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Term: Fall 2026
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Project Description: 

Holding a referendum on constitutional changes and secession or negotiations for secession is and has been a widely accepted practice (Broder 2000; Haskell 2001; Venice Commission 2009).  It has been used  as a way to determine boundaries, especially in the post-World War I era; as a way to confer democratic legitimacy (or otherwise) on secession in both non-democratic and democratic states; and, as part of a constitutional peace settlement, especially in the context of a divided society, moving from intercommunal violence to a more stable and  peaceful constitutional order, as in Cyprus and Northern Ireland. But is the referendum a good device? Are there different designs (both substantive and procedural) which are appropriate to different contexts and different issues? The proposed research will interrogate whether a referendum is or could be an appropriate tool for drawing boundaries, including demarcating group territorial claims; ascertaining population preferences on major long-term constitutional changes; and as a tool for peace, stability, inter-communal justice and democratic accountability.   

The research project will examine these issues with respect to two cases:  Northern Ireland (1973, 1998), and Bosnia (1992).  

By comparing these divided societies, which have deployed referendums in response to self-determination and/ or peace proposals, can you say anything about what led to the success or failure of the referendum (success and failure being defined perhaps by the vote in the end ‘yes’ or ‘no’ and also, separately, whether it is conflict-mitigating (success) or conflict-reinforcing (failure), assuming that a good device would help to reduce conflict.

The assignments will include an annotated bibliography and a paper following a template set by the supervisor.

Required Skills: 
· Research gathering
· Organizing
· Critical writing skills
· Critical analysis

Application Instructions

Please submit (1) a cover letter, (2) a resumé/CV, and (3) an unofficial transcript to Dr. Margaret Moore (moorem@queensu.ca) with “Comparing Referendums in Divided Societies” as the subject line. 
