (5.19) (6.18)

Viable religious 
group

-16.54* -13.04* 3.15 1.01 34.28** 36.94** -12.60* -15.34* -5.87 -4.87
(4.37) (5.03) (2.54) (3.83) (3.95) (5.97) (2.89) (4.13) (5.16) (7.29)

Indigenous law -- 6.11 -- -4.03 -- -0.70 -- -2.76 -- -0.38
(10.20) (4.48) (11.51) (4.10) (12.45)

Places of worship -- 2.00 -- -0.39 -- -0.14 -- 0.42 -- 2.88
(1.60) (1.08) (1.28) (1.19) (2.01)

Poverty -- -6.07 -- -30.19* -- 34.86 -- 5.52 -- -54.98
(45.05) (12.37) (28.09) (15.83) (44.12)

Fishing/farming 
GRDP

-- 5.71 -- 9.37 -- -7.87 -- -2.05 -- -17.14
(13.42) (8.77) (12.42) (8.38) (15.68)

Number of 
candidates

-- 1.02 -- 0.39 -- 0.20 -- 0.18 -- 0.09
(0.96) (0.85) (1.15) (0.60) (1.31)

Male candidate -- -6.35 -- 6.37* -- -17.93^ -- 2.08 -- -4.28
(8.34) (3.00) (9.30) (3.97) (10.88)

Population (log) -- 2.12 -- 1.14 -- -2.37 -- 3.43* -- -2.56
(2.26) (1.53) (2.90) (1.54) (2.92)

Intercept 14.61** -22.90 12.64** -6.10 6.13* 48.56 15.46** -30.02^ 56.63** 97.08*
(3.19) (31.44) (3.02) (21.98) (3.07) (40.16) (3.54) (16.59) (4.96) (39.88)

N 250 250 250 250 250 250 250 250 250 250
R Squared 0.25 0.26 0.09 0.11 0.20 0.23 0.09 0.12 0.04 0.07

Note: Results of regression analyses for independent variables (rows) and dependent variables (columns). Entries 
are coefficients from the OLS regression model. Robust standard errors are in parentheses. ^p < 0.10 ; *p < 0.05 ; 
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Figure 5. Predicted probabilities of candidate appeals for candidates who are members of viable 
versus nonviable groups. Computed using MARGINS in Stata 14. Probabilities are calculated for 
group type (indigenous or religious viable group) while holding all other independent variables 
at their mean. Numbers 2 through 10 reference the models in Table 5. Error bars represent 95% 
confidence intervals. 

Multiple ethnic dimensions and ethnic appeal strategies 
My theory also predicted ethnic appeal strategies when candidates belonged to both an 
indigenous and a religious group. Based on the viability of both groups, plus the argument that 
bonding trumps bridging, I derived a typology of four candidate types, each with its own 
dominant ethnic appeal strategy. Figure 6 presents appeal data for each candidate type. Each bar 
represents one type of ethnic appeal for one type of candidate, and the height of the bar measures 
the degree to which the frequency of the ethnic appeal was above or below the average for all 
other candidates. This difference between the means is also written below each bar. Statistical 
significance was computed by testing the equality of the means (t-statistic and p-value), as also 
presented in Figure 6. Below, I present the results for the four categories of candidates and 
discuss some specific example candidates. 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Figure 6. Frequency of ethnic appeals by candidate type.  

Dual-bonding candidates 
Dual-bonding candidates come from a viable indigenous and a viable religious group, and I 
predicted that they would predominantly use bonding appeals. The average level of ethnic 
appeals for the 77 dual-bonding candidates, as compared to that for all other candidates, offers 
support for this prediction. The proportion of candidate posters with indigenous and religious 
bonding appeals was above average by 2% and 16%, respectively. Meanwhile, all types of 
bridging appeals were 7% to 8% below average.  
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Figure 7. Examples of posters from four candidate types. Top left: Bambang Soetopo and Rosa 
Darwanti Salatiga, Central Java (dual-bonding candidates). Top right: Martua Sitanggang and 
Mangiring Tamba, Samosir, North Sumatra (indigenous-bonding candidates). Bottom left: Sigit 
Pramono Asri and Nurlisa Ginting (Bersinar), Medan, North Sumatra (religious-bonding 
candidates). Bottom-right: Sofyan Tan and Nelly Armayanti, Medan, North Sumatra (dual-
bonding candidates). 

 Bambang Supriyanto (see Figure 7, top left) is a good example of a dual-bonding 
candidate. He was a Muslim Javanese participant in the election in Salatiga, central Java (whose 
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population was 76% Muslim and 94% Javanese). He choose a local academic, also Muslim and 
Javanese, as his running mate. In his posters, Bambang wore a secular suit and a songkok (a 
traditional truncated, cone-shaped hat)  while his running mate wore a conservative Islamic 41

headdress that fully covered her hair. They also used phrases from the Javanese language such as 
iki sing tak pilih (“These are my choices”) and Islamic calligraphy in some of their posters.  42

Indigenous-bonding candidates 
Indigenous-bonding candidates belonged to a viable indigenous group but a nonviable religious 
group. I expected that their dominant strategy would be to bond with their indigenous group, 
with a secondary strategy of bridging across religious groups. Statistics from the 66 candidates 
who fit this criterion offer support for the hypothesis. Indigenous bonding was very high (44% 
above average), religious bridging was 5% above average, and all other appeals were below 
average. The emphasis on indigenous bonding over religious bridging here also offers support 
for the heuristic that bonding trumps bridging.  
 All candidates who competed in the election in Samosir,  North Sumatra were Christian 43

and Batak Toba in affiliation. They qualified as indigenous-bonding candidates because they had 
incentives to appeal to their majority indigenous group, but were constrained in making Christian 
appeals. These candidates bonded with their indigenous group primarily through the use of 
indigenous Batak symbolism, invariably dressing in suits with a traditional Batak Toba cloth (an 
ulos) slung over the shoulder. Background images were composed of Samosir’s scenic landscape 
and the distinctive Batak Toba traditional houses. Textual content on the posters was often 
written in the Batak Toba language, and the Batak greeting “horas” was a common feature. 
Martua Sitanggang’s posters, presenting a strong indigenous image, were typical of this 
candidate type (see Figure 7, top right). 

Religious-bonding candidates 
Sixty-four candidates fell into the religious-bonding category. As expected, these candidates’ 
posters were above average for religious bonding (+26%) and for indigenous bridging (+13%). 
All other appeals were below average.  

 The significance of the songkok is somewhat debated, but it can be seen as signifying both nationalism and 41

possibly Islam.
 Many of the dual-bonding candidates ran in homogeneously Muslim districts. They tended to have a higher 42

proportion of religious bonding than indigenous bonding appeals.
 Samosir is a very scenic district and a premier Indonesian tourist destination, located in the highlands of North 43

Sumatra and surrounded by a large lake. The region is recognized as the ancestral homeland of the Batak people. 
Primarily inhabited by the Batak Toba, it is also homogeneously Christian.
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 A good example of a religious-bonding candidate was Sigit Pramono Asri, a Muslim 
Javanese candidate who competed in the election in Medan, North Sumatra.  In his posters, 44

images of Medan’s famous mosque (Mesjid Raya) frequently served as a backdrop for photos of 
Sigit and his running mate, both of whom were impeccably dressed in clean white Islamic 
clothing (see Figure 7, bottom left). He also heavily promoted himself as the PKS (Partai 
Keadilan Sejahtera) candidate in his posters and included images of prominent PKS leaders. 
Occasionally, the logos of the three other Islamic parties supporting him were displayed on the 
posters as well. Text written in Arabic, such as insya Allah (“God willing”) and rajin sholat, 
jama’ah ke masjid dari kecil sampai sekarang (“Diligently praying, worshiping in the mosque 
from a young age until now”) invoked Allah and depicted Sigit as a pious Muslim.  
 Sigit’s running mate, Nurlisa Ginting, was a Muslim bureaucrat from the indigenous 
Batak Karo. In most of the posters, she wore the Islamic headdress and clothing. However, her 
Karo indigeneity enabled Sigit to bridge across indigenous groups by appealing to the Karo 
group as well. In the region of Medan that is predominantly inhabited by the Karo, Sigit 
displayed a whole new set of campaign posters, in which Nurlisa became the most prominent 
visual element and Sigit’s image was reduced in size or absent. Against a backdrop of traditional 
Karo houses and cloth patterns, Nurlisa was dressed in ornate traditional Karo clothing. With the 
exception of these indigenous bonding appeals highlighting the deputy candidate’s ethnicity, 
however, Sigit’s poster strategy was what we would expect from an Islamic-bonding candidate, 
composed of Islamic bonding appeals coupled with some indigenous bridging appeals. 

Dual-bridging candidates 
Finally, the 43 dual-bridging candidates constituted probably the most interesting group. Due to 
the small size of their ethnic groups and/or the presence of social constraints, they had strong 
incentives to make bridging rather than bonding appeals. The data reflect this situation, with 
indigenous and religious bridging both above average. These candidates were also the most 
likely to use nationalist bridging appeals. This should not be too surprising either, since, in the 
absence of any viable group to bond with, nationalism could be adopted as a broadly inclusive 
form of identity and used to bridge across indigenous and religious groups.  
 One example of a dual-bridging candidate was Sofyan Tan, who ran a very successful 
campaign in the first round of the Medan election. He is a Buddhist and of Chinese descent, but 
against the odds, he managed to secure enough votes to qualify for the runoff. He entered the 
election late, having just secured support from the secular-nationalist party PDI-P (Partai 
Demokrasi Indonesia Perjuangan) and the Christian party PDS (Partai Damai Sejahtera). 

 Medan has a majority Muslim population (68%), but indigenous groups are more fragmented, the largest ones 44

being Javanese (33%), Batak Toba (17%), and Batak Mandailing (10%), with the Indonesian Chinese at 9%.
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Competing in the Muslim majority district of Medan, he chose a Muslim woman from the 
Minangkabau indigenous group, Nelly Armayanti, as his running mate. More than any other 
candidate, Sofyan Tan made bridging appeals central to his campaign. Eighty percent of his 
posters contained nationalist bridging appeals, and he had the highest combined level of 
indigenous and religious bridging appeals among all candidates in the dataset. His posters were 
among the few to use images of multiple religious places of worship side by side—a mosque, a 
church, and Hindu and Buddhist temples (see Figure 7, bottom right). He also drew on 
regionalist and nationalist images, along with indigenous Karo symbolism, in his campaign 
posters. Although he performed impressively in the first round, Rahudman Harahap soundly beat 
him in a runoff election, picking up many votes from other Muslim candidates such as Sigit 
Pramono.   45

Ethnic diversity and the politicization of ethnicity 
Ultimately, the many individual campaign strategy decisions made by candidates resulted in a 
predictable pattern of ethnic appeals across all electoral districts studied. Specifically, we can 
expect bridging appeals in ethnically diverse districts with small and fragmented ethnic groups, 
but bonding appeals in the more homogeneous districts dominated by one viable ethnic group. 
 To explore the relationship between ethnic diversity and ethnic appeals and to consider 
the possibility that this relationship may be non-linear, Figure 8 presents levels of bonding and 
bridging appeals in comparison to group size, using fractional polynomial plots. In Figure 8a, the 
percentage of candidates’ posters using bonding and bridging appeals is calculated for different 
sizes of the largest indigenous group in the dataset. The size of the largest indigenous group can 
be used in each case since there are no major constraints on appealing to any indigenous group. 
In Figure 8b, bonding and bridging appeals are calculated for different sizes of the Muslim 
population; here the Muslim population is used because of constraints on non-Islamic appeals. 
Because the vast majority of religious appeals are Islamic, the size of the Muslim population is 
the only religious group that matters for this purpose. 
 The plots show that bridging appeals were most frequent and bonding appeals were least 
common when the largest indigenous group (or the Muslim population) was a minority. Ethnic 
diversity effectively promotes bridging appeals and has a dampening impact on bonding appeals. 
As the size of the largest group rises, bridging appeals decline and bonding appeals increase, 
peaking when the largest indigenous group or the Muslim population reaches 85% to 90%. At 
this relatively homogeneous point, candidates abandon bridging and use ethnic bonding appeals 
exclusively. The variation in appeals was also plotted over other measures of ethnic diversity, 

 For an analysis of the role of indigenous and religious identities in Medan’s 2011 election, see Aspinall et al. 45

(2011).
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specifically district-level ethnic fractionalization and polarization indices for both indigeneity 
and religion. The patterns were consistent with Figure 8. 
 

Figure 8. Fractional polynomial plots of ethnic bonding and bridging appeals based on size of 
ethnic group. The data were transformed into a fractional polynomial plot using Stata 14. The 
light gray shading around the lines represents 90% confidence intervals. 

 Finally, given the impact of both indigenous and religious diversity, we can look across 
districts to reveal distinct patterns where either indigeneity or religion plays a bigger role in 
electoral politics. Figure 9 shows levels of bonding and bridging appeals across districts that 
varied in both their religious and indigenous diversity. Similar to the typology for candidates, it 
presents a typology of four district types based on the majority or minority status of the Muslim 
population and the majority or minority status of the largest indigenous group. The bar heights 
represent the average percentage of candidates’ posters with religious and indigenous bonding 
appeals (Figure 8a) and bridging appeals (Figure 8b).  
 The highest level of religious appeals was found in districts where the largest indigenous 
group is a minority and the Muslim population is a majority. Many Indonesian cities, including 
Jakarta and Medan, fit this type, as well as a number of more rural districts outside Java. In 
districts with an indigenous majority and a Muslim minority, candidates almost exclusively 
engaged in indigenous bonding appeals. These are usually Christian-majority districts in the 
heartland of a particular indigenous group, such as Samosir and Toba Samosir in North Sumatra. 
In districts with neither Muslim nor indigenous majority groups, religious bonding and 
indigenous bonding appeals were very low. Instead, indigenous, religious, and nationalist 
bridging appeals were more common. These are often urban districts outside of Java with 
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Christian majorities and many indigenous groups. Examples include Pematang Siantar in North 
Sumatra and Ambon in Maluku. Figure 9 suggests that we can predict the types of ethnic appeals 
that will be prominent in a particular district based on the size of the largest indigenous group 
and the Muslim population. 

Figure 9. Frequency of ethnic bonding and bridging appeals based on both the size of the 
Muslim population and the size of the largest indigenous group. 

More tests and some outliers 
 One potential problem with the data was that quite a few candidates had values of 0 or 
100 for the different types of ethnic appeals, resulting in a non-normal distribution of the 
dependent variables. As an alternative to OLS, I tested logit and ordered models using different 
approaches to dichotomize the dependent variables. The results for all models were very similar 
to those for the OLS model, with little or no change in the significance level of the independent 
variables. Given that the OLS model offered more conservative estimates for the coefficients and 
is more easily interpreted, I report only the OLS results in the findings contained in Table 5.  46

 Another issue with the data relates to how the posters were gathered from electoral districts dotted across the 46

country. Candidates who campaigned in the same electoral district might share a predisposition to appeal to voters in 
particular ways. If so, the OLS estimates would remain unbiased, but the standard errors might have a downward 
bias. In an alternative specification, I corrected the standard errors by clustering on the electoral district. However, 
this clustering had little effect on the significance of the coefficients.
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 For this statistical analysis, I used the candidate’s poster campaign as the unit of analysis 
(N = 250). This fits with the argument, which is centered on the appeal strategies of individual 
candidates. However, as a further robustness check, regressions were rerun using the poster as 
the unit of analysis (N = 1,502). Although this approach could have introduced a bias in favor of 
wealthier candidates who produced more poster designs, the results were ultimately very similar 
to those presented in Table 5. 
 Overall, the statistical analysis of 250 candidates across 50 districts offered compelling 
evidence for the proposed theory, but a more controlled comparison may provide added support. 
The dataset contains a number of candidates with the same religious and indigenous identity who 
competed in neighboring districts in North Sumatra, which have varying levels of indigenous and 
religious diversity. Among these, 12 Christian Batak Toba candidates competed in elections in 
Samosir and Toba Samosir. These districts had a majority Batak Toba and majority Christian 
population. As a result of these demographics and constraints on non-Islamic appeals, the 
Christian Batak Toba candidates qualified as indigenous-bonding candidates. In line with my 
theory, they almost exclusively bonded with their indigenous Batak Toba group by using Batak 
Toba clothing, patterns, and imagery in their posters. Indigenous or religious bridging appeals 
were rare or absent.  
 Meanwhile, six other Christian Batak Toba candidates competed in elections in 
neighboring Pematang Siantar. Here, both Christians and Batak Toba are minority groups, so the 
six candidates qualified as dual-bridging candidates. Their poster campaigns differed markedly 
from those of their ethnic kin in neighboring Samosir and Toba Samosir. In Pematang Siantar, 
the candidates eschewed bonding appeals with their Batak Toba group. Instead, again consistent 
with the theory, they used ethnic bridging strategies, presenting themselves in suits against the 
backdrop of the Indonesian flag and appealing, to some extent, to the sizable Muslim population. 
These campaign behaviors demonstrate that the demographic context of each district, not any 
inherent attachment to a particular approach, largely determined the ethnic appeal strategies of 
Christian Batak Toba candidates. 
 Overall, the evidence clearly indicates a connection between the viability of a candidate’s 
ethnic groups and his or her ethnic appeal choice, but some candidates did not follow the 
predicted strategy. Anecdotal evidence gathered through interviews, observation, and news 
reports suggests two important factors that could prompt candidates to diverge: candidate 
reputation and intra-candidate competition. In some elections, it appeared that candidates did not 
use explicit bonding or bridging appeals because they were well-known within the district and 
had a personal reputation as a strong supporter of either a particular group or multiple groups. In 
other words, their prior reputation made advertising their bonding or bridging capacity 
unnecessary. Often these candidates avoided any kind of ethnic appeals. In other elections, many 
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candidates used the dominant strategy and bonded with the same group. Anticipating that the 
vote would be split among these competitors, one candidate might occasionally appeal to a 
smaller group or partisan identities. Despite the presence of these special cases, however, the 
viability of candidates’ groups explained far more of the variation in ethnic appeal strategies. 

CONCLUSION 
Previous efforts to understand the impact of ethnic diversity have used complex measures of 
diversity and suggested all-encompassing approaches to enumerating every possible identity 
group combination within a society.  In contrast, the argument presented here is rooted in the 47

experience of candidates; it is less grand but far more parsimonious. Quite simply, candidates 
search though the repertoire of ethnic categories to which they belong. If a viable group is found, 
they bond with it; if not, they engage in bridging. This logic provides the foundation for 
understanding the seemingly counterintuitive finding that a high level of ethnic diversity results 
in a distinct lack of ethnic politics. An important implication of the argument is that changing the 
political boundaries (by changing either the physical district’s boundaries or the electoral rules) 
could promote ethnic diversity and ultimately help to mitigate ethnic politics. 
 The findings here also have important implications for Indonesian politics. They indicate 
that a large extent of religious bonding appeals will occur in districts with a large Muslim 
population (approximately 85%) and many small indigenous groups. This demographic structure 
is common among many of Indonesia’s largest cities, including Jakarta.  Indeed, religion 48

became a major issue in Jakarta’s much-publicized 2017 gubernatorial election. The eventual 
winner, Anies Baswedan, had a strong incentive to play the Islamic card due to the viability of 
his religious group, and the fact that his opponent was Christian made such religious appeals 
even more compelling. Although a similar scenario took place in one of the cases in this study 
(Medan’s 2011 election for district head), it is very rare for a non-Muslim candidate to qualify 
for the runoff in a district with a dominant Muslim population.  
 The argument developed in this paper—that ethnic diversity actually dampens the 
politicization of ethnicity—may also have implications beyond the electoral context. A recent 
report by Indonesia’s Setera Institute, for example, found that districts with more religious 
diversity were more tolerant, whereas relatively homogeneous districts were the most intolerant. 
 One important question concerns to what extent the argument of this paper is 
generalizable beyond Indonesia. Several potential conditions could affect generalizability. First 
and foremost, the argument presumes the existence of salient ethnic identities. In countries where 

 Approaches presented by Chandra (2012) have, as yet, not taken off. This is possibly due to their complexity.47

 Jakarta’s population is 86% Muslim with no majority indigenous group.48
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ethnicity is not salient, it will be less helpful. Second, the findings presented here come from 
elections held under candidate-centric rules, which make candidates particularly sensitive to 
district-level group size. Party-centric rules, charismatic national leaders, centralized campaigns, 
and disciplined party structures will tend to undermine the impact of district-level ethnic 
diversity. Finally, the argument was tested on elections using majoritarian rules. In multi-seat 
proportional representation elections, a candidate can win with a much smaller vote share, so the 
threshold for the “winning” size of a viable group can be considerably smaller. Although the 
argument is still applicable, candidates in this electoral situation would be more likely to bond 
with smaller ethnic groups. In sum, the theory should function well in other countries with 
salient ethnic identities, especially if they have candidate-centric electoral rules and single-
member districts. 
 Finally, one limitation of this paper is that it has only looked at the supply side of ethnic 
appeals—that is, the candidates. Further research could consider the demand side, voters. If 
candidates and voters are aligned, we might expect very homogeneous districts to be especially 
receptive to bonding appeals. Unfortunately, it was difficult to investigate this claim with voting 
data from district head elections, as most candidates in an election used the same dominant 
appeal strategy. Perhaps examining a higher-level election in which one candidate uses an ethnic 
bonding strategy and another uses a bridging strategy could yield more information about voter 
behavior.  
 Interestingly, one highly visible recent election was arguably a contest of exactly that 
type. In the 2016 U.S. presidential election, in counties where whites represented 85% or more of 
the population, large numbers of voters who had previously supported Obama switched to voting 
for Trump. This homogeneous demographic was particularly prone to exclusive ethnic bonding 
appeals—in Trump’s case, racial appeals contained in his positions on multiculturalism and 
immigration.  Under these very homogeneous conditions, voter anxiety over rising diversity and 49

the influx of people from other ethnicities may be strongest. Thus, as one extension of the 
present argument, it seems plausible that insights from Indonesia could help us to interpret 
contemporary U.S. politics. 

 See Edsall (2017). Unlike the two previous Republican candidates, Mitt Romney and John McCain, Trump was 49

able to make ethnic bonding appeals and mobilize white voters partly because social constraints limiting the overt 
use racial bonding appeals have been lifted. (Valentino 2017).
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