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“African politics is often reduced to primordial ethnic af�liations tempered by 

electoral patronage. This book effectively challenges this conventional wisdom by 

adopting and re�ning an approach to political af�liations �rst developed to under-

stand European and US politics as involving socioeconomic cleavages (including 

ethnic ones) refracted through regional and local lenses. Africa turns out to be less 

distinctive after all.”

John Agnew, co-author of Mapping Populism:  

Taking Politics to the People

“Catherine Boone convincingly shows that spatial inequalities structure political 

competition in Africa, much as they do in other parts of the world. This is a must-

read for all scholars of comparative politics.”

Melissa Rogers, Claremont Graduate University

“This kind of focus on the territoriality of political and economic administration 

is rare in political science but Boone shows just how powerful it can be. If you 

buy the argument – and I do – this understanding either displaces or profoundly 

changes how we think about ethnicity and its supposedly de�ning political and 

economic role on the continent.”

Antoinette Handley, University of Toronto

“This is a big book that promises to have a major impact. The book seems well 

positioned to shake up – disrupt, in tech speak – the political science literature 

on Africa. Among other remarkable strengths, the book offers exciting new data 

on regional voting patterns; broad and deep coverage of colonial period and 

the inequalities it created; and a convincing critique of micro, clientelist, ethnic 

approaches.”

Ben Schneider, Massachusetts Institute of Technology
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Inequality and Political Cleavage in Africa

This pathbreaking work integrates African countries into broader com-

parative theories of how spatial inequality shapes political competition 

over the construction of markets, states, and nations. Existing litera-

ture on African countries has found economic cleavages, institutions, 

and policy choices to be of low salience in national politics. This book 

inverts these arguments. Boone trains our analytic focus on the spa-

tial inequalities and territorial institutions that structure national pol-

itics in Africa, showing that regional cleavages �nd expression in both 

electoral competition and policy struggles over redistribution, sectoral 

investment, market integration, and state design. Leveraging compara-

tive politics theory, Boone argues that African countries’ regional and 

core–periphery tensions are similar to those that have shaped national 

economic integration in other parts of the world. Bringing together 

electoral and economic geography, the book offers a new and powerful 

map of political competition on the African continent.

Catherine Boone is Professor of Comparative Politics at the London 

School of Economics and Political Science. Her works include Property 

and Political Order in Africa: Land Rights and the Structure of Politics 

(2014), Political Topographies of the African State (2003), and 

Merchant Capital and the Roots of State Power in Senegal (1993).
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Why countries have the political cleavages they do and why those 
cleavages change [or not] are among the enduring mysteries of com-
parative politics.

Ronald Rogowski 1987: 1121

One of the biggest things that this country has to live with, if it does 
not address it at this point in time, is the gross inequality between 
regions, zones and parts of this country. That is a matter that has 
to be addressed at this particular time. We should not leave that 
problem to future generations.

Abdul Bahari Ali Jillo, MP for Isiolo South

Kenya Hansard, June 20, 2020, p. 1455
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xv

This book argues that regionalism – de�ned as political competition along 
the lines of subnational regions de�ned roughly at the provincial level – ani-
mates national politics in African countries. This happens just as it does in 
territorially- divided countries in other parts of the world, and for largely the 
same reasons. Economic inequality among regions gives rise to rival prefer-
ences over redistribution, growth strategies, market integration, and state 
design. These fuel regional cleavages, producing political dynamics that go far 
in de�ning development trajectories of national systems as a whole. Challenges 
of national integration and social cleavage that have often been attributed to 
ethnic politics, or to politicians’ opportunistic manipulation of ethnicity are, 
in this account, traceable to spatial inequalities and the territorial institutions 
that bring these to the fore.

It emerges from a research project I led at the London School of Economics, 
“Spatial Inequalities in African Political Economy” (2019–2022) (ESRC 
ES/R005753/1), which drew together the contributions of many persons. 
Professor Michael Wahman (Political Science, Michigan State University), a 
co-principal investigator (PI), contributed to the conceptualization, identi�-
cation, and write-up of the original regional voting blocs analysis, which was 
published in Political Geography (Boone, Wahman, Kyburz, & Linke 2022). 
That coauthored paper is a precursor to the work on these countries that 
appears in Chapters 4 and 6. Stephan Kyburz (Ph.D., Economics, University of 
Bern) did the �rst version of the electoral bloc analysis in 2020, with essential 
contributions from co-PI Andrew Linke (Geography, University of Utah), who 
led us in our �rst efforts to use spatial analysis to make sense of the African 
electoral data. At the LSE, co-PI Leigh Gardner contributed to the historical 
boundary analysis (Chapter 3), along with her coauthor Jutta Bolt (University 
of Groningen) and LSE Ph.D. student in Economic History, Jennifer Kohler. 
Field work included research on land politics in Tanzania in 2011 and 2012, 
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on the land sector in Côte d’Ivoire from 2015 to 2020, in Kenya from 2017 
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Lukalo at the National Land Commission of Kenya and Professor Sandra 
Joireman, University of Richmond.

Juliette Crespin-Boucaud (Ph.D., Paris School of Economics) was a doctoral 
researcher on the Spatial Inequalities project in 2021 and 2022. Juliette played 
a key role in the conceptualization, analysis, and interpretation of the spatial 
inequality measures that feature here, and is coauthor of Chapter 4. Rebecca 
Simson (Ph.D., Economic History, LSE) collaborated on an early working 
paper on spatial inequality in African countries (Boone & Simson 2019). 
Johan Iddawela (Ph.D., Geography, LSE) did the �rst version of the boundary 
analysis in 2019. Cristin Fergus (Ph.D., International Development, LSE) pre-
pared electoral data and �le structures in 2018 and organized and prepared 
the �nal versions of many of the tables and �gures. Linchuan Xu (Economics, 
LSE) made the �nal version of the maps in QGIS. Yuezhou Yang (Ph.D., 
International Development, LSE) collected data on Tanzania and produced the 
overview of country indicators that appears in Appendix Table B.1. Michaela 
Collord (Ph.D., Oxford, Politics, now at the University of Nottingham) worked 
as a postdoc on the Tanzania and Uganda cases for this project in 2020 and 
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