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Research Question 

Extensive research examines repression, 

refugees, and repression against refugees. 

 

Existing research conflates targets of state 

repression in response to refugee influxes.  

 

 How do refugee influxes affect state repression 

towards the local population? 



Refugee Influx as “Shock” 

• State strength vis-à-vis domestic threat environment: 

repression v/s ‘law enforcement’ option 

 

• Repression levels largely stable and determined by 

structural factors (regime type, economy, demography) 

 

• Refugee Influx presents a shock to the political status 

quo, altering the domestic threat environment of the state 

 



Targets of State Repression 

When do states repress: - 

 

• Local grievances against refugees 

 

• Fear of refugee militarization 



Targets of State Repression: Mechanisms 

There are two conditions that influence states to extend 

repression to local populations: 

 

• Shared ethnicity or religion with refugee group. 

• Opportunity for repression 

 

• Pre-existing tensions between a group and state. 

• Motivation for repression 

 

 

 

 



State Capacity v/s ‘State Reach’ 

• State capacity matters cross-nationally. 

 

• State Reach: sub-national variation in state 

capacity. 

 

• State responses to refugee influxes are 

centralized. 
• State capacity matters 

• Variation in state reach is not considered. 



Targets of State Repression: Hypotheses 

H1: Presence of refugee kin group increases the likelihood 

of local repression, conditional on the kin group having 

ongoing tensions with the state. 

 

H2: State reach should have no effect on local repression. 



Cases: Kenyan Refugee Influxes 

• Case 1: Influx of Somali and Ethiopian refugees following 

ouster of leaders of Somalia and Ethiopia in 1991 

 

 

• Case 2: Influx of Somali refugees following escalation in 

Somali conflict in 2006 



Kenyan Context 

Kenya has many fault lines for repression 

• Intra-Kikuyu 

• Inter-tribal (Kikuyu, Luo, Kalenjin, etc.) 

• Muslims 

• Kenyan Somalis 

 

Refugee influxes aggravate state tensions with Muslims 

and Kenyan Somalis in Cases 1 & 2 

 

H1 condition is satisfied 



H1 Discussion: Case 1 

• Hundreds of thousands of Ethiopian and Somali refugees 
flooded into Kenya in the early and mid 1990s 

 

• Intra-Kikuyu & Inter-tribal tensions unaffected 

 

• Muslims & Somali populations grew, so these groups 
became more threatening. 

 

• Repression against Kenyan Muslims and Somalis 
increased 

 

• H1 supported 
 



H1 Discussion: Case 2 

• From 2006 on, hundreds of thousands of Somali refugees 

entered Kenya 

 

• Kenyan Somali tensions were particularly aggravated 

 

• Repression extended primarily to Kenyan Somalis 

 

• H1 supported 



H2 Discussion 

• Kenyan state is strong in cities, including Mombasa and 

Nairobi (state reach is high here) 

 

• Kenyan state is weak in northeast (state reach is low 

here) 

 

• Repression follows similar patterns throughout Kenya in 

both cases 

 

• H2 supported 



Conclusion & Broader Implications 

• Refugee influxes have broader effects than whether 

refugees are repressed. 

 

• Analyses of the relationship between repression and 

refugee flows must consider the targets of repression. 

 

• Theoretical expectations are applicable to many cases 

beyond Kenya (e.g.- Europe, Afghan refugee influxes in 

Pakistan & Iran). 


