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Abstract

Separatism is often conceptualized as a regional challenge to a central national-
ist project. Explanations of separatist violence focus on the gap between the cul-
tures embodied in central nationalism and regional nationalism or on obstacles to
center-periphery bargaining. In India, however, many separatist movements face their
strongest opposition from other groups in their area. Separatist violence is best un-
derstood by examining the central government’s political ties to rival interests in the
geographic periphery. Ethnic groups are most likely to become violent separatists if
the central government moderately favors rival groups in their geographic area. I use
a case study of the Meghalaya statehood movement in Northeast India to demonstrate
how shifts in the central government’s political ties to competing groups there shaped
the movement’s tactics and successes. I then show that the prime minister’s political
ties to rival ethnic groups in the periphery are an empirically powerful explanation of
the incidence of separatist civil war in India, from 1950 to 2009. This relationship
is robust to controls for self-rule; cultural, linguistic, historical or economic distance
from the center; and measures of the center’s national unity concerns.
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1 Introduction

Separatism is frequently regarded as an upstart nationalist project challenging the nationalist project

of a subsuming state.1 Describing post-colonial Asia and Africa, Geertz writes:

removing European rule has liberated the nationalisms within nationalisms that virtu-

ally all the new states contain and produced as provincialism or separatism a . . . threat

to the new-wrought national identity.2

In this view, “explaining separatism . . . largely boils down to explaining the rise of national con-

sciousness.”3 India is an example of a country where separatism is usually discussed in terms of

competing nationalisms.4 Guha contrasts the “little nationalisms” of India’s tribes and linguistic

groups with the “great nationalism” represented by the emergence of the Indian National Congress

(INC) Party in the 1880s.5 Large bodies of academic work on individual separatist movements in

India analyze the nationalist discourse of the separatists6 or the marginalization of the separatists’

region within the center’s nationalism.7

It is almost necessarily true that separatists articulate an identity that differs from the center’s

nationalism. This study argues that, in India, the central government’s reluctance to modify polit-

ical arrangements in the periphery is explained by domestic political considerations. In particular,

central political ties to competing interests in the periphery determine when subnationalism be-

comes separatist war. Attention to competing interests in the periphery is warranted given that

many separatist movements face their strongest opposition from other groups in their own area.

For example, an autonomy plan for Jammu and Kashmir proposed by New Delhi in 2000 was re-

jected by Hindus and Buddhists in Kashmir because “both minorities feared for their future under

a Muslim-dominated state.”8

Escalation to violence depends on New Delhi’s political ties to pro-status quo interests in the

periphery. The most-likely separatists are ethnic groups that are moderately disfavored in the
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prime minister’s coalition relative to their rivals in the periphery. Since the group is politically

disadvantaged relative to its pro-status quo rivals, the center is unlikely to preemptively reform

political arrangements in the periphery. The group’s moderate, as opposed to extreme, political

disadvantage is also important. If the group were at a more extreme political disadvantage, it

would be deterred from violence by the expectation of government repression.

The study begins with a case study of the Meghalaya statehood movement in northeast India. In

1971, Meghalaya was created by dividing the state of Assam; Meghalaya’s population is primarily

Khasi and Garo, in contrast to the Assamese majority of Assam. The creation of Meghalaya

has been heralded as an example of the flexibility of India’s nationalist project.9 I argue that the

center’s flexibility with respect to all-India nationalism played little role in the timing or success of

negotiations to create Meghalaya. Instead, the fluctuating political strength of the ethnic Assamese

within the ruling Congress Party explains when New Delhi was relatively compromising versus

hardline toward the Meghalaya movement and explains variation in the movement’s tactics.

I also present a statistical analysis of separatist rebellion by Indian ethnic groups, 1950–2009. I

find that an ethnic group was most likely to rebel when the prime minister’s party or coalition mod-

erately favored the group’s rivals in the periphery. These findings are not explained by grievances

against central control, such as degree of self-rule; by linguistic or cultural distance from north

India; regional inequalities in income and natural resources; or the center’s concern for national

integrity.

The primary contribution of this study is to show that conceptualizing separatism as a dyadic

conflict of central and regional nationalism is potentially misleading. Conflict in the periphery

is a well-known feature of many separatist conflicts, like those in Northern Ireland and Darfur.

Yet, cross-national studies of separatism incorporate competing interests in the periphery in only a

cursory manner.10 The findings in this study suggest the value of revisiting comparative analysis

with conflicting interests in the periphery in mind. This study is likewise a departure from analyses

of separatist movements in India, which tend to focus on the tug-of-war between New Delhi’s
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anxiety about national unity and the concerns of minorities, rather than diverse interests within the

periphery.

The study is structured as follows. The next section reviews the literature on separatist war

and central nationalism. Section 3 proposes an account of separatism based on competing interests

in the periphery. Section 4 uses the Meghalaya statehood movement to show how New Delhi’s

political ties to competing interests in the periphery explain the course of that movement. Section

5 uses an original panel dataset of ethnic groups in India to demonstrate that the political standing

of competing groups in the periphery explains the incidence of separatist civil war.

2 Competing nationalisms

Theories of separatism—both general theories and accounts specific to India—tend to describe

such conflicts as clashes between central and peripheral nationalist projects. Some such theories

have a relatively primordial bent, stressing the near inevitability of friction in modernizing multi-

ethnic states.11 Others stress that nationalisms are socially constructed but nonetheless divisive.12

For many scholars working in the latter vein, intervening variables explain when the tension be-

tween central and peripheral nationalism becomes violent. First, the feasibility of rebellion is

thought to depend on myriad factors: terrain,13 local autonomy,14 relative capability,15 territorial

concentration,16 or cross-border coethnics.17 Second, regional inequalities in wealth or natural

resource endowments may fuel the development of national consciousness,18 increase the attrac-

tions of independence,19 or make bargains between the center and the periphery unstable.20 Other

posited obstacles to bargaining between center and periphery are the center’s fear of cascading

national disintegration21 and the periphery’s fear of future exploitation.22

Observers of separatism in India likewise stress the competition between central nationalism

and peripheral nationalisms. This tendency in part reflects the Indian central elite’s historical

anxiety on the subject of national integrity. The first national leaders emerged from the Partition
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of India and Pakistan deeply concerned that India would split again. India’s first prime minister,

Jawaharlal Nehru, famously described his horror at how, during the constitution writing process,

“some of the ablest men in the country came before us and confidently and emphatically stated that

language in this country stood for and represented culture, race, history, individuality, and finally

a sub-nation.”23 The content and character of all-India nationalism has been a matter of major

public controversy for decades.24 Politically-salient sub-national identities clearly exist in India.25

Nonetheless, Stepan, Linz, and Yadav argue that India is an example of a successful “state-nation”

that engenders widespread loyalty from the people of multiple ethnic nations.26 They further argue

that separatist conflict has occurred when the center has overreached in imposing control over the

periphery. Other scholars diagnose the center’s failings in addressing sub-nationalisms somewhat

differently but agree that the conflict between central and regional nationalisms has been a major

challenge for India.27

3 Theory: Rivalry in the periphery and separatist war

A focus on clashes between central and peripheral nationalism obscures diversity in the periphery.

In India, there has been some local resistance to every violent separatist movement, in some cases

spawning rival militant movements. The Kashmiri separatist insurgency has given rise to calls for

both Jammu and Ladakh to split from Kashmir, for example.28 Kuki militants resist the demands

of Naga rebels in Northeast India. Hindu militias battled Sikh militants in the early stages of

the Punjabi separatist insurgency.29 Militant groups from rival communities have also clashed

in Tripura, Manipur, and Assam. In some of these instances the center has openly or covertly

supported one or the other community. In other cases it has fought with both. Central intervention

notwithstanding, local interests have been at odds in all of these conflicts.

This conflict in the periphery reflects the high material stakes of subnationalist movements for

groups there. Such mobilization tends to be resolved by the creation of new states, the devolution of
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more autonomy to an existing state, or the creation of an autonomous area with some of the powers

of a state. Two constituencies in the periphery stand to lose from such new grants of statehood or

autonomy. The first group is people who would become minorities in a new or newly-empowered

state or autonomous area. Each Indian state sets its own official language(s) for secondary and

higher education, the civil service, and employment in government-owned industries, generally

advantaging the majority group.30 A second opposed constituency is relevant if an autonomy

movement seeks to split from an existing state with an ethnic majority. The existing state’s majority

ethnic group loses economically if a minority area separates. Indian states receive most of their

budgets as per capita transfers from the center,31 and access to these resources can be restricted to

the dominant community.32 Decreasing the minority population of a state thus decreases the per

capita allocation of central resources to the majority group.

The probability of violence is a function of when sub-national autonomy is politically difficult

for the center to concede. The center’s inclination to change political arrangements in the periph-

ery depends in turn on the central executive’s political value33 for the pro-status quo interests just

described, minorities and/or the dominant group of an existing state. The Indian government’s

response to emergent Sikh separatism in Punjab in the 1980s illustrates this point. On several oc-

casions, negotiations came close to a peace deal, only to have the central government renege. Both

mediators34 and a central government official35 later claimed that the central government scut-

tled these agreements fearing lost votes among non-Sikh constituencies in Punjab and neighboring

areas.

Separatism is unlikely when a group seeking autonomy is favored by the center. An ethnic

group with a political advantage relative to its rivals in the periphery should be able to obtain

the political arrangements it prefers peacefully. Thus, groups with politically disadvantaged local

rivals do not need to rebel.

However, there is not a strictly increasing relationship between disempowerment relative to

other groups in the periphery and rebellion. Groups whose local rivals have very strong ties to New
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Delhi may be deterred from violence because the center will pay high costs to rebuff challenges

to the status quo. Therefore, ethnic groups whose local rivals are very influential in the capital are

not likely separatists.

The highest probability of separatism is when a group’s rival in the periphery is moderately

politically favored. Moderate political favoritism toward a pro-status quo group means that New

Delhi is reluctant to preemptively address separatists’ grievances. However, unlike a case where

separatists’ rivals are heavily favored politically, New Delhi’s willingness to defend the status quo

is limited. In case of violence, it may make accommodations. Therefore, separatists have a political

opportunity to use militancy.

It is important to stress that these arguments relate specifically to the probability of a separatist

rebellion rather than the degree of popular separatist sentiment or to other forms of conflict. In

particular, I focus on separatist insurgency, in which citizens use force against the recognized

central government. Separatism is not a government-initiated campaign to subdue areas previously

outside its control. Thus, in the statistical analysis below, I will examine only areas where the

Indian government had de facto control of the territory before violence began.

Another assumption undergirding the analysis above is that regional autonomy is often effective

in preventing or ending separatist violence. That assumption implies, first, that separatist leaders,

rank-and-file, and civilian supporters are generally not so committed to independence as to reject

all other forms of self-rule. This implication seems reasonable given that there are no cases of

separatists winning independence from India but many cases of violence leading to greater local

autonomy. The assumption that self-rule defuses violence also implies that regional autonomy is

not merely a stepping stone to greater organizational capacity and increasingly strident demands

against the center.36 At least in the case of India, most scholars agree that decentralization, in

conjunction with the creation of more ethnically homogenous federal states, has led to less violence

over time.37 However, the claim that decentralization promotes stability does not necessarily imply

that these arrangements have other desirable properties. For example, Rao and Singh argue that
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some of India’s newer states are economically non-viable.38 Lacina argues that the stability of the

new states and autonomous areas in Northeast India is due to rulers’ use of these institutions to

limit political competition and marginalize ethnic minorities.39

Table 1 summarizes the theoretical arguments just made. Violence is most likely when the

opponents of an autonomy movement are moderately politically favored in New Delhi. Rebellion

is unlikely by groups that have a political advantage over their local rivals or by groups that are very

politically weak relative to their local rivals. The next section uses a case study of the Meghalaya

statehood movement in India to illuminate these claims.

[Table 1 about here.]

4 New Delhi, Assam, and the creation of Meghalaya

This section traces the history of the autonomy movement among hill tribes of Assam, focusing in

particular on the Khasi and Garo tribes’ statehood movement. In 1971, this movement succeeded

in having the new state of Meghalaya carved from Assam after more than twenty years of mobiliza-

tion. The hill tribes’ mobilization was not primarily a reaction to central nationalism; instead, the

proximate source of hill tribe discontent was the Assamese nationalist movement. Competition be-

tween central and tribal nationalism also cannot explain how central policy toward the movement

changed over time. Instead, changes in the political importance of the ethnic Assamese explain

variation in the tactics of the hill tribes’ statehood movement and New Delhi’s responses. The

final column in Table 1 lays out the eras of the Meghalaya statehood movement that correspond

to different values on the independent variable, which is the political strength of the Assamese.

Between 1950 and 1962, the Assamese had a modest edge over the hill tribes in importance to the

Congress Party. Hill groups extracted accommodation by means of irregular politicking and threats

of violence. Some evidence suggests escalation to separatist war was a real possibility at this point.

After the Sino-Indian War of 1962, however, the Congress Party began to falter nationally and the

7



Assamese became more important to maintaining the Party’s parliamentary majority. New Delhi

reneged on earlier concessions to the hill tribes. Despite the center’s reversals, the tribal statehood

movement dropped its militant tactics, realizing such tactics were unlikely to succeed. In 1966,

Indira Gandhi came to power in the center. After a rift in the Congress Party, the Assamese were

out of favor with the prime minister. The hill state movement was now politically favored in New

Delhi and has able to succeed peacefully.

The history below is drawn from interviews conducted in Meghalaya in 2008–09; memoirs and

papers of leaders of the Meghalaya statehood movement; materials from the National Archives of

India, National Library of India, and the Captain Williamson Sangma State Museum in Shillong;

and media sources. In official history, the movement is an exemplar of peaceful mobilization.40

That history downplays the more confrontational periods of the movement. My interviews were

critical for establishing the chronology of the movements’ tactics and the details of its least peace-

ful periods. The next section gives some brief background on Assam; Section 4.2 begins my

account of the hill state movement.

4.1 The hill tribes of Assam at independence

The contemporary state of Assam centers on the Brahmaputra river plain. The population of the

plains is primarily Assamese and Bengali-speaking and majority Hindu. To the south and east are

hilly areas that, along with some of the forests of the river plain, are linguistically and religiously

dissimilar from the majority plains culture. Tibeto-Burman and Mon-Khmer languages predomi-

nate, instead of Indo-Aryan languages like Assamese and Bengali. Unlike the river plain, many hill

regions were legally accessible to missionaries during British rule and became heavily Christian.

The British colonial government designated the hill and forest populations in and around Assam

as “tribal.”41

At independence, Schedule 6 of the Indian Constitution created five autonomous districts for

the hill tribes of Assam (Figure 1a).42 These arrangements were challenged by the hill tribes and,
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by the early 1970s, four of the five original autonomous tribal districts were no longer in Assam

(cf. Figures 1a and 1b).43 Most importantly for this case study, in 1969 the Garo Hills, home of the

Garo tribe, and the United Khasi and Jaintia Hills, home of the Khasi tribe became a “sub-state”

within Assam, dubbed Meghalaya. Meghalaya was elevated to the rank of a full state two years

later.

[Figure 1 about here.]

4.2 The Assamese advantage in normal politics, 1950–1962

At the time of independence, the primary political struggle within the Garo and Khasi tribes was

between a new Christian intelligentsia and the traditional leadership.44 The Congress Party made

its alliance with the new elite. The most important leader of the hill tribe intelligentsia, a Khasi

minister named James Joy Mohan Nichols-Roy, was recruited in 1947 to run for the constituent

assembly45 on the Congress ticket. Nichols-Roy authored the 6th Schedule of the constitution

giving special autonomy to the Northeastern hill tribes.

Early hill tribe activism was primarily motivated by elite resentment of Assamese nationalism

and political dominance. The hill intelligentsia’s entente with Congress broke down due to the

domination of the state government by Assamese politicians and the Congress’ continued patron-

age of the traditional tribal leadership, including the provision of reserved seats for these leaders on

the autonomous district councils. Nichols-Roy left the Congress after the Assam Chief Minister,

Bishnu Ram Medhi, did not give Nichols-Roy the tribal portfolio in the state cabinet. Medhi alien-

ated the most important Garo leader, Captain Williamson Sangma, by making Garo Hills District

Council appointments that Sangma opposed. The disaffected Nichols-Roy and Sangma set up the

East India Tribal Union (EITU) to compete with the Congress in tribal areas.

The Assamese Congressmen were not so politically powerful in New Delhi that they had a veto

on central policy toward Assam. Instead, Nehru tried to placate the EITU by using Congress party
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discipline to curb Assamese nationalists. After the Assam state elections of 1957, Nehru forced

out Chief Minister Medhi in favor of his more moderate rival, Bimala Prasad Chaliha. The EITU

agreed to join the ruling coalition under Chaliha, in exchange for which both Nichols-Roy and

Sangma were awarded cabinet posts.

The hill leadership’s post-1957 alliance with Congress was damaged in April 1960, when the

anti-Chaliha, Assamese nationalist faction of the state Congress Party passed a resolution calling

for Assamese to become the state’s sole official language. The official language bill “made hill

leaders rethink Chaliha’s strength to protect them.”46 Nichols-Roy and Sangma resigned from the

cabinet and organized the All Party Hill Leaders’ Conference (APHLC), which condemned the

resolution. In August 1960, the APHLC demanded the creation of a state for the hill tribes or the

revocation of Assamese as an official state language. The APHLC became the new political party

of the tribes, winning 11 of 15 tribal state assembly seats in 1962.

New Delhi’s reaction to the APHLC was initially accommodating. Nehru proposed a tribal

sub-state. This “Scottish Plan” called for a statutory council of hill tribe representatives that would

control all development-related matters in hill areas. The state assembly members elected from the

hills would also form a committee that could block any state legislation from being applied to their

constituencies.

The central government’s rather generous autonomy offers at this stage reflect the tenuous

position of the hardline Assamese in national politics, where other Congress constituencies were

increasingly critical of the Assam government. The Assamese nationalists’ language legislation

had been accompanied by riots targeting Bengalis, Khasis, and other minorities. The riots created

“a first-rate national crisis,” 47 displacing at least 19,000 people.48 West Bengal media outlets in

particular took up the cause of minorities in Assam, both Bengalis and tribals.49 In the central

parliament, the opposition parties staged a walk-out to protest against the speaker’s refusal to

allow for debate on the Assam riots.50 The center urged the Assam state government to make

concessions to the hill tribes because of this outside pressure. The Assam government therefore
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agreed to Nehru’s Scottish Plan.

The strength of the tribal bargaining position is further indicated by the fact that the APHLC

rejected the Scottish Plan. Convinced they could extract more through agitation, the APHLC

began organizing itself for irregular politicking. In fall 1962, the party began to recruit thousands

of men and women to form a direct action wing of the party. According to the memoirs of an

APHLC leader, the direct action wing was to be deployed in acts of civil disobedience designed to

paralyze government offices;51 such a campaign would be particularly costly since Shillong, the

state capital at the time, was in the Khasi Hills. An interviewee told me that the organizing for

direct action also included a contingency plan for insurgency: the APHLC leadership had selected

10,000 men to go to China and train for guerrilla war should negotiations fail, although this step

was never taken. The respondent described the belief that the well-educated Khasi population had

the organizational acumen to launch “India’s Vietnam.” The timing of this reported contingency

planning for insurgency parallels the verifiable organization of a mass action wing of the APHLC.

It is also contemporaneous with mobilization for violence in Mizo areas. In 1961 the Mizo National

Front (MNF) broke with the APHLC and declared that it would seek independence. Over the next

two years, the MNF began amassing weapons and training cadres for rebellion, contacted Pakistan

and China, and began a violent insurgency in 1966.

4.3 The resurgence of the ethnic Assamese, 1962–1966

The APHLC’s plan for mass agitation was disrupted by India’s war with China in October 1962.

According to interviewees, the campaign of mass action was called off because the leadership

believed it would appear treasonous and poison national sentiment toward the hill state. This sup-

position was reasonable: India’s National Archives contain records of mass detention of suspected

Chinese sympathizers in Northeast India during and after the war.52

The war with China ended in a humiliating defeat for India. The military debacle and a concur-

rent economic downturn rapidly eroded the strength of Congress. As Congress faltered, Assamese
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leverage with the center improved and New Delhi became more resistant to the hill state demand.

In 1967, a press observer pointed out that the APHLC movement had been stalled by increased

Assamese political influence:

The successful drive for passage of the controversial Assam Official Language Bill [in

1960] showed the forcefulness of conservative sentiment among Congress Party mem-

bers from the plains. Parodoxically, the bargaining position of the Assam Congress-

men has since then been further bolstered by the party’s misfortunes on the national

level. The weaker the party becomes at the center, the less inclined are Congress min-

isters to ram down the throats of the government of one of the few really “safe” states

left in India a [hill state] measure for which the party itself can claim no credit.53

Enhanced Assamese political influence was reflected in the decreasing generosity of the center’s

offers to the APHLC. In June 1963, Nehru offered the hill leaders maximum autonomy “consistent

with the cabinet form of Government within Assam . . . very much less than the statutory Scottish

Pattern envisaged in his earlier proposal.”54 In April 1964, “the APHLC indicated their willingness

to reconsider the [Scottish] proposal. . . But the confirmation of the original offer was no longer

forthcoming from Nehru.”55 The rebuffed APHLC backed down and passed a resolution in favor

of Nehru’s new, stingier offer. By contrast, the Assamese government was emboldened and rejected

the plan. Further negotiations stalled after Nehru died in May 1964.

The increase in Assamese political strength corresponded with a decline in the militant activity

of the APHLC. Between 1963 and 1966, the APHLC did not restart its program of general strikes

or mass mobilization even though New Delhi reversed its previous offers. The party faltered elec-

torally, as well. In 1962, the party won eleven of fifteen tribal seats in the state assembly. When

the APHLC ordered these representatives to resign in solidarity with the hill state demand, four

MLAs defected from the party rather than give up their posts. In the 1963 by-elections to the seven

vacated APHLC seats, the party won only five races.
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4.4 Indira Gandhi and the division of Assam, 1966–1971

A few years later, in 1969, a hill tribe sub-state, similar to Nehru’s Scottish Plan, was ratified

by Parliament. In 1971, New Delhi agreed to create the hill state of Meghalaya. This dramatic

turnaround of the hill tribes’ political fortunes was the result of a rift in the Congress Party and

subsequent collapse of the political influence of the ethnic Assamese with the prime minister.

In January 1966, Prime Minister Lal Bahadur Shastri died suddenly and Indira Gandhi became

the new executive. She was chosen for the post by a group of Congress leaders known as the Syn-

dicate and led by Morarji Desai, the deputy prime minister. The Syndicate leaders controlled ma-

joritarian, state-specific political machines but were not charismatic national figures. Mrs. Gandhi

countered the Syndicate’s power base by courting minority groups, especially Muslims, lower

castes, and tribal voters. In Assam, the Prime Minister’s potential constituencies were Muslims,

Bengalis, tribals, and Hindi-speaking migrants. Notably, when the Congress Party split outright in

1969, the first Assamese politicians to side with Indira Gandhi were Muslim or Bengali.56

In December 1966, Mrs. Gandhi announced that she intended to revisit the organization of

Assam, reviving the idea of a sub-state for the hill areas. The Syndicate sided with the ethnic

Assamese and insisted on the integrity of the state. Asian Survey described the ensuing standoff as

follows:

[March 1967] was the beginning [of] a war of attrition between Mrs. Gandhi supported

by [Home Minister] Chavan by one side, and [Chief Minister of Assam] Chaliha and

the Assam Congress on the other, with the backing subsequently of Morarji Desai,

the Deputy Prime Minster. Congress party bosses of several states, who are collec-

tively known as the syndicate, also decided to make common cause with Chaliha ...

A deadlock between New Delhi and Assam soon developed, with both the [Assam]

State Congress and the legislature party rejecting the subfederation idea “in categori-

cal terms.”57
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The Syndicate’s support for the Assamese position was further evidenced when the Congress Par-

liamentary Board sided with Chaliha. Desai threatened to vote against any reorganization bill

introduced without the Assam government’s consent.

The stand-off was resolved in a quid pro quo between Indira Gandhi and Desai. The Prime

Minister helped Desai quash a corruption scandal and Desai withdrew his objections to the sub-

state plan, bringing his faction of Congress into line.58 Without the support of the Syndicate, the

Assam Congress likewise had to concede. The Meghalaya sub-state was formed, granting more

autonomy to the hill tribe areas.

Ironically, the APHLC was weaker politically in 1969 than it had been at the beginning of the

decade when it was rebuffed by Nehru and Shastri. In state assembly elections in 1967, the party

was able to capture the nine seats in Garo and Khasi areas but did not win any seats from other

tribal areas. The party was also less aggressive in its mobilizations than it had been in 1961–62.

In 1968, the party conducted a purge of its militant wing. Hopingstone Lyngdoh, the chief of

the direct action volunteer corps in the Khasi and Jaintia Hills, was expelled from the party. In

the same year, when language riots again broke out in the Assam plains, APHLC areas remained

quiet. When the sub-state plan was announced, the APHLC called a general strike to improve the

terms of the deal but then quickly backed down.

The elevation of Meghalaya to statehood in 1971 came about as the Assamese reached a new

low in Indira Gandhi’s political coalition. Mahendra Mohan Choudhury, a pro-Syndicate politician,

became chief minister of Assam in November 1970 in a grand coalition arrangement. Choudhury,

recognizing that this truce was unlikely to hold, made a series of cabinet picks that left out Indira

Gandhi’s closest allies and excluded Muslims altogether.59 A few weeks after those cabinet picks,

Mrs. Gandhi announced her acceptance “in principle” of a separate state of Meghalaya without

consulting the Assam state government.60 The Assam Reorganisation Bill passed in December

1971, after Indira Gandhi’s Congress won a huge victory in national elections.
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4.5 Rivalry in the periphery and the hill tribe movement

The fortunes of the Meghalaya statehood movement depended on the political value of the ethnic

Assamese to the prime minister. Between 1950 and 1962, the Assamese had a moderate politi-

cal advantage in New Delhi. That advantage meant the center did not preemptively address hill

tribe grievances. However, hill tribe mobilization extracted concessions when tribal mobilization

generated political costs for the center. The war with China in 1962 was a positive shock to As-

samese political importance within the Congress Party. Nehru reneged on earlier offers to the hill

tribes, while the APHLC became more conciliatory. When Indira Gandhi came to power, her rivals

sided with the Assamese nationalists. The peaceful formation of Meghalaya resulted from Indira

Gandhi’s alienation from Assamese interests.

This history is difficult to explain by focusing only on the tensions between all-India and Garo

or Khasi nationalism. The impetus of the conflict was a clash between local nationalisms, As-

samese and tribal. Meghalaya was not created at a time of unprecedented nationalist mobilization

among hill tribes. Rather, by 1971 the statehood movement had declined substantially from its

peak strength. Shifts in the national government’s stance on all-India nationalism cannot explain

changing central responses to the hill state demand. In the time between 1950 and 1971, the cen-

tral government did not become more favorable to decentralization. If anything, Indira Gandhi’s

administration pursued centralization to a greater extent than Nehru and Shastri had done.61 The

center was also opposed to the creation of ethnically-defined states throughout this period. Indira

Gandhi did not reverse Nehru’s and Shastri’s official opposition to such ethnic reorganization. For

example, in Telangana in Andhra Pradesh, her government worked on a compromise to hold the

state together. The center also did not become less nationalist. Kohli characterizes Indira Gandhi’s

leadership as generally less flexible toward subnationalism than Nehru had been.62 The case of

Meghalaya inverts this pattern. Nehru retracted offers of autonomy to the hill tribes while a new

state was created peacefully during Mrs. Gandhi’s tenure.
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I now turn to an all-India analysis of separatism to confirm that rivalries in the periphery explain

the incidence of separatist war in India.

5 Separatist war in India

The final empirical section of this study examines which Indian ethnic groups have fought sepa-

ratist civil wars. The section presents a dataset of potentially separatist ethnic groups that measures

the political standing in New Delhi of these groups and their local rivals. Regression results show

that ethnic groups are most likely to rebel when their rivals in the periphery have a moderate po-

litical advantage in New Delhi. Ethnic groups are unlikely to rebel when they have much more or

much less political representation in the prime minister’s party or coalition than their rivals.

5.1 Identifying ethnic groups

In India, compiling statistics on language, religion, and other indentity categories is controversial

and often violent.63 Official statistics also reflect prior political mobilization. For example, tens of

millions of respondents to the Indian census provide a name for their language that is thrown out

in favor of an official classification, reflecting the political dominance of some dialects over others.

Religious identities are also homogenized by the census. India’s separatist regions have particularly

unreliable official data. The Indian census has not consistently been carried out in such regions and

census results are not always published in disaggregated form because of political sensitivity.

To circumvent the role of post-independence politics in defining ethnic groups, I use the colo-

nial Linguistic Survey of India (LSI) by Sir George A. Grierson to identify ethno-linguistic groups

and their areas of settlement.64 Using colonial data to define ethnic groups prevents selection on

prior mobilization. The LSI was conducted prior to the British introduction of electoral institu-

tions to India and without any popular participation. The survey was politically influential once

published; however, ethnic identities in the LSI all share the political advantage of having been

16



recognized there. The data also do not reflect post-1890s migration, alleviating concerns about

endogeneity between migration and violence.

5.2 The role of international borders

All of India’s separatist wars have taken place along the country’s northern land border. The clus-

tering of rebellion on the border is possibly a product of the greater feasibility of rural insurgency

where cross border sanctuaries are available. Cross border coethnics may also play a role in ex-

plaining why separatism clusters on the northern border, a point I return to below. I deal with

the perfect correlation between separatism and the northern land border by looking only at ethnic

groups in India’s border states.

I identify potential separatist groups by finding enclaves of one or more contiguous districts in a

state that share a plurality ethnic group. The result is a panel dataset with 52 groups observed from

1950 to 2009. Some groups enter the data after 1950. Most notably, the Northeast Frontier Agency

(NEFA) and Jammu and Kashmir were, in theory, governed by the Ministry of External Affairs

in 1950, when the Indian constitution came into effect. In practice, these areas were partially or

completely outside of New Delhi’s control. Groups there are included in the analysis only after de

facto control was established.65

The dependent variable is the incidence of Separatist insurgency. Ten of the groups (19%)

have fought a separatist conflict according to the UCDP/PRIO Armed Conflict Dataset v.4-2010.66

Table 2 lists all cases of separatist insurgency.

[Table 2 about here.]
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5.3 Identifying rivals and measuring relative political importance to New

Delhi

The independent variable of interest is the relative political importance of the potentially separatist

ethnic group compared to local interests that favor the status quo. If potential separatists are a

minority in a state with an ethnic majority, that state majority is identified as the rival, pro-status

quo interest. If the potential separatists live in a state without a majority ethnic group or are the

majority ethnic group in their state, their rival is defined as the largest minority in their area.

I measure ethnic groups’ political importance to the central executive using their representation

in the ruling party or coalition in the lower house of India’s parliament, the Lok Sabha.67 A group’s

government representation is the number of seats in the group’s area held by the prime minister’s

party or coalition, weighted by the group’s population share in each seat.68

I construct a measure of relative government representation by dividing the government rep-

resentation of the rival group by that of the potentially separatist group. The minimum value of

relative representation is zero, which occurs if the rival has no representation in the prime minis-

ter’s coalition. Relative government representation of one implies equal representation for the main

ethnic group and its rival. Relative government representation greater than one means that the rival

group had more representation in the ruling coalition than the main group had. This measure is

logged in the statistical analysis. Summary statistics for all variables are in Table 3; independent

variables are lagged one year.

[Table 3 about here.]

The expected relationship between Ln relative government representation and separatist war

is an inverted U-curve. Low values of relative government representation imply that the potential

separatists had the political advantage in New Delhi and are expected to be peaceful; in other

words, low values of relative government representation correspond to the “Rival disadvantaged”
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category in Table 1. Very high values of relative representation imply the rival group is much

better represented in the prime minister’s coalition; this corresponds to the “Rival heavily favored”

category in Table 1. Separatists are expected to be deterred from violence in such cases. Groups

are most likely to rebel when their rivals in the periphery are moderately advantaged politically,

the “Rival favored” case in Table 1. Thus, the peak probability of separatist war should occur when

relative political importance is greater than one but not too large.

5.4 Potential confounds

Three sets of control variables are included in all of the models of separatism below. These con-

trols capture ethnic groups’ political power in the capital, variables that may explain both political

importance and violence, and migration.

The first set of controls disentangles an ethnic group’s own political power from relative po-

litical standing. I note each group’s seats in the prime minister’s party/coalition (Ln group’s gov-

ernment representation). Second, I code whether the group was the majority in an existing state

(Statehood). Groups with regional autonomy may be less aggrieved and be better able to influence

the capital. Therefore, regional autonomy may drive both violence and political standing.

A second set of controls are variables that might explain groups’ political importance and cause

conflict directly. First, Cunningham and Weidmann argue that diversity in the periphery causes

separatism.69 Of particular concern is a possible non-linear relationship between groups’ relative

population and conflict. If population also drives political importance, a spurious non-linear rela-

tionship between relative political importance and conflict could result. I use a non-linear measure

of relative population suggested by Cunningham and Weidmann: the squared difference in an eth-

nic group’s and its rival’s local population shares (Difference group pop. shares sq.). Second, both

a group’s population (Ln group population) and economic development are likely correlates of vi-

olence and political importance. Sub-national income data is not available for the first decades of

Indian independence. Therefore, I proxy development with Agricultural dependence, the share of
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the workforce employed in agriculture, in a group’s area.70 Finally, very remote groups may be un-

likely to overlap with a dominant ethnic group and have better opportunities for rebellion.71 There-

fore, I measure distance between the ethnic group and New Delhi (Ln distance to New Delhi).72

Third, migration is a possible confound. Governments sometimes sponsor migration to the

periphery as a means of pacification, as in Tibet or the West Bank. Migration may, therefore,

create an endogenous relationship between the risk of violence and spatial overlap with a dominant

or advantaged ethnic group. That concern is mitigated by the fact that the colonial data used here

do not reflect recent migration. However, the specifications below include Rival migrant, a dummy

variable indicating whether a group’s rival in the periphery migrated there during British rule of

India.73

Finally, all models include peace years and peace year splines to address autocorrelation in the

dependent variable.

5.5 Main results

In the basic specification for separatist war in India (Model 1, Table 4), relative government repre-

sentation is included as a linear and a squared term. Both terms are estimated to have a statistically

significant relationship with separatist civil war. Figure 2a plots the predicted probability of con-

flict against relative government representation, showing the expected inverted-U relationship with

violence.74 The x-axis is labeled with unlogged values of relative government representation, for

ease of interpretation.

[Table 4 about here.]

[Figure 2 about here.]

As expected, when a group is much more politically significant than its local rival, the estimated

probability of separatism is low. The predicted probability of insurgency is less than 0.01% at the
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5th percentile of relative government representation (0.14). The highest predicted probability of

separatist war, about 89%, is at 1.8, implying a group’s rival has almost twice the seats in the

ruling party or coalition that the main group has. This result corresponds to the expectation that

groups with rivals that are moderately favored in New Delhi are the most likely to rebel. At the

95th percentile of relative government representation (15) the predicted probability of conflict is

just 0.3%. Thus, as hypothesized, rebellion is unlikely by groups at a major political disadvantage

relative to pro-status quo groups in the periphery.

5.6 Competing nationalisms

To ensure the findings above are robust, I now add variables that capture conflict between the center

and the periphery to the model of separatist war. The first set of controls are measures of cultural

and economic distance between an ethnic group and New Delhi.

First, I record the Hindu population share of each ethnic group’s area. Wilkinson and Capoccia,

Sáez, and de Rooij argue that conflicts involving religious minorities in India have been particularly

violent.75 Brass argues that the Partition of India and Pakistan made New Delhi especially wary of

accommodating territorial demands construed in religious terms.76

Second, I measure the linguistic distance between an ethnic group and Modern Standard Hindi

(MSH). MSH has been an integral part of all-India nationalism, particularly the centrally-sanctioned

nationalism of the first Congress governments. In the nineteenth century, the term “Hindi” referred

to one of two major literary forms of the language Hindustani, which was spoken in the region

surrounding Delhi. Hindustani’s two literary formats were Urdu and Hindi, characterized by dis-

tinct alphabets. Written Hindi was a relatively recent arrival, developed in Hindu schools eager

to discard the Persian-derived Urdu alphabet in favor of the Devanagari alphabet, derived from

one of the writing systems for Sanskrit. Thus, Hindi demarcated Hindus and Muslims at a time

of increasing religious polarization.77 Use of Hindi and/or Hindustani was also championed by

Indian nationalists as a means to counter the argument that British India was too diverse to be a
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viable country. Nationalists argued that all of northern India spoke closely-related languages and

was rapidly converging on Hindustani.78 After independence, New Delhi encouraged the idea that

northern India had a single language. Not only was the term Hindi used in official statistics for

most speech forms in northern India, Hindustani was being transformed into a new, official Hindi.

The government propogated a language based on:

a western Hindi dialect [Hindustani], but also demonstrating features from other re-

gional dialects[,] adjoining Indo-Aryan languages, and even such non-Indo-Aryan lan-

guages as Persian. Although the ‘official’ name of the language is simply ‘Hindi,’

in many grammar books the terms Standard Hindi, Modern Standard Hindi, or Khaṙī

Bolī (lit. ‘standing language’) are used.79

I measure each ethnic group’s Linguistic distance from Modern Standard Hindi based on the num-

ber of common branches in a universal table of language genealogy.80

Third, I code the historical political and administrative integration of each ethnic enclave with

colonial and independent India. I note each group’s accession year, the date when the majority

of the ethnic group’s area was incorporated into either British India or independent India. The

earliest dates of accession are for areas that were administered by the British government when it

took over governance from the British East India Company; most of modern day Uttar Pradesh,

Bihar, Jharkhand, and West Bengal are in this category. Britain also had hundreds of individual

treaties with native states not subject to direct British administration. In some cases, these states

were later dissolved into British India; their accession is coded at that point. Other native states

signed accession treaties with independent India. Sikkim has the latest date of accession, in 1975,

when the Indian government annexed what had formerly been an independent protectorate. For

statistical analysis, I use these dates of accession to calculate Years since accession for each group-

year.

Finally, center/periphery conflict may be exacerbated by regional inequalities. I calculate re-

gional Inequality with a formula suggested by Cederman, Weidmann, and Gleditsch.81 If g is
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agricultural dependence measured for the ethnic group’s area and G is an all-India measure:

Inequality = (log(g/G))2 (1)

In addition to this measure of income inequality, I also record regional natural resource abundance.

I created an indicator variable for ethnic groups whose areas overlap petroleum deposits (Oil re-

gion).82 I also code groups that overlap a copper, coal, zinc, lead, gold, and/or diamond Mining

region.83 Oil and mining regions are by definition resource-rich relative to India as a whole, which

has limited resources of this kind.84

5.7 Regression results including cultural and economic distance

Model 2 (Table 4) adds the variables for religious and linguistic distance, historical integration,

and regional inequalities to the specification for separatist war. The linear and squared terms for

relative government representation remain statistically significant; the coefficient on the linear term

is larger in this model than in the original specification. The magnitudes of the new coefficients

are interpreted in Figure 2b. The effect of the larger linear coefficient is to shift the maximum

predicted probability of rebellion toward higher values of relative representation. In Figure 2b the

highest predicted probability of rebellion, 90%, occurs at relative representation of 2.0, meaning

that the ethnic group’s rival has twice the main group’s representation in the central government.

As in the original model, the predicted probability of conflict is nearly zero at very high and very

low values of relative government representation. Thus, the inverted U-curve relationship between

relative government representation and conflict is unlikely to be an artifact of religion, language,

historical integration with India, or economic inequality.
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5.8 Fears for national integrity

Model 3 adds a final set of control variables to the specification of separatist war. The central

government likely perceives some separatist movements as a more serious threat to national unity

than other movements. Some national unity concerns are already factored into the analysis here.

All of the ethnic groups in the analysis lie on India’s land border, which is the most critical region

from a national security perspective. Demands for territorial autonomy from religious minorities

may be particularly feared by the center. A short history of integration with British or independent

India is also likely to capture the credibility of separatist threats. Nonetheless, Model 3 considers

two more possible triggers of central fears for national integrity: the number of potential separatists

in the country and the potential for separatists to gain aid from cross border coethnics.

First, Walter argues that governments are more fearful of cascading national defection if they

face a larger number of potential separatists.85 I calculate the number of ethnic groups in my data

that have not previously rebelled in each year (No. potential separatists) and include this variable

in Model 3. Second, I also control for the presence of cross border coethnics in power in the

central government of a contiguous country and the presence of cross border coethnic rebellion.86

5.9 Regression results including national integrity concerns

Model 3 includes the indicators for the number of potential separatists and cross border coethnics.

The terms for relative representation remain statistically significant. Figure 2c shows the predicted

relationship between relative representation and rebellion. The results are similar to the other

figures. The maximum predicted probability of rebellion occurs at relative representation of 1.8.

Predicted levels of rebellion decrease rapidly above and below that point. In sum, Model 3 suggests

that the relationship between central government ties to competing groups in the periphery and

separatism is robust to controls for the number of separatist threats New Delhi faces and groups’

cross border ethnic ties.
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6 Conclusion

India continues to face crises related to subnationalist movements. Globally, separatism is the most

common form of ethnic war. Therefore, an accurate understanding of why separatism escalates to

violence is of great relevance. This study challenges the conceptualization of separatist violence as

a rejection of a central nationalist project. Although Indian separatists articulate regional identities,

the incidence of separatist war does not depend on physical, cultural, or economic distance from

the center. Instead, the center’s political ties to pro-status quo interests in the periphery are crucial

to understanding when separatism becomes violent. Both the history of the Meghalaya statehood

movement and a statistical analysis of original panel data on Indian ethnic groups suggest that

the fluctuating political standing of separatists’ rivals in the periphery determines the likelihood of

rebellion.

The findings in this study should be tested for generalizability. In Kashmir, Northern Ire-

land, the Philippines, Chechnya, Darfur, Sri Lanka, Tibet, Georgia, Kosovo, Croatia, Bosnia-

Herzegovina, southern Thailand, Sumatra, and Kurdish Iraq, separatists have faced resistance in

the periphery. Thus, central ties to competing interests in the periphery may predict separatism

beyond India. On the other hand, India’s extraordinarily high level of diversity, as well as the lack

of a national majority language, may set it apart. Perhaps India does not have a central nationalism

that is sufficiently threatening to inspire resistance in the periphery. On the other hand, India does

have a majority religion. Also, as noted in the introduction, post-colonial countries tend to have

relatively new and tentative official nationalist projects.

Another possible scope condition could be the Indian government’s willingness to decentralize.

Periphery-versus-periphery rivalries may be important only where a central government is willing

to grant regional autonomy. On the other hand, government willingness to decentralize is itself a

phenomenon to be explained. Future work should investigate whether the cross-national incidence

of regional autonomy can be explained by the political power of pro-status quo groups in the
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periphery.
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Autonomous district of Assam
a: United Mikir & N. Cachar Hills
b: United Khasi & Jaintia Hills
c: Lushei Hills
d: Naga Hills
f: Garo Hills

Centrally administered area
e: Northeast Frontier Agency

(a) Assam, 1950

State
A: Assam
B: Meghalaya
D: Nagaland

Union territory
C: Mizoram
E: Arunachal Pradesh

Autonomous district of Assam
a: Mikir Hills
b: North Cachar Hills

(b) Assam and areas separated from Assam, 1971

Figure 1: Assam in 1950 and 1971
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(c) Model 3

Figure 2: Predicted probability of separatist insurgency by a border-region ethnic group as a func-
tion of relative government representation, based on models in Table 4 and plotted with 90% con-
fidence intervals



Rival’s political position Expected outcome Meghalaya case study

Rival heavily favored ∼Violence (Deterrence) 1962–1966 (§4.3)
Rival favored Violence 1950–1962 (§4.2)
Rival disadvantaged ∼Violence (Accommodation) 1966–1971 (§4.4)

Table 1: Expected relationships between political position of separatists’ rivals and violence; cor-
responding sections of the Meghalaya case study indicated in the final column



Ethnic group Years of separatist insurgency

Nagas 1956–68
1992–1997
2000
2005–07

Mizos 1966–68

Tripuri 1979–1988
1992–93
1995
1997–04
2006

Meitei 1982–88
1992–2000
2003–2009

Punjabi Sikhs 1983–93

Kashmiri 1989–2009

Bodo 1989–90
1993–2004
2009

Assamese 1990–91
1994–2009

Kukis 1997

Dimasa 2008

Table 2: Ethnic groups fighting separatist insurgencies in India, 1950–2009



Mean St. Dev. Min Max

Separatist insurgency 0.051 0.22 0 1
Peace years 27 17 0 62
Ln relative government representation 0.16 1.3 -3.0 3.4
Ln group’s government representation -0.13 1.9 -4.6 3.7
Statehood 0.21 0.40 0 1
Difference group pop. shares sq. 0.41 0.24 0.0045 0.90
Ln group population (’000s) 6.7 2.2 1.9 11
Agricultural dependence 0.61 0.18 0.012 1
Ln distance to New Delhi 6.8 0.67 4.8 7.6
Rival migrant 0.12 0.33 0 1
Hindu population share 0.59 0.32 0.0057 0.99
Linguistic distance to modern standard Hindi 0.74 0.24 0.32 1
Years since accession 74 46 0 150
Inequality (Agricultural dependence) 0.19 0.46 3.9 e-8 16
Oil region 0.43 0.50 0 1
Mining region 0.30 0.46 0 1
No. potential separatists 43 4.3 36 51
Crossborder coethnics in power 0.19 0.39 0 1
Crossborder coethnic rebellion 0.014 0.12 0 1

Observations 2843

Table 3: Summary statistics for analysis of separatist insurgency in India



Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

Ln relative 2.3∗ 2.9∗ 3.1+

government representation (1.1) (1.3) (1.6)

Ln relative -1.8∗∗∗ -2.1∗∗ -2.5∗

government representation sq. (0.54) (0.72) (0.98)

Ln group’s -0.12 0.043 0.36
government representation (0.49) (0.66) (0.83)

Statehood 2.4∗∗ 2.3∗ 3.7∗∗∗

(0.79) (1.0) (1.0)

Difference group 1.3 -1.1 -0.97
pop. shares sq. (1.7) (1.5) (2.4)

Ln group population 0.47+ 0.87+ 0.62
(’000s) (0.25) (0.47) (0.67)

Agricultural 0.74 -2.2 -1.1
dependence (1.6) (2.4) (3.0)

Ln distance to New 1.5∗∗∗ 0.83 0.90
Delhi (0.38) (0.81) (0.75)

Rival migrant -0.19 -0.61 -0.94
(0.54) (0.90) (0.89)

Hindu population -3.1∗∗∗ -2.8∗∗

share (0.87) (0.90)

Linguistic distance 3.0 3.5
to modern standard Hindi (1.9) (2.9)

Years since -0.0090 -0.0063
accession (0.0088) (0.0085)

Inequality 0.36 0.44
(Agricultural dependence) (0.31) (0.39)

Oil region 1.6∗∗ 0.85
(0.57) (0.64)

Mining region 1.6∗ 2.0∗

(0.75) (0.82)

No. potential 0.23∗

separatists (0.097)

Cross border -0.96
coethnics in power (1.0)

Cross border 2.9+

coethnic rebellion (1.5)

Constant -13∗∗∗ -11+ -20∗

(3.7) (5.9) (9.2)

Peace year splines? Yes Yes Yes

Observations 1588 1588 1588
Ln likelihood -63 -59 -54
Standard errors, clustered by ethnic group, in parentheses
+ p < 0.1, ∗ p < 0.05, ∗∗ p < 0.01, ∗∗∗ p < 0.001

Table 4: Logistic regressions of the incidence of separatist insurgency by India’s border-region
ethnic groups, 1950–2009
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