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Introduction

A tumultuous region with a common cultural background and shared political experience,

South Asia occupies a prominent place in the global map of ethnic conflict.  Many groups have

fiercely fought with each other, laid siege on the state, frustrated its nation-building efforts, and

burnt bridges to capture the larger consciousness of the international community.  In comparison,

the region is unique in many ways from the standpoint of ethnicity, use of violence and approach

to peace.  First, it is one of the world’s most complex regions with multi-ethnic societies,

characterized by striking internal divisions along linguistic, regional, communal and sectarian

lines, but externally linked to one another across national boundaries.  Yet, multiculturalism or

pluralism as a guiding principle of governance is hardly adopted into the popular political culture

of the region.  A probable exception is India where different ethnic groups, at least in principle,

enjoy ‘equally’ a modicum of political space for cultural and political autonomy.  But there,

multicultural arrangements are hindered by the Center’s intrusion into the affairs of political

institutions, leading to political decay and rupture in center-periphery relations.  The manner and

the extent of state intervention in promoting the politico-economic interests of groups, therefore,

determine the dynamics of conflict.

Second, religion and language as components of ethnic identity are important in dividing

as well as integrating groups in strife-torn societies.  Thus, in Sri Lanka, language is a basis for

intra-group unity amidst an internal cleavage along religious lines, whereas ethnic groups in

Pakistan are divided along linguistic lines even though they share a common religion. In Bhutan,

Buddhism forms an integrative force among the linguistically divided Bhutanese against the

Nepalese speaking Hindu migrants from Nepal.  As regards India, language unifies many groups

in conflict and religion remains the main source of cleavage and conflict in a few cases—notably
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in Punjab and Kashmir.  Only in Bangladesh, both religion and language provide the basis for

inter-group division and intra-group unity.

Third the East Pakistani crisis and many others are only equaled by some of the worst

conflicts of the African states as far as the intensity of violence and human and material cost are

concerned.  Fourth, a rare expansion of ethnic conflict from internal to international also

occurred in South Asia.  The India-Pakistan War (1971) was remarkable in the annals of post-

war history because it led to the first ever secession of a country (Bangladesh) in the world.

Fifth, despite the high intensity of ethnic violence and the concomitant large-scale loss of lives,

international peacemaking has been the least desired option by regional states, and a low-priority

issue on the global agenda.  Thus, in each case, the national investment in violence far exceeds

investment in peace process.  Sixth, the region has some of the world’s most protracted conflicts

that continue (for instance, in India’s northeastern state of Nagaland) as a low-key military affair

without an end.  Seventh, the structural framework of the region---incorporating features such as

close geographical proximity, socio-cultural linkages and inter-dependent politico-strategic

relations of states—creates internal pressures for regionalization of ethnic conflict as an

inevitable part of political life.

Finally, given the intense cross-boundary ethnic linkages, and deep class and ethnic

cleavages in most of the societies, each conflict is interlocked with another in a number of ways:

Conflicts converge or nest in social space in a way that groups coalesce as “allies

against an adversary or coalition of adversaries.”1  Most of the militant groups in India’s

northeast have forged operational coordination or strategic alliances against the Central

government in their separate fight for their cause.  A military nexus between Khalistan and

Kashmir militants seemed to have existed during the Punjab crisis.  While waging a war against



4

the Sri Lankan Army and the Indian Peacekeeping Force (IPKF) in Sri Lanka, the Liberation

Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE) had allegedly cultivated or developed military network with a

number of militant groups in India.  At the height of the movement for Baluchistan there was a

convergence of Baluch and Pakhtun forces against the Pakistani government.  Later, in 1986, the

Sindhis joined them to form a common political front.  The Chakma rebels of the Chittagong Hill

Tracts (CHT) of Bangladesh maintained military contacts with the insurgents in India’s

northeast.

Cross-cutting of conflicts occurs on the basis of “division within and across adversaries

or among a set of adversaries allying themselves differently on several issues of contention.”2  It

has been empirically proved that adversaries in ethnic conflict have weak structures and lack

group cohesion.  The cleavage, both in the political incumbent’s structure (representing the

group which controls the government) and the minority/weaker group, occurs along the lines of

personality or ideological or tactical differences, either before the outbreak or during the course

of the conflict.  This creates a structure of multiple adversaries within and across the group. Each

minority/weaker party--focal or splinter--in a conflict, therefore, faces challenges both from

within its group as well as the other main adversarial group, and the political incumbent normally

tackles the ‘combined’ challenges of all the forces drawn from the weaker/minority ethnic group.

In the case of the weaker/minority ethnic group, one party confronts more than one adversary at

the intra- and inter-group levels.  As far as the political incumbent is concerned, the

confrontation is primarily at the inter-group level.  Thus, while governments in South Asia have

confronted multiple adversaries representing minority/weaker ethnic groups, as shown in table 1,

intra-group division itself has caused intense power rivalry and competition among the same clan

group members.  In the process, a number of militant groups have been either completely
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decimated or considerably militarily weakened as happened in Sri Lanka (where the LTTE

emerged as a formidable force) and India's northeast and Punjab.

Conflicts concur in the sense that there is a simultaneous involvement of one focal party

as an adversary in many conflicts with different groups.  India is by far the most notable

concurrent adversary as it is engaged, at a time, in multiple contests with several ethnic groups—

Nagas, Mizos, Sikhs, Kashmiris, Bodos, Assamese, Tripuris, and Meiteis. Pakistan has also been

a concurrent party in conflict with the Pakhtuns, Baluchis, Mohajirs and Sindhis.

Conflicts overlap when demands of two groups, which otherwise have a common

adversary, infringe on each other’s core interests, leading to a triangular contest between all three

parties.  The Bodos’ demand for a separate Bodo state within India is opposed by an ultra-

Assamese nationalist group--the United Liberation Front of Assam (ULFA)--which spearheads a

movement for a sovereign state of Assam.  Both of the groups consider the Central government

as a common adversary.  The conflict in Pakistan’s Sindh involves a triangular fight—between

the Sindhis, the Central government and the Mohajirs—because the demand for a separate

Mohajir province poses a challenge to Sindhi nationalism and the Punjabi-dominated Center has

been seen as inimical to the ethnic interests of both the groups.

Contagion of conflict occurs in the process of one ethnic movement becoming an

incentive for another group to assert its rights and articulate its demands.  The separate state

demand of the Nagas provided the political stimuli for many ethno-nationalist movements in

northeast India. Also, the moderate Sri Lankan Tamil parties’ demand for a single Tamil

linguistic unit in northeastern Sri Lanka has influenced the Sri Lankan Muslims’ claim for a

separate Muslim province in the East.
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Grievance sharing in an inter-locked conflict situation denotes a simultaneous contest of

two different groups against a common adversary arising out of a single cause and for the same

goal.  The Baluch and Pakhtun movements, for instance, held a common grievance against the

Punjabi-dominated Central government and a common goal of federal autonomy, at least at some

points of time.

The inter-locking nature of these conflicts makes it easier for them to escalate and spread,

and harder to resolve.  Many conflicts have become more violent than others, and less amenable

to a negotiated settlement; some have been suppressed as a result of the prolonged use of force

by the state.  Against this backdrop, the present paper seeks to analyze the linkages between

ethnic conflict and militarism, and their challenges to peace in South Asia.

Creating Conflict: Grievances, Facilitation, and Preparation

The many ethnic conflicts in the post-colonial period reflect South Asia's complex inter-

group interactions.  Out of 18 conflicts, within the span of five decades, India witnessed ten,

followed by five in Pakistan and one each in Sri Lanka, Bangladesh and Bhutan (see table 2).

The use of violence is not uniform and the structural dimension of conflict has varied in each

case, indicating sharp differences in the parties' goals and strength.  Ten conflicts have been

secessionist, with six groups demanding autonomy and two groups (Baluch and Pakhtun) having

mixed goal preferences, articulated in terms of autonomy, secessionism, and irredentism.  At

least three secessionist movements—East Pakistan, Khalistan, and Eelam—originated from the

mismanagement of autonomy demands, thereby indicating a trend towards conflict escalation.

One conflict (in Mizoram) followed a secessionist-autonomist-secessionist cycle.
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Sources of Grievance

A group's grievances and the nature of the state response to its problems determine goal

setting and articulation.  In South Asia the underlying grievances and interests of groups that

characterize an ethnic conflict are multifarious, and the proximate causes of a bitter group

contest are entrenched in the political process itself.  Grievances of some groups have arisen

from the post-colonial process of ‘national territorial formation’ when ‘border minority groups’

found their voice of dissent subdued by the coercive state apparatus.  For those who nurtured

hopes for a separate nation-state on the ground that they had been autonomous political entities

in the pre-colonial period, the national boundary setting on the eve of de-colonization was unjust

and arbitrary.  In India, as many as five ethnic movements—in Nagaland, Mizoram, Manipur,

Assam and Kashmir--are rooted in what may be called the ‘feeling of betrayal’ or the legacy of

colonial rule.  The mainstream Naga, Mizo, Meitei and Assamese nationalists have questioned

the coercive or manipulated integration of their ethnic territories into the Indian union, and made

a strong claim for separate statehood.3  Although the Kashmir question involves complex

interactive-factors linked to national and regional politics the root cause lies in the dissentient

way the state was integrated into India.4  Similarly, the Baluch minority found its forcible

inclusion in Pakistan arbitrary and sought to regain the independence of its ‘nation’ that was lost

to the Punjabi-dominated Pakistani State because of the ‘divide and rule’ policy of the British.5

In any case, the issue of forcible territorial integration was not the sole source of

grievance building for such groups.  It provided the base for the rise of more serious inter-related

problems, leading to solidification of their grievances.  Some groups, which lost their territorial

identity to the dominant groups of their region, have even become frightened of their

assimilation as the eventual outcome of arbitrary ethnic boundary maintenance.  To ensure their
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survival, they have articulated demands for a territorial complex based on their ethnicity.  The

Bodo Kacharis, an Indo-Mongoloid group with strong cultural moorings, fear that they will go

down the way of many other plain tribes, who have been absorbed over the years into the larger

Assamese ethnic fold, if their ethnic territoriality is not clearly demarcated and recognized.6

Similarly, fuelled by socio-economic discontent, Meitei cultural revivalism, marked by the

group’s desire to shed its Vaishnavist tradition, essentially consists of rejecting Hindu cultural

hegemony.

The Sikh community has cultivated a fear of absorption into Hinduism, which provided

the necessary impetus to the Khalistan movement in Punjab.  It arose mainly from two sources: a

perceived decline of Sikh religious and cultural ethos as marked by the growing tendency among

the modern educated Jat Sikh youth to dispense with the distinct symbols of their faith, and

Hindu traditions which treated Sikhism as a ‘sword arm of Hinduism’.7  Thus, the Sikh

nationalists sought to link their survival as a separate ethnic group to the vesting of political

power in the hands of the community at large.  Extinction of the group, they argued, was

imminent if it continued to depend on the Center for political power. Similarly, in Bhutan, the

strict enforcement of Drupka cultural code on all the Bhutanese and the compulsory teaching of

Dzongkha--the official language--in schools have created a fear of assimilation among the

Nepalese8, who counter assimilatory pressures.

If the fear of assimilation has mostly haunted those group members who have lived

amidst the dominant groups, the fear of marginalization is a result of the out-group domination

over the indigenous group.  An out-group lacks a historical linkage with the ethnic territory of

the indigenous group but has become a part of it as a result of either of the two processes:

voluntary migration or state sponsored colonization.  The migratory process is unassisted and
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does not carry, at least initially, the calculated task of dislodging the indigenous group from

power and position.  Colonization is a political program with strong ethnic considerations; the

aim is to neutralize the position of the indigenous group and convert it into a minority in its own

territory through an ethnic-oriented, state-sponsored policy of demographic engineering. In both

situations, ethnic competition is the inevitable result.

The conflict in India’s Tripura is a direct result of the out-group influx into the state from

West Bengal and former East Pakistan, rendering the dominant indigenous Tripuris a minority in

their own ethnic territory.  Their loss of political power and tribal land to the migrants has been

the formidable source of ethnic upheaval in the tribal region.9  Meitei sub-nationalism in

Manipur has tremendous anti-alien overtones, arising from the group’s economic and political

deprivation created by large-scale settlement of Nepalese and Bangladeshi migrants.  For

Assamese nationalism to attain militancy, the out-group (from Bangladesh) influx into the state

played an important role.10  The Gorkhas of Darjeeling district considered economic domination

of out-groups--Bengalis and tribal migrants from Bihar--in the hill region a threat to their

interests.11  As for the conflict involving the Sindhi sons of the soil and out-groups such as

Mohajirs, Pakhtuns and Punjabis, the fundamental cause has been the growth of these out-groups

to the extent that the indigenous group was faced with demographic, political and economic

marginalization.12  The migrant Nepalese also root the ethnic conflict in Bhutan in the majority

Drukpa community’s fear of domination.  The 1977 and 1985 citizenship acts attempted to

prevent the emergence of any minority ethnic challenge to the Drukpa rule and ensure that power

was permanently vested in the majority community13.  For the Nepalese the stringent citizenship

provisions and the cultural policy of the government meant a state-sponsored program to achieve

their extinction as an ethnic group.
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The Sri Lankan and Bangladeshi governments followed a policy of ethnic colonization

that touched a raw nerve among the Sri Lankan Tamils and the tribal people of the Chittagong

Hill Tracts (CHT) respectively.  The resettlement of a large number of rural Sinhalese in the

Eastern Province was a direct threat to the ‘traditional homeland’ of the Sri Lankan Tamils.14  In

total disregard to the CHT Regulation of 1900, the concerted efforts of successive Bangladesh

regimes to colonize the tribal land with large-scale settlement of land-less Bengalis proved

disastrous to tribal interests in the region.15  These groups protect their ethnic territoriality as a

necessary indicator of their survival by organizing protest movements against the Sri Lankan and

Bangladeshi State.

While the planned alteration of ethnic landscape is a serious political program that de-

links territoriality from the targeted group’s identity, it is not the sole step towards the ethnic

extinction of the minorities.  In South Asia the hegemonic majorities who control states have

resorted to several other deceitful tactics and discriminatory policies against the contesting-

minorities, consolidating their position at the expense of the latter’s fundamental interests. Inter-

ethnic relations are a state-controlled partisan affair, in that the majority considers itself generous

towards the helpless minority whose very presence is, in the opinion of the former, on its

sufferance.  Discrimination against the minorities is, therefore, a ‘state subject’ and the resultant

heightening sense of ‘deprivation’ in the group is the core cause of the conflict.

For a number of South Asian minorities the denial of equal cultural and politico-

economic rights is the worst threat to their survival.  The majority groups, in the process of

establishing their hegemony, have used state power to homogenize the society by imposing their

language on the resistant minorities.  The Punjabi and the Sinhalese ruling elite of Pakistan and

Sri Lanka respectively have gained the notorious distinction of being the first to adopt a policy of
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homogenization vis-à-vis minorities.  The declaration of Urdu as the national language in

Pakistan and Sinhalese as the official language in Sri Lanka in the 1950's sowed the seeds of

ethnic discontent and rivalry.16  Although the Pakistani government was forced to accord parity

to Bengali, and the Sri Lankan government made provisions for a reasonable use of Tamil, the

grievances of both the groups—Bengalis and Sri Lankan Tamils—did not end there.  The rise of

militant Mizo nationalism arose from the group’s feeling of cultural alienation from the

predominantly Assamese ethnic territory.  The minority Mizos remained under the cultural and

linguistic domination of the Assamese until 1972 when Mizoram was made a Union Territory.

As a part of the strategy of minority marginalization, some majoritarian governments

have openly demonstrated ‘internal colonialism’.  Economic exploitation coupled with resource

denial governed the ethnic policies of the ruling elite.  The East Pakistani conflict is the most

pertinent case in which discriminatory resource allocation policies of the Pakistani elite created

economic disparity between West and East Pakistan.  Economic development in West Pakistan

was vigorously pursued at the East's expense.  Access to government position was highly

difficult for the East Pakistanis, as the Center restricted their share to less than 30 percent of the

bureaucracy and 10 percent in defense services.17  Following the abortive attempt of the Khan of

Kalat to consolidate the Baluch territories on a linguistic basis the Center unleashed economic

repression in two ways: discrimination against the Baluch in government service, and allocation

of funds for developmental work.  Simultaneously, the Center appropriated the lion’s share of

profits from harnessing the natural resources of the province.18 Perceptions of relative

deprivation arising from political discrimination caused the conflict in Sindh involving the

Mohajirs and the Central government.  Once a flourishing community, which held a larger

representation among the national elite, the Mohajirs lost their share of government jobs, and
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public and private enterprise.  At the same time, deprived of their language rights initially (until

1972), the Sindhis remained disproportionately under-represented in national life and

government institutions, owing to what their leaders called as 'Punjabi-Muhajir imperialism.'19

In Sri Lanka the open discriminatory policies of the Center developed a strong sense of relative

deprivation among the Sri Lankan Tamils.  Their representation in higher education and

bureaucracy dwindled with every passing year since the early 1970's, and inferior resource

allocation to the Tamil-dominated provinces guided by narrow ethnic considerations created

greater economic disparities.20  The Tamil nationalists interpreted this discriminatory treatment

as a highly-politicized ethnic policy to create a dependent structure in their relations with the

majority-controlled Center.

The sense of relative deprivation among people of the CHT has grown out of the Center’s

lopsided development programs that benefited the Bengalis more than the tribal population.  The

ethnic policy, in the tribal nationalists’ view, subjugated their people to Bengali rule at the

Center, in which the government played a partisan role in the resource competition between the

two groups.21  Their political discontentment among the Mizos inter-played with economic

deprivation arising from neglected development in the hill region, and heightened by the Center

and the State (Assam) governments’ apathy towards their suffering during the 1959 famine.22

For Assamese nationalism to attain a militant dimension, the ULFA played upon the Central

government’s allegedly discriminatory treatment in sharing the benefits of oil, tea and forest

resources.  New Delhi is, in its view, an exploiter who contributed to economic and infrastructure

underdevelopment in the state.  A sense of powerlessness arose in people’s mind out of their

experience with the Centre, which did not honor its commitment to implement the 1985 Assam

Accord.23  The grievances of the Meiteis arose from unfulfilled economic aspirations linked to
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the recognition of their ethnic territoriality.  The denial of reservation in education and

employment coupled with the extension of these rights to the hill tribes, led to their feeling of

deprivation.  The growing disparity in power and position between the Tripuris and non-tribes

caused the Tripuris' increased sense of relative deprivation.  The same issue factored in the

Gorkhaland movement; as the problem of unemployment grew in Darjeeling and the West

Bengal government continued to concentrate its development activities in the plains, a sense of

discrimination and deprivation arose among the hill people.

Minority grievances are a product of competitive ethnic relations, in which ‘power’

is a critical variable.  Ethnic conflict is a form of  ‘struggle for power’ between one group that

controls power and institutions (the majority in most cases) and another that seeks to acquire

power (mostly the minority).  Each group has a goal of countering the other to capture power and

position.  The political incumbent group seeks power through its centralizing tendencies and

intrusive behavior (into the cultural and political space provided for the weaker minority).  The

minority group insists on power sharing with the majority as the basis for interethnic amity,

because it believes that its weak position in the structure of power relations is the fundamental

cause for all its problems.  It is therefore, a contest involving the majoritarian ethnic ideology

facing a real or perceived threat, from the minority/weaker ethno-nationalist assertion for

equality aimed at ensuring its survival from the threat of the powerful majority.

Ethnic power rivalry in South Asia invariably involves two sets of groups—a national

majority versus a regional majority, and a national minority (which is otherwise a regional

majority) versus a regional minority.  The first pair of parties forms the standard set found in

most conflicts; only a few conflicts have parties belonging to the second category.24  The level of

threat that each group faces and its capability to undertake offensive or defensive tactics
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determines the variations in the nature and intensity of power-contest.  In Pakistan, where the

Punjabis dominate the highly centralized garrison state structure, the rise of provincial power

centers was not allowed at all.  Nor was the dominant ethnic group prepared for any meaningful

power-sharing arrangement with the regional majorities.  Punjabis vetoed rule by the national

majority (East Bengalis) at the Center, even after the electoral verdict went in the Bengalis'

favor.  This display of hegemony by the Punjabi power elite evoked counter-measures and

militant defensive postures from minority groups as an assertion of their equality.  The East

Pakistanis countered the Punjabi hegemony with a demand for federal autonomy and after their

right to govern the country was denied in 1971, they demanded a separate Bengali state.  The

survival of the group in every sense—culturally, economically and politically--was linked to

vesting power in the hands of the East Bengalis whom the Punjabi power elite viewed as a threat

to their hegemony.25  The Zulfikar Ali Bhutto government followed Ayub Khan's ethnic policy

and ignored its bitter lessons by stifling the Baluch nationalists' aspirations for autonomy and

intruding too much into their provincial affairs.  The dissolution of the National Awami Party

(NAP)--Jamiat Ulema-I-Islam (JUI) controlled provincial government in 1973 on partisan

grounds, and the withdrawal of powers to the elected leadership set the stage for the Baluch

nationalist movement against an intolerant Central government.  The Pakhtun nationalists shared

the same grievances with the Center for its authoritarian control of the North-West Frontier

Province (NWFP), its use of coercive tactics to frustrate their federal autonomy aspirations, and

its strategy of political co-option to divide their movement.26  The Sindhi nationalists insisted on

provincial autonomy and dissolution of the ‘One Unit’ scheme, which perpetrated Punjabi

hegemonic rule as much over Sindhis as other minority ethnic groups.
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In Sri Lanka, the contest for power is the direct result of the majoritarian thrust of the

post-colonial state that left little leeway for local power dispersal.  This structural framework

evolved from constant tensions and perceptional differences between the Sri Lankan Tamils--

who consider themselves a dependent group--and the Sinhalese who have an ingrained feeling of

vulnerability and fear of extinction.  While the former group places its faith in the federal

framework as an effective safeguard against Sinhalese majoritarianism, the latter believes that a

powerful Center can alone contain the threatening fissiparous tendencies of the Tamils.27  The

Central government’s intrusive behavior and hegemonic control over the hill tribes in

Bangladesh increased their grievances and strengthened their alienation.  Treating the autonomy

demand of the tribal nationalists as a secessionist challenge to Bengali nationalism and as a

conspiracy against the sovereignty of Bangladesh, successive regimes in Dhaka used political

and military power to contain autonomy aspirations.28  The resultant alienation of the tribal

minority from the national mainstream provided the source for a calamitous ethnic conflict.

Although the assertion of cultural and religious nationalism formed the mainspring of the

Punjab conflict, the political context in which it became a force cannot be ignored.  Sikh

nationalists believed that the Indian political system was highly centralized because the Union

government exercised hegemonic control over Punjab through constitutional subversion.  The

party in power at the Center made undue partisan political interventions aimed at strengthening

its electoral interests and de-legitimizing the claims of Sikh nationalism.29  Thus a desire for

political power vested in the Sikh community arose, as demanded by the Anandpur Sahib

Resolution (1973). Secession became the goal of the militant nationalists when the autonomist

movement of the Akali Dal did not make any impact on the Center’s lackadaisical approach to

their problem.  Institutional decay in Kashmir resulting from constitutional subversion and
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electoral manipulation by the ruling Congress party provided the necessary impetus for ethnic

resurgence and the outbreak of insurgency.30  Even though the Dravidian nationalists emphasized

the distinctiveness of Tamil identity as the basis for their secessionist demand, the grievances of

the Dravida Munnetra Kazhagam (DMK) stemmed from the domination of the Hindi-nationalists

over the state.31  Assam nationalists perceive that India’s democratic process helped the

“capitalist forces” in Delhi to exploit their state economically and threatened to destroy their

“nation.”  A separate ‘socialist Assam’ is, therefore, found in the ideological construction of the

ULFA as an essential condition for the liberation of the Assamese from New Delhi’s imperial

rule.32

Thus, grievance-formation that initiates ethnic conflict is a dynamic process in which

each group, differing in ethno-ideological and value structures, consolidates and promotes its

identity and material interests from the threat or invalidating behavior of other groups.33  Ethnic

conflict is rooted in a situation where one group’s core sense of ‘self’ (identity)-‘interest’ is

perceivably or actually threatened by the demands of or denials by another group, thereby

eliciting the former group’s defensive response.  For each group, the fulfillment and acceptance

of the other’s ‘self-interest’ amounts to the annihilation or undermining of its own ‘self’ and

eroding of its own ‘interest.’  It is against this competitive framework of ethnic relations that we

identify the proximate causes for ethnic conflicts in South Asia.

Proximate Causes

Proximate causes facilitate conditions that interplay with escalating group grievances, in

the process leading to the conflict.  There are at least five proximate causes of ethnic conflicts in

South Asia; not all of them figure uniformly in every conflict.
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Partisan Role of the State: In a conflict-ridden multiethnic society, the state behaves more as an

agent of the dominant or majority group than as an arbitrator of conflicting interests of groups.34

This forms a powerful source for group conflict.  Indeed, in many cases, the state is taken

‘captive’ by the powerful group to solely serve its ethnic interests while the hapless minority or

weaker group faces threat from the same institution on which it relies for protection, equality and

prosperity.  It is, therefore, a conflict between the majoritarian state versus the minority/weaker

ethnic group members who feel completely alienated from the national mainstream due to the

ethnicification of the polity.  There is not much hope for corrective political action as the

majority-controlled state, in the face of minority challenges, consolidates its position through the

use of coercive tactics.  As feelings of alienation run high, there may be a corresponding increase

in the minority group’s determination to fight the strong central government.  Thus, mounting

ethnic violence is an indication of the state's failure to maintain order in a plural society, and not

necessarily the state's collapse as far as the experience in South Asia is concerned.35

In Pakistan, as a prelude to the outbreak of many ethnic conflicts, the state became an

instrument of the Punjabis who used state power to achieve their ethnic supremacy.  The Sri

Lankan State became predominantly Sinhalese-Buddhist, and undermined the legitimate

aspirations of minorities to bolster the position of the majority.  In the eyes of the Drupka State

in Bhutan, the Nepalese are intruders who do not deserve equal treatment by the state.  The

Bangladeshi State sought to foster and promote Bengali interests at the expense of tribal interests

in the CHT.  In India, alienation of many conflicting groups arises primarily from the state’s

indifferent attitude to their problems and its use of coercive tactics to subdue their  dissent and

demands.  For some, it is not always the state but its "deinstitutionalization", marked by

normative and organizational vacuum, which has led to the growth of conflicts in India.36
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Weak Mediating Structures: When the State becomes captive to dominant ethnic majorities there

are hardly any independent institutions to mediate the conflicts between disgruntled ethnic

communities and the majoritarian Centers.  The relevant intermediary institutions are primarily

the representative organs of an ethnicized unitary system; they are either weak or subdued in an

ethnicized federal polity.  Instead of evolving cooperative relationships between the majority and

minority groups, consensus-building among the dominant group members aims to consolidate

their position vis-à-vis other groups.  There is, therefore, hardly any useful role for ‘quasi-

intermediary’37 forces in evolving an inter-ethnic compromise because they are either subdued or

integrated into the system or group’s ideology.  Politics is all about ethnicity and ethnicity is so

much politicized that parties do not have a cross-boundary ethnic representative character in

many cases, thereby losing an effective method of harmonizing diverse ethnic group-interests.

As a corollary, a representative institution like Parliament, instead of providing a mediating

structure, in many cases, is a mere rubber-stamp of the dominant group which uses it for ethnic-

legislative enactment to promote its interests at the cost of the weaker groups.  Such behavior is

hardly questionable, as it cannot be subjected to any judicial scrutiny.

The experience of South Asia testifies to the above arguments, providing a set of

proximate causes for the outbreak of ethnic conflicts.  Barring India, the political framework in

other South Asian countries evolved either by itself or was constructed by ethno-political

entrepreneurs to undermine intermediary structures so necessary for managing inter-ethnic group

tensions.  The Punjabi-dominated civil-military Pakistani bureaucracy and Parliament, in the

process of implementing a dominant ethnic ideology, lost their credibility as impartial

institutions.  Worse, the frequent breakdown of electoral processes after the military junta

assumed power added another dimension to the de-legitimization of otherwise weakened
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mediatory institutions.  Though electoral process has been highly competitive in Sri Lanka, the

majority-minority ethic population ratio is such that the dominance of either of the two Sinhalese

parties--the United National Party (UNP) or the Sri Lanka Freedom Party (SLFP)--in Parliament

is always ensured.  Instead of operating as genuine mediating structures, the Sinhalese-controlled

institutions and mechanisms promote conflicts between the communities. For the tribal people of

Bangladesh and the Nepalese in Bhutan, the highly ethnicized and dominant group-controlled

government institutions do not hold out any promise for mediation to avert the ethic

confrontation.  Although a functional federal framework has provided for the emergence of

vibrant intermediary structures in India, the Center’s intrusive character and its policy of

indifference have undermined their strength.  In a number of conflicts involving regional

majorities and minorities the central authority did not exercise its legitimate position as an

intermediary until ethnic violence broke out.  Even this status is denied to the Center in a few

secessionist conflicts--Kashmir and Khalistan--because of its direct participation as a focal party.

Problem of Trust: Competing ethnic groups face the problem of ‘mutual commitment’ as a

proximate factor in conflict.38  Since each group perceives the other’s assertions of interest as a

threat to its survival, every promise of the dominant group and commitment of the weaker group

are mutually suspected.  The fear of betrayal haunts the weaker group more than the dominant

group; it is based on the premise that one group will renege its obligations under an agreement

and exploit the other later.  The other way is that any actual violation of ‘ethnic contract’ in the

form of agreement or pact by one party or the other can convincingly lead to conflict as an

inevitable result.

In South Asia mutual mistrust among groups--majority and minority alike--are intense in

states where hegemonic majorities have a cultivated feeling of insecurity and the minorities are
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highly assertive.  The most relevant case is Sri Lanka where abrogation of pacts, backtracking on

promises and increased ethnic discrimination by successive governments, led to a complete loss

of the Sri Lankan Tamils’ trust in the Sinhalese leadership.39  The latter is equally suspicious of

the former and justifies its behavior on the ground that the minority’s demands would threaten

the majority's survival.  Thus, in the sixties, the federal autonomy and linguistic parity demand

was seen by the Sinhalese as a cunning Tamil aspiration to achieve a separate statehood in the

future, whereas the Sri Lankan Tamils suspected that Sinhalese intransigence aimed to

perpetuate their hegemonic rule over the minorities.40  In Pakistan, built-in mutual suspicion of

minorities grew out of ethnic demands of weaker groups and responses (both political and

military) of the ruling elite.  The East Pakistanis distrusted the ruling Punjabi elite who, in turn,

viewed the Bengali culture and language with contempt, disdain and suspicion; the former

suspected that the Center's negotiation tactics on the Awami League's (AL) six-point program

eventually sought to deny them autonomy.  Even the implication of their leader, Mujib Rahman,

in the controversial Agartala conspiracy case in 1968 was believed to eliminate him.41  Likewise,

the heavy handedness of the Z.A. Bhutto regime in tackling the Baluch movement and the Ayub

Khan administration's intrusion into the political affairs of Baluchistan and North-West Frontier

Province created a crisis of confidence among the minorities.  The government suspected their

loyalty to the nation and perceived their leaders as agents of Afghanistan.  In Bangladesh, the

tribal leadership did not have faith in the Bengali nationalists who, in turn, suspected their

loyalty to the country.  The same is true in the case of the native Bhutanese and the Nepalese

who suspect each other's interest and actions as inimical to their survival.  The Congress-led

governments in India were always skeptical about Kashmiris commitment to the Indian union,
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reflecting in their legal maneuvers during the 1950's and the 1960's to chip away at regional

autonomy.  This, in turn, eroded the Kashmiris faith in the Indian State.

Mutual Security Dilemma: This analysis cumulatively describes a serious ethnic security

dilemma--defined as a situation in which each group’s defensive steps are construed as a threat

to the other which, in turn, reacts to make the former less secure; the spiral of measures

continues to increase hostility.42  When the majority captures state power, the insecurity of the

minority or weaker groups becomes intense.  The state not only deliberately disregards its duty to

ensure their security but also threatens their survival to bolster the majority’s security.  And

when the minority resorts to its own steps, the response of the state becomes harsher.  This is

clearly evident in every South Asian conflict where the territorially concentrated groups (see

table 1) developed political and military strength necessary to keep the spiral of security dilemma

moving towards violence.  When governments respond more vigorously to the security steps of

groups, regions become militarized and the relationship between the conflicting parties is defined

in coercive terms.  For instance, in East Pakistan, the formation of Mukti Bahini to counter the

military buildup of the Pakistani army led to more repressive campaigns.  Similarly, if the Eelam

groups armed themselves in response to the growing militarization of the Northeast, the Sri

Lankan government pursued more vigorous military tactics to protect the Sinhalese Buddhist

state from the Tamil militants' threat.  A number of other conflicts in the region follow the same

process of military buildup as a result of serious security dilemma.

Inducement of External Patrons: Caught in the security dilemma, the weaker group invariably

depends on external support to confront its state-patronized adversary.  Its kin group across the

border is a trusted patron, whose support for affective reasons (based on ethnic identity,

ideology, and reasons of justice) assumes a critical variable in determining its strategic
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interaction with its adversary.  Alternatively or additionally, the groups also find patrons in

situations where their governmental adversaries are locked in regional contests for power.  A

patron of this category is, thus, primarily motivated by instrumental factors; the client's interest

in the internal conflict advances the patron's interest in the regional conflict.  Those groups that

do not have a credible commitment from patrons or are not sure of winning external support can

hardly initiate and sustain their fight for security.  The transnational ethnic linkages are more

powerful and reliable channels of mobilizing external support than political networks of

groups.43

In South Asia, almost all the ethnic groups have enjoyed cross-boundary support at

varying levels and of differing nature, which has been a critical factor in the outbreak and growth

of violence.  The Sri Lankan Tamils could not have launched and sustained a secessionist

movement at the present scale if the chances of securing the ideological, political and material

support of their brethren in Tamil Nadu were remote.  In their conflict with the Drukpas in

Bhutan, the Lhotshmpas’ hope of getting Nepal’s crucial political and material support has never

been belied.  India was expectedly the principal source of support for the East Pakistanis, while

the  Pakistani, Baluch and Pakhtuns relied on Afghanistan.  Pakistan’s supportive involvement in

Kashmir has been an important factor in insurgency.  Whereas the external involvement in these

cases has resulted primarily from cross-boundary ethnic linkages, the conflict-groups in India’s

northeast and Punjab capitalized on the regional power politics to win foreign patron support,

especially from Pakistan and China.44

Mobilization as Preparations for Conflict

Ethnic grievances assume violent dimensions when, in the process of redefining the

pattern of inter-group interactions, the disgruntled group prepares itself for collective action.



23

Preparations essentially begin with mobilization (defined as a process by which a ‘mere’ member

becomes an ‘active’ participant in any collective ethnic venture.) when ethnic entrepreneurs play

upon such sensitive issues as relative deprivation, fear of ethnic extinction and loss of ethnic

dignity.  A successful process of ethnic mobilization depends upon both the objective conditions-

-a deep sense of discrimination and deprivation--and structural attributes of the group such as

strong resources (including numerical strength), a territorial base, organizational cohesion, and

quality and commitment of the leadership.45  Any tension or cleavage within the group may

affect the success of its mobilization, whereas the repressive tactics of the political incumbents

will cement its determination and augment the pool of ethnic activists.

A general pattern evident in conflicts the world over, ethnic mobilization proceeds along

one of two inter-related lines.  Political mobilization is the first phase under which group

members are essentially gathered and motivated to enter as actors into the ethnic political arena;

military mobilization involves recruitment and preparation of youth for a sustained military

action.  Often, the second phase of mobilization is a continuum of the first phase if the group

does not achieve its goals, reflecting the failure of the nonviolent tactics.  In some cases, both

mobilization processes occur simultaneously under different leadership—moderate and militant;

and there are a few cases in which either military or political mobilization is pursued alone

without sufficiently preparing the group for both collective political and military actions.

The inter-relatedness of both political and military mobilization processes can be seen in

a number of South Asian conflicts.  Proceeding in a gradual pace since 1966 when the Awami

League put forth its ‘six-point program’, political mobilization in the East Pakistani conflict

succeeded totally by the end of 1970.  This led to a remarkably swift military mobilization under

the same leadership.  The same pattern occurred in the Eelam movement—the process of
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political mobilization took nearly twenty years before a militant leadership began a decade-long

work of military mobilization.46  Baluch political mobilization started in the late 1950's and

military mobilization was carried out by the Baluch People’s Liberation Front (BPLF) and the

Baluch Students’ Organization (BSO) since the 1960's.  This pattern characterized both the

movements for autonomy and secession in Assam, the conflict in Kashmir, the Gorkhaland

agitation and the Pakhtun movement.  In these cases military mobilization followed a successful

political mobilization.  In the Punjab conflict military mobilization started under a militant

leadership even before the political mobilization reached a moderate level of success.  A similar

pattern marked the conflicts in Manipur and Tripura, where the United National Liberation Front

(UNLF) and the Tribal National volunteers (TNV) respectively carried out the mobilization

work.  At least in five conflicts--involving the Chakmas (Bangladesh), Lhotshmpas (Bhutan),

Mohajirs (Pakistan), Nagas and Mizos (India)--the two mobilization processes occurred

simultaneously under a single leadership--moderate in the first three cases and militant in the

rest.  And, perhaps, only in two conflicts—Sindh and Dravidastan—the nature of mobilization

remained solely political.

As the mobilization process varies in each conflict, its level of success is not uniform.

Only a few conflicts—East Pakistan, Sri Lanka and Kashmir--are highly mobilized, in that both

political and military processes have attained an optimum level of sustained violence and limited

possibilities for conflict moderation.  This is primarily due to strong grievances and identity

awareness, consensual goal-setting by an efficient (if not necessarily, a unified) leadership, and

its resistance to attempts at penetration by the adversary.  Some of the conflicts—Baluch,

Pakhtun, Punjab, Mohajir, and CHT—have achieved only a moderate level of mobilization for a

variety of reasons.  They include a lack of unified strategy for collective appeal, perceptional
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differences on grievances, dissension in goal-setting, incapacity to counter co-optive, divisive

and coercive strategies of the adversary, and inadequate material base for mobilization.  When

these problems become acute and compounded by additional constraints—such as weak

objective conditions, deep horizontal and vertical cleavage in the group, multiplicity of weak

leadership and, above all, highly coercive state apparatus—any mobilization process is bound to

reach only a low level.  This has occurred in most of the conflicts in India.  Conflicts involving

highly mobilized groups are difficult to resolve without drastically restructuring inter-group

relations; it is not necessarily easy to impose a solution on groups that are not fully mobilized.

Counter-Mobilization: A Prelude to Militarism

Mobilization is the work of the weaker groups and counter-mobilization by their

adversary cannot be avoided.  The latter process involving political incumbents tends to be more

institutionalized in its framework and aims to neutralize the effects of the former. Although the

level of the weaker group’s mobilization largely determines counter-mobilization process, it is

bound to be a success in many cases even if its level remains low.  After all, it is the state that

sponsors the entire mobilization process of the majority/dominant group, and, when threatened

politically, it can resort to violence against any mobilized minority/weaker group.  It is this

phenomenon that assumes significance in the rise of militarism as a dominant aspect of

contending inter-group interactions.

The term 'militarism', used first by middle-class liberals in nineteenth century Europe,

suggests different meanings.  In casual usage it means 'excessive' use of violence by warriors,

disregarding appropriate professional bounds.47  Some scholars use the term in a broader sense to

include the extraordinary extent of military involvement in social and political processes by
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controlling civilian institutions and leadership.48  Militarism, in this sense, is understood as an

unauthorized and self-arrogated function of military leaders who intrude into the civilian political

arena to determine the social, political and economic decisions.  While this definition

instantaneously relates the military institutions to political power seized through coups, the value

structures and ideology that their rule create in the society is understated.  It is proper to view

militarism as a "doctrine or system that values war and accords primacy in state and society to

the armed forces."  It exalts an institutional structure (the military establishment) which performs

an extraordinary function (the application of violence) in national and international contexts.  It,

therefore, implies both a "policy orientation and a power relationship."49

In an ethnic conflict, militarism is an ideology that governs the pattern of inter-group

relations.  It is an expensive strategy that one desperate group employs against another to protect

its interests, whilst undermining the opportunities.  Counter-mobilization is a military program in

which the state’s response to a minority group's political mobilization is invariably defined in

coercive terms.  It provides space, leadership, and impetus for the aggregation of the dominant

ethnic group, and undertakes a function of ethnic-articulation by setting goals and strategy for a

collective counteraction.  As a demonstrated effect, military mobilization of a politically

conscious subordinate group becomes intensified, thereby adding a competitive dimension to

militarism.  The spiral of competing militarism is hard to control and can cause mutually

destructive effects, more so because each party is endowed with a minimum capability to

withstand and exert pressure on the other.  Power potentiality, and not power-balance, is the

fundamental pre-requisite for the rise and sustenance of militarism, without which the state’s

preponderant counter-mobilization strategies themselves would undercut an adversary’s

mobilization process.
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In South Asia the complex counter-mobilization process in various conflicts provides the

context for the rise of competing militarism.  Its normal course in most cases involves two

integrated processes: while the ethnic entrepreneurs mobilize the dominant group against

minority demands, the government renders support to their program under pressure as a "true"

custodian of the former group’s interests.  In response to the movement of the Sri Lankan

Tamils, both the SLFP and UNP leaders competed to use the Sinhalese-Buddhist ideology as the

idiom for political mobilization.  If the ethnicized political process benefited them in electoral

terms, it has also contributed to the intensity of the ethnic conflict.  It is pertinent to note the role

of the Buddhist Sangha, a formidable force that provided the overarching structure for protecting

Sinhalese interests and exerted pressure on their parties to undertake counter-mobilization.50

Any attempt at reaching an inter-ethnic compromise was decried and every effort to weaken the

assertive Tamil movement gathered the widespread support of the majority.  The use of coercive

state power and violence as an important strategy of counter-mobilization were widespread,

which caused frequent riots since 1956, and the militarization of the Northeastern Tamil society

since the mid-eighties.

Hegemonic Bengali nationalism formed a formidable counter-mobilization force under

the aegis of the Bangladeshi State.  The Islamisation policy of successive regimes made the

counter-mobilization process against the tribal movement in the CHT swift and successful. Thus

the majority Bengalis have been mobilized not only in the name of Islam but also on the

interpretation that the demands of the tribal people constituted a threat to their ethnic hegemony.

Those Bengalis who have been resettled in the CHT were active participants in the entire conflict

process.  The deployment of armed forces in the CHT, even before the autonomy movement

gathered its momentum, was part of Bangladesh's broader counter-mobilization strategy,
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similarly implemented in Bhutan where its forces were mobilized much more than the people

whose interests it has come to represent and uphold.

In Pakistan counter-mobilization of the dominant ethnic group has been a three-way

process.  At the institutional level the Punjabi-dominated Center mobilized military and civil

bureaucracy to hinder the mobilization of the weaker conflicting groups.  Ethnic entrepreneurs

embarked on a mobilization drive by using their hegemonic ethnic ideology that constituted a

threat to the majoritarian interests.  The third process peculiarly involved the dominant elite's use

of one weaker group as a force to counter the mobilization of another.  The Sindhis and Mohajirs

countered each other to the advantage of the Punjabis; the Paktuns countered Mohajirs in Sindh.

The diverse pattern of counter-mobilization in India is mostly the work of the central

elite, even though their relations with regional conflict groups are not defined in competing

ethnic terms because of the ethnic diffusion at the Center.  Considering the mobilization of

various groups at the regional level as a challenge, the central elite chose three counter-

mobilization strategies.  First, at the institutional level, it encouraged the regional power elite to

deploy a paramilitary force against the mobilization of weaker groups.  Wherever the Center is

directly involved as a focal party, its forces are used for counter-mobilization in the first instance

(e.g. Kashmir).  Second, in many cases, the central leaders co-opted the regional power elite

from the same group as a part of their counter-mobilization strategy.  It is mostly executed

through ideological connection or political power-sharing arrangement, as was done during the

Congress rule at the Center.  Third, the central leadership used the dominant regional group to

counter the conflicting weaker group.  For instance, the Assamese have mobilized themselves

against the Bodos, and the Bengali dominated non-tribal community has been encouraged to

contain the mobilization of Tripuris.
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Enforcing Militarism: Actors, Forms and Effects

As militarism engulfs a strife-torn society and mobilized groups resort to violence, inter-

group relations undergo a drastic change, under the pressure of winning.  In the process, both

groups invariably pay an unbearably heavy cost.  A changing “conflict behavior”51 based on the

militaristic strategy involves a new set of actors—militants and government forces—who engage

in retributive violence at large.  Space for moderate opinion and leadership to influence and

guide inter-group relations shrinks; and their complete marginalization is noticeably the

precursor to the rise and wider use of calamitous militarism in its varied forms. The consequent

effects of violence on a strife-torn society are so serious that they can wreak havoc with the life

of people across the spectrum of the divide, as well as established institutions and norms.

Groups and Agents as Enforcers

Militarism is a tough bilateral counter-interactive program.  Whereas the enforcers from

the weaker group are those who have been mobilized militarily by their ethnic entrepreneurs, the

government forces largely engage in violence on behalf of the political incumbents. Dominant

group members are instigated to become an unorganized militant force to strike at the other

group.  Violence by an ethnic group member constitutes ‘civil militarism’ and operations by the

security forces at the behest of their government testifies to ‘state militarism.’ In comparison, the

latter form is more intense and costly than the former.

A notable feature of militarism in South Asia is that the contest for ethnic power is a

multi-pronged affair because the weaker group-actors in many conflicts are deeply divided.

Thus, as shown in table 1, except for a few conflicts, multiple ethnic warriors representing the

same minority group have carried out the fight against the same adversary in all of the region's
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conflicts.  Multiple fronts of attack are opened, between the active civil and state militarists from

the opposite side and between the civil militarists belonging to the same group as a result of

internal cleavage.  Violent attacks by the militarists of the dominant group against the unarmed

weaker group members and vice-versa constitute another front.  State militarists in all conflicts,

except in India, have been mostly or totally drawn from the dominant ethnic group. Bengalis

dominated the Bangladeshi army, the Sinhalese dominated the Sri Lankan army, the Drukpas

dominated the Bhutanese army, and the Punjabis dominated the Pakistani army.  In India, the

military is a multi-ethnic force whose deployment for any specific counter-action against the

militarists belonging to the weaker group is done under an ethnically integrated command

structure.  This is contrary to the classical “alien troops” system that the government used in

waging counter-insurgency warfare in the1970's.52

Demonstrating Militarism

Enforcement of militarism is conducted in a number ways: collective mob violence,

selective revenge killing, general military crackdown, and internal warfare.  Table 4 illustrates

that each form specifies a peculiar strategy that the groups adopt while encountering each other

militarily, and the differing process of enforcement is determined by the length and intensity of

use of force which, in turn, depends upon the relative strength of the adversaries.

Collective mob violence is an important part of civil militarism enacted by “civilian

crowds,” which are “mobilized for public action,” in response to religious, cultural, ethnic, and

emotional stimuli.  Riots account for a particularly predominant collective violent program

involving arson, destruction of property, and physical injury (including homicide and rape) to a

designated enemy group.53  The rioters are invariably civil militarists of the dominant group and

the victims are the weaker ethnic group members.  If the dominant ethnic entrepreneurs organize
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the riots, the government’s inaction in preventing violent events amounts to crucial support to the

miscreants.

Larger scale collective violence has recurred in Sri Lanka, India and Pakistan since their

independence.  It struck Sri Lanka first in 1956, when the Sri Lankan Tamils resorted to a

political agitation for linguistic parity and autonomy, and the last in July 1983, following the

killing and mutilation of thirteen Sinhalese soldiers in an ambush by the Tamil militants in the

Jaffna peninsula.  In the interim period, as many as three riots with limited ferocity took place (in

1958, 1977, and 1981); since 1983 the nature of violence has changed into an internal ethnic war

between the army and the militants.  Both 1956 and 1983 riots originated in Colombo and then

spread to other parts of the island.  The worst victims were Tamils who lost about 3,000 lives and

property in large-scale: it was estimated that there were 8,077 cases of arson and 3,835 cases of

looting.54  In the 1983 riots, there was a wide-range of participants--Sinhalese chauvinistic

politicians and paramilitary forces, militant Buddhist monks, and local thugs--who played a

critical role in hatching, organizing and directing the course of the riots.  The government’s

alleged complicity in the entire event could be gauged from its inaction in restraining the rioters

and arresting the spread of violence immediately.

The most gruesome collective violence that broke out in India was against the Sikh

minority in Delhi in 1984.  Following the assassination of Indira Gandhi by her Sikh security

guards, the entire community became the target of a massive orgy of violence by the local thugs

in connivance with Congress politicians and criminals.  The five-day long mayhem claimed a toll

of about 3,000 lives and caused extensive damage to property.  Criminals had a field day; they

looted Sikh business establishments in broad daylight.  As in the 1983 Colombo riots, the Delhi

administration was accused of dereliction of duty in protecting the Sikh community by failing to
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immediately call the army to contain violence.55  It must be noted that the anti-Sikh violence was

the only prominent collective ethnic violent event in India and none of the other ethnic conflicts

have developed into large-scale mob fury.56  Even in regard to the Delhi riots, unlike the

Colombo riots, it is erroneous to bestow a particular ethnic identity on rioters and describe the

entire event as the one between the Sikh minority and the Hindu majority.

Many collective ethnic riots have occurred in Pakistan; the major ones have been the anti-

Pakhtun riots of 1965, the Sindhi-Mohajir riots in 1972-73, 1988 and 1990, and the Pakhtun-

Bihari Mohajir riots in 1985-87.  All of them took place in major urban centers (Karachi and

Hyderabad) of Sindh Province, between two different ethnic groups with competing interests.  If

ethnic antagonism remained the root cause, certain circumstantial local issues and clash of group

interests triggered off riots.  Both the dominant and weaker groups appeared to be the initiators

of riots on different occasions and the damage to their lives and property was extensive.  The

demographic distribution is such that the Sindhis invariably suffer in Karachi, the Mohajir

bastion of power, who cannot resist violence by Sindhis in Hyderabad. In many cases the local

police force openly displayed its ethnic loyalty by unleashing terror against the rival ethnic

groups, whereas the army overreacted out of desperation to control the situation.57  This complex

pattern of periodic violence has brought untold misery to people across the entire spectrum of

ethnic groups in Pakistan.

Selective revenge killing as a form of militarism in South Asia involves three sets of

actors—civilians, militants, and government forces.  While militants and state forces adopt this

tactic against each other and rival civilians, its use denotes the horrifying manner in which

militants within the same ethnic group target each other and engage in violence against their own

civilian population.  Both the militants and state forces carry out murderous attack on hapless
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civilians.  Sri Lanka presents a classic case of a strife-torn society where the actors--Tamil

militants and state security forces--have followed these patterns of militarism.  The civilian

victims include not only the two contesting ethnic group members but also the Muslims and

many prominent political leaders of the island.  Thus, the army has carried out periodic

murderous attacks on the Sri Lankan Tamils, and the LTTE made military reprisals against the

Sinhalese, Muslims and, worse, even Tamils.  The army's onslaught has been either in retaliation

to the LTTE's killing of the Sinhalese civilians and soldiers (wounded or captured) or against the

Tamils' support for the LTTE.  The LTTE's violent campaigns against its own clan group

members sought to eliminate dissent (both from the rival militants and civilians) in the

Northeastern society and to achieve the Tamils' support under coercion.  The Tamil Tigers

believe the Eastern provincial Muslims, a vulnerable group whose demographic position holds

the key for determining the viability of the rival ethnic claims, are pro-Sinhalese and anti-

Tamil.58  The LTTE has targeted a number of civilian leaders of Sri Lanka and India; the list of

its victims is quite impressive, and the most notable ones are Sri Lankan Prime Minister R.

Premadasa, TULF leader A. Amirtalingam and Indian Prime Minister Rajiv Gandhi.

 In India, revenge killings have been a part of intra-group rivalries, army reprisals against

the militants and their supporters, and the militants’ acts of revenge on political leaders. Punjab,

Kashmir, and Northeast India witnessed this form of militarism.  The worst case of any revenge

killing was the assassination of Prime Minister Indira Gandhi.  All rival ethnic militarists—

Sindhis, Pakhtuns, Mohajirs and security forces--are known for their revenge killings in Karachi.

The Baluch militants killed a number of their clan group leaders who collaborated with the

military regime of Zia ul Haq or extended political support to the Pakistani Army's strategic plan

to encircle Baluchistan since 1973.  Unlike Pakistan, Bangladesh and Bhutan have not witnessed
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any serious revenge killing of prominent political leaders by ethnic rivals, but civilians have been

the targets of cruel attack.  For instance, the Shanti Bahini carried out periodic attacks on the

Bengalis settlers who, in turn, retaliated with the tactical support of the Bangladeshi Army.

Crackdowns on ethnic activists--militants and moderates alike--is a handy militaristic

tactic that the government forces--police, paramilitary and military--adopt in response to the

growing ethnic challenges.  It is a unilateral counteractive strategy of the majoritarian

governments, which resort to arbitrary arrest, detention, torture and killing of the agitating ethnic

group members.  Thus, peaceful demonstrations are beset with violent reprisals by the state,

innocent civilians are rounded up, and youth are tortured to death in custody for alleged terrorist

activities.  Every repressive act is sadly justified and the legal framework that the besieged

governments evolve for this purpose introduces an authoritarian streak into the democratic

structure.  Hence, democrats behave in an authoritarian way towards the agitating ethnic group

members.

Armed with a variety of legal frameworks listed in table 5, all the troubled regimes in

South Asia have resorted to military crackdown on militants and moderates on a varying scale. In

every country, large-scale para-military and military operations have brought about gross

violations of human rights, raising serious local, national and international concerns.  In India, a

number of civil liberties groups and organizations sponsored or supported by the militant or

moderate groups themselves have reported indiscriminate arrest, detention without trial and

torture of innocent people and militants alike in Kashmir, Punjab, and Northeastern states.59

Many moderate leaders were also imprisoned.  Much before the onset of large-scale militancy in

Kashmir in 1990, the Center arrested the National Conference leader, Sheikh Abdullah, several
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times in the 1950's and 1960's.  Under the draconian Terrorist and Disruptive Activities

(Prevention) Act (TADA) more than 50,000 people were held until March 1993.

The Pakistani security forces are notorious for their extra-judicial operations.  The East

Pakistani conflict gathered greater political and military momentum because of widespread

repressive tactics, leading to massive human rights violations in the country.  The Yahya Khan

regime accused Sheikh Mujib of treason and arrested him along with other Bengali nationalists

and outlawed the AL.  The army crackdown of March 1971 turned out to be, in the words of

Z.A. Bhutto, a "nightmare of fascism".60  In Baluchistan and North West Frontier Province

(NWFP), both the Ayub Khan and Bhutto regimes adopted repressive tactics.  In the 1960's, even

before the Baluch problem became a large-scale movement, many Baluch nationalists were

imprisoned for a long time (1962-69).  Khair Bakhsh Marri was one of the first Baluch leaders

whom Bhutto imprisoned in 1973; others included Ghaus Bakhsh Bizenjo and Ataullah Khan

Mengal.  After the assassination of Pakistan Peoples Party (PPP) leader Hayat Khan Sherpao in

Peshawar in February 1975, Bhutto banned the NAP and ordered the arrest of its leader Wali

Khan and sixty others.  Later, a special court, the Hyderabad Special Tribunal, tried them on

charges of treason and sentenced them to imprisonment until 1978.61  Similarly, Sindh has

witnessed a large number of military operations against both the moderate and militant Sindhis

and Mohajirs.  In 1973 the Bhutto government arrested G.M. Syed, the founder leader of Jia

Sindh movement, and subsequently the martial law regime of Zia used about 45,000 troops for

over six months against the ill-organized militants.  Since the early1990's, military operations

against the Mohajirs intensified and a large number of MQM activists and their leaders have

been arrested.62  Under the recently enacted Pakistan Armed Forces (Acting in Aid of Civil
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Power) Ordinance, the army has assumed the power to try civilian offenders and even sentence

them to death.

As a part of counter-insurgency operations in the CHT the Bangladeshi Army reportedly

carried out general crackdowns not only against the militants but also the noncombatant

civilians.  Several incidents of rape, forced religious conversion and persecution, eviction,

arrests, tortures, kidnapping and massacres of civilians marked the army's strategy.63 The

situation is not different in Bhutan.  Amnesty International (1994), the Geneva-based

International Movement Against all forms of Discrimination and Racism (IMADR) and the US

State Department's country report (1993) have reported gross human rights violations by the

army.  In the recent years, no other country in the region has embarked on such a massive

military crackdown against its population than Sri Lanka.  The Prevention of Terrorism Act

(PTA) and the Emergency Regulations have been widely used for arrest, detention, torture, and

inhuman treatment of Tamil militants and civilians alike.  Since 1983, Amnesty International

(AI) has regularly documented hundreds of such cases;64 the International Commission of Jurists'

missions in 1981 and 1984 noted the growing human rights violations under the coercive state

apparatus,65 and independent Tamil groups have publicized extra-judicial and arbitrary killings in

the island.66  Sri Lanka is known for 'disappearances' of people while in the custody of security

forces.  AI reported 680 cases of disappearance during mid 1983-July 1987; in 1990 when the

LTTE lost territories to the army, thousands of people reportedly disappeared.  The number

declined for a few years until 1995-97 when about 650 people disappeared in the Jaffna

peninsula.67  In 1999 the Presidential Commission on Disappearances received 10,135

complaints.
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The most advanced form of militarism is internal war.  It is a ‘large-scale, prolonged

military engagement between insurgents and security forces’.  In South Asia, as many as 12

ethnic conflicts have attained an internal war dimension with varying intensity: eight of them

have erupted in India, two in Pakistan and one each in Sri Lanka and Bangladesh.68  Only a few

of them have lasted for a short duration.  Most turned out to be major wars marked by heavy loss

of lives and destruction of property.  The East Pakistani war was by far the most gruesome  in the

region with the death toll crossing about three million; around 5,000 militants and 3,000 security

forces were killed in hundreds of armed encounters in the Baluch war, and the human cost of the

Eelam war is about 30,000 people.  Although government forces in all the wars possess superior

firepower, many militant groups enjoy a capability to sustain military pressure on their

adversary.  Most of the wars have experienced direct or indirect intervention of external patrons,

either in support of the militants or the government forces or both.  The Mukti Bahini became a

regular militant force against the Pakistani Army because of India's massive military assistance.

For the Baluch militants, Afghanistan's military support was crucial to wage a war against the

Pakistani State which, in turn, mobilized assistance from Iran.  India's supply of arms and

extension of sanctuary to the Tamil militants and the Sri Lankan government's procurement of

arms from various countries and involvement of mercenaries led to internationalization of the

Eelam war.  All militant groups in India have enjoyed different scales of patron support from

either Pakistan or China or Bangladesh.69

Effects of Militarism

Mutually competing objectives of parties guide the extensive use of militarism in any

ethnic conflict.  The government seeks to either defeat the weaker group to end the conflict
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without negotiating a settlement with their moderate leaders, or subdue them to the extent that

they will accept a negotiated peace.  Likewise, the weaker group-militarists aim to subdue their

adversary so that it will seriously negotiate for a settlement, or to impose a solution on the

intransigent government.  In the process, there arises a ‘shared monopoly’ of violence that causes

several striking ill effects on society in South Asia.

A prolonged and intense use of coercion has led to violence becoming a popular culture in

many parts of South Asia.  It is a part of everyday life of the people in the strife-torn societies

where abnormality and chaos become a norm of the society.  The culture of violence is

reproduced when the victims turn against the perpetrators of violence to make them victims in

the same manner.  The powerful and the powerless alike live under a constant fear of death and

destruction.  The militarists have, through their intense exchange of violence, brutalized the civil

society--especially in Sri Lanka’s Northeast; Pakistan’s Baluchistan and Sindh, and India’s

northeast, Punjab and Kashmir—where a new community of ‘unfortunate people’ (comprising of

widows, orphans, destitutes and refugees) has emerged out of the agony. Battered communities

find no solace and the de-humanizing behavior of militarists has completely destroyed the

sanctity of family life among a large portion of the population.

The culture of violence means civil society itself is thoroughly militarized.  A number of

regions in the South Asian countries have been under military control for many years.  The

military has conducted both civil and military functions in the absence of a civilian

administration in strife-torn regions like Sri Lanka’s Northern Province and the CHT of

Bangladesh.  The military has provided crucial support to the civil administration in a number of

conflict zones in India and Pakistan.  India and Sri Lanka have never experienced military rule at

the national level but a large portion of their population have constantly lived under army
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control.  Many civil societies have been thoroughly weaponized.  The proliferation of small arms

and their availability to civilians is the new reality emerging from ethnic militarism in South

Asia.70

Ethnic militarism created a strong community of refugees and displaced people in the region.

South Asian refugees totaled about 250, 000 in 1997,71 all of them in India and Nepal.72  Sri

Lanka, Bhutan, Pakistan, Bangladesh are refugee generating countries.73  In India and Sri Lanka,

about one million displaced persons form a new category of people who lead a dependent life

outside their home.  All 800,000 displaced people in Sri Lanka are Tamils.  The Kashmiris

constitute most of 200,000 internally displaced persons in India.  The refugee problem has

attained bilateral political dimensions between India and Sri Lanka, Bangladesh and Pakistan and

between Nepal and Bhutan.  Internal security among the refugees in host countries has been

precarious in many cases.74

The wider significance of ethnic militarism lies in the experience that the armies of the

region have gained from their operations against the militants.  Only two armies--Indian and

Pakistani--have had the distinction of fighting external wars in South Asia.  All others are

peripheral forces growing out of the internal security situations.  The rise of ethnic militarism has

given them the chance to demonstrate their firepower, not against an external adversary but

against their own dissident population.  Internal war is a new experience for the Sri Lankan and

the Bangladeshi armies.  At the same time, the frequent and prolonged deployment of regular

Indian and Pakistani troops for internal security duty has two strategic effects.  Their use may

lead to a breakdown in military training and readiness for confronting an external threat.75  There

is a growing concern in some of the countries over the inordinate reliance of the state on the

army to ensure its survival and maintain civil order.  The fear is that the army will perniciously
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destroy democratic principles and institutions, and usurp power.  This fear is strongly prevalent

among segments of Sri Lanka.  In India, the mutiny of Sikh troops following the Indian Army's

entry into the Golden Temple in Amritsar in 1984 to flush out the Khalistani militants was a

cause for serious concern.

Militarism has deeply impacted the domestic economies of South Asia. Destruction of

property and infrastructure, breakdown of production process and large-scale military

expenditures have created an ‘internal war economy’ in countries where militarism assumed a

critical strategy.  In Sri Lanka, for instance, the cost of the war is mounting every year.76  The

Bangladeshi government spent $125 million per annum on the maintenance of the army in the

CHT.77  In India and Pakistan, military build-up for internal war is largely integrated into a

strategy of external security preparedness and, as such, any separate enumeration of the cost of

the war is difficult.

State sponsored violence leads to a complete alienation of the people from the national

mainstream.  Inter-ethnic divisions deepen so much that a viable national integration process

becomes more difficult to accomplish even after reaching political accommodation and

reconciliation between the conflict groups.  In South Asia minority alienation is a deep-rooted

problem because of their ill treatment at the hands of powerful groups.  Alienation is high among

the people of India’s northeast and Kashmir, among the tribal population of the CHT, Nepalese

in Bhutan, the Tamils in the Northeastern part of Sri Lanka, and almost all the non-Punjabi

population in Pakistan.
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Patterns of Ending Militarism

The conventional wisdom is that ethnic conflicts are intractable and intrinsically zero-

sum.  Using the most comprehensive data set of ethnic conflicts, Ted Gurr suggests that some

form of accommodation between ethnic groups and states is always possible through effective

peace strategies.78  Corroborating this argument, Licklider's statistical study finds that despite the

high level of hostility, identity-based civil wars are as amenable to negotiated settlements as

class-based civil wars.79  The alternative viewpoint is that many ethnic conflicts end in military

victory or are suppressed and only a few reaches negotiated settlement.80  Even the negotiated

settlements are, as Licklider's study points out, less likely to be stable than military victories:

"Seventy-nine per cent of the identity wars that ended in military victory were not followed by

violence until 1994, as compared to only 33% of identity wars that ended in negotiated

settlements".81

What is the impact of militarism on the conflict processes in South Asia?  Has it led to

containment or suppression or ending of conflicts in the region?  Containment or suppression of

conflict does not mean that it is ended; settlement of conflict is a long drawn-out process that

comes as a sequel to a sustained, successful peace process.

In South Asia, the choice of militarism as a strategy has produced mixed results (see table

6).  Despite the minority group's armed resistance, the dominant state militarism has ultimately

led to suppression of some ethnic conflicts.  In these cases there is absolutely no use of any form

of violence by the weaker-group militarists to promote their ethnic goals; nor is there any great

scope for revival of political movement by the moderate leadership though the fundamental

grievances that gave rise to the group's militarism remain unresolved.  In Pakistan, the highly

repressive tactics against the Baluchis, Pakhtuns and Sindhis worked to the advantage of state
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militarism.  The Baluch war (1973-77), predictably dealt a severe blow to the insurgents, and

inflicted a demoralizing effect on the movement itself. Moderate political campaigns in the

absence of armed pressure of the militants, who fled to Afghanistan, surrendered to the army, or

were killed in operations, became totally subdued.  The continued detention of the NAP leaders

(until 1977), the prohibition on political activities in the province, and the army's effective

control of the Baluch areas during the Bhutto's rule weakened the ambitious movement.

Although the Zia regime (1977-88) reversed Bhutto's policies towards Baluchistan and

apparently embarked on a conciliatory approach, its manipulative ethnic policies, reflected in its

strategies of coercion and co-option of Baluch nationalists, further contributed to the demise of

the nationalist struggle.82  This made a strong impact on the Pakhtun movement.  Political

differences between the Baluch and Pakhtun leaders emerged since 1977, leading to the end of

their tactical cooperation that had challenged Bhutto's coercive policies.  Sustained military

crackdown in the NWFP, co-optation of the Pakhtun nationalists, and economic rewards to the

province brought a semblance of political order in Islamabad's terms.  Although Bhutto's Sindhi

ethnic identity and affirmative action policies temporarily arrested the Sindhis' feelings of

alienation, the use of military force by the Zia regime led to the weakening of the Sindhi

movement.83

While these movements primarily experienced military suppression, the Indian

government's combined politico-military strategy proved effective with the Khalistanis.  The

strategy proceeded in two separate tracks: the army and the state police hit hard at the militants

so that they tired out, their militancy had been dampened, and normalcy began to return by 1995.

Concurrently, the Central government adopted a conciliatory approach and engaged the moderate

Akali leaders in negotiations: in 1982 the government released 25,000 detainees and undertook
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to promote cultural aspirations of the Sikhs; in 1983 it appointed a commission under Justice

R.S. Sarkaria to look into center-state relations.  Subsequently, in 1985, Prime Minister Rajiv

Gandhi negotiated a peace accord with the moderate Akali leader, Harcharan Singh Longowal.84

Although the accord appeared as a major concession to the Sikhs, the cumulative gains accrued

were small due to its non-implementation.85  The Center gained hegemonic control over the state

as the militants lost their strength to conduct armed campaigns and the moderate leaders lacked

power to pressure the Center to implement the accord.  The conflict is effectively suppressed

without much hope for the Sikhs to realize their ethnic goals.

The Dravidastan movement stands out as a unique conflict that was easily suppressed by

limited coercive actions coupled with strong legal measures.  The use of force was low because

the movement remained purely political, led by the DMK; there was no militant formation born

to pursue armed campaigns to advance the ideal of the party.  The easy collapse of the movement

occurred much due to the DMK leadership's "dilemmas of reconciling secessionist goals with

electoral politics"86 and the 16th amendment to the constitution that the Center adopted in 1963 to

prevent fissiparous tendencies and protect the sovereignty and territorial integrity of the

country.87

In this and other cases, coercive state power worked well as a major suppressive strategy

for various reasons:  a low level of mobilization among minority group members, the absence of

credible and sustained support for the militants, and cleavages in the group that the political

incumbents used to their strategic advantage.  The Khalistan movement failed because the

militant movement did not institutionalize itself into the normal political process by forging a

permanent link with a legitimate, competitive political party.  The party system remained intact

even in the worst days of militancy, and the Akali Dal maintained ideological congruence with
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the Congress at the Center.88  Suppression of the conflict amounts to a military victory for the

dominant militarist.  This does not mean that minority group's abandon their goals, for which

they have sacrificed both in terms of lives and materials.  Revival of the lost movement may be a

difficult proposition.  Nevertheless, many groups entertain interest without determination and

concrete actions to achieve their ethnic ideals.89

The East Pakistani conflict is distinct from all others in the region.  It was the only

conflict that ended after a military victory for the weaker ethnic group members because the

hegemonic state militarism against a weaker group paved the way for the war between India and

Pakistan in 1971.

State militarism effectively contained the conflict in Bhutan.  The Lhotshampas have

sufficient political determination to fight for their cause, but lack the military strength to

challenge the Bhutanese State.  They are a militarily weak group with a weak ethnic patron

(Nepal) whose constrained strategic support is insufficient to achieve its goal.

Neither dominant state militarism nor a negotiated peace strategy has worked well in

many conflicts.  Despite large, sustained military operations by the Sri Lankan Army (since

1983) and the Indian Peacekeeping Force (1987-90), India’s mediation that led to a bilateral

agreement in 1987, and various peace talks between the government and militants, the intensity

of the Sri Lankan conflict has not declined.90  The LTTE remains a powerful force to frustrate

the government's military tactics, but is incapable of registering a victory against the army.  In

India's northeast, all but the Mizo conflict fit into this mode, of which three conflicts--Naga,

Tripuri and Bodo--have been negotiated for peace though the agreements have failed to end

violence.  Beginning in the mid 1950's, the Naga conflict has seen a protracted peace process

involving mediators who tried in vain to negotiate a deal between the government and the Naga
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National Council (NNC) in the1960's.  Then came the famous Shillong Agreement of 1975,

which sought to enlist the NNC's commitment to the Indian Constitution, disarmament and

restoration of normalcy, but it did not assuage the Nagas' feeling of deprivation.  The NNC was

split on the issue of accepting the agreement and a section of its leadership decided to continue

the armed struggle, which the Indian security forces are unable to end.91  The government's

sustained military pressure on Tripuran militants paved the way for a negotiated agreement with

the Tribal National Volunteers (TNV) in August 1988 and with the Tripura Tribal Force (TTF)

in 1993,92 but peace has not returned there.  Splinter groups have emerged out of disagreements

over the peace accords to carry on the fight.  The struggle for Bodoland was also inconclusive.

The Bodo Security force (BSF) and the Bodo Volunteer Force (BVF) survived the military

onslaught and continued to deny a victory to the army.  The 1993 Accord between the Assam

government and the moderate Bodo leaders and various initiatives of the Central government in

the recent years did not restore peace and normalcy in the state.93

The conflicts in Kashmir, Sindh (Mohajir), Manipur and Assam (ULFA) form another

category in which coercion has remained the principal strategy, yet has had little success.  There

have been no serious and structured negotiations between the government and the militants

because of the constraints in developing a common framework for the peace process.

Governmental initiatives and preliminary talks at the lower leadership level or with peripheral

groups have been inconsequential.  Unilateral steps by the governments to advance the economic

and political interests of the groups have hardly moderated the conflicts between the Mohajirs

and the Pakistani government.  Thus, containment as a strategy has failed in these conflicts

because some groups have strong organizational structure that has sustained their spirit and

strength to carry on the fight.  The level of mobilization has been high in many conflicts and
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external patron support has remained high in a few conflicts.  Interlocking conflicts and the

operating terrain have worked to the militants’ strategic advantage.  At the same time, peace

agreements have failed because of the feeling of entrapment and the low level of war fatigue

among minority group members.  In some cases, the lack of group cohesion has created the

essential conditions for the failure of the peace process.

Only a few conflicts have ended though negotiated settlement.  Finding military

engagements futile, the parties in the Mizo, Gorkha, and CHT conflicts have successfully

negotiated peace settlements.  Since the government's strategy in Mizoram was to use military

pressure to bring the Mizo National Front (MNF) to the negotiating table, the Center held peace

parleys with its President, Laldenga, in 1976 and 1980.  Though the talks proved abortive due to

the intransigence of the MNF, the Center continued to capitalize on the military weakness of the

Mizo National Army (MNA) to work out a settlement.  With the local population and church

leaders throwing their weight in the peace parleys, the government and the MNF chief signed the

Mizo Accord in 1986.94  The accord has an enduring effect in Mizoram as the state is now the

most peaceful in the northeast region.  Similarly, the Gorkha conflict showed its ripeness for

settlement when the Center offered its good offices between the West Bengal government and

the Gorkha National Liberation Front (GNLF), leading to a peace accord in August 1988.  The

GNLF compromised its demand for a separate Gorkha state within the Indian union and accepted

the establishment of a Hill Council in the Darjeeling district.95  The competing militarism ended

and normalcy returned to the hills.  Even though the accord worked smoothly it has not satisfied

the GNLF.  The desire for achieving its original conflict goal is still articulated by its leadership

without, at the same time, resorting to any organized political or military actions.
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Apart from India, Bangladesh is the only other country in the region where a negotiated

settlement has ended an ethnic conflict.  The peace process started in 1977, amidst continued

military operations, and proceeded sluggishly until June 1992 when the Bangladesh National

Party (BNP) government worked out a cease-fire and held six rounds of unsuccessful

negotiations with the tribal leaders until 1995.  Nevertheless, the cease-fire was extended 35

times until December 1997 when the Awami League government negotiated a landmark

agreement with the Parbatya Chattagram Jana Sanghati Samity leader, J.B. Larma.96  Despite

strident opposition from the BNP and the delay in implementing the accord because of the

disagreement between the contracting parties, there is no resumption of violence and the prospect

for enduring peace is quite high.  There seems to be general satisfaction among the tribal people,

a positive sign of ending the conflict from their side.  In this and other two cases, agreements

were possible because there seemed to be a hurting stalemate in the conflict processes, the

external patron support for the weaker groups became insufficient to carry on the conflict, and

there was a general trend towards de-mobilization of group members.

What does ethnic militarism in South Asia offer?  It is quite evident that the regional

trends in the outcome of militarism are both similar to and distinct from global trends.  Contrary

to the general findings globally, negotiated settlements of militarized ethnic conflicts are very

few in South Asia.  The cases of total military victory (and not mere suppression) are far less in

the region than the global ratio.  Fewer than 50 per cent of the conflicts continue without any

end, half of which have not even seriously attempted negotiated political settlement.  The fact

that the state militarism has suppressed only half a dozen conflicts and the weaker ethnic group

militarists registered a decisive military victory in only one conflict indicates that militarism, as a

strategy, is unworthy and unproductive because its operational cost is atrociously high.  Then
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why do groups and states believe in the wretched strategy?  The answer lies in the general

monopolistic tendencies of the hegemonic ethnic groups which, out of fear, prejudice, and a

strong position, invariably choose to repress political protests militarily and not negotiate

politically.  Also, the weaker/deprived ethnic groups, out of fear, a weak position and failure,

adopt militarism as an alternative to inconsequential political agitation.  In effect, both the sets of

militarists are weak and losers; they underestimate each other's strength and overestimate their

own power.  In the course of losses suffered from militarism, both parties develop interests in

political negotiations.  This explains why some of the competing militarists finally opt to

negotiate their differences and give up violence.  Sadly, such realizations develop slowly and

what makes them change ultimately is their understanding of the conflict process itself--their

strength and weakness and gains and losses.

Conclusions

The paper has addressed a complex subject on which different perspectives--state-centric

and group-centric--can be found.  Quantification of death and destruction caused by militarism

reveals the primitive mentality of ethnic groups who place their particular interests far above the

general interests of the society at large.  One group's readiness to kill another as demanded by its

ethnic ideology causes repulsion in any normal human mind.  But ethnic passions and

intolerance, as the South Asians have shown, create demeaning and dehumanizing tendencies in

societies.  Ethnic militarism has developed hypersensitivity in each group about its own interests
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and survival, but the same group is insensitive to other's needs and difficulties.  This behavior

severely erodes time tested human values and principles based on religion, culture, and political

traditions ingrained in the South Asian societies.  Ethnic militarism spreads quickly and easily

adds competitive dimensions.  The states in South Asia have actively propounded the ideology of

militarism and practiced it against their own people who are not equal to their strength and

position.  But, in some cases, the limitations of states have been exposed by the rival ethnic

militarists.

If the persistence of ethnic militarism without an honorable end in South Asia is a cause

for concern, its suppression implies future use.  The concerns are well founded.  India's Kashmir

and northeast are two danger spots having greater strategic values due to the direct interest of

Pakistan and China.  The new strategic environment marked by nuclearization of the region

presents new challenges and strengthens the existing fear.  The 'dangerous spots' may provide

strategic space and depth for China and Pakistan against India, leading to bilateral or trilateral

contests or confrontations.  One possible scenario of regional conflict escalating into nuclear war

in South Asia arises from "the conduct of varying degrees of proxy wars across international

frontiers as in Indian Punjab or Kashmir, or as alleged in Pakistan's Sindh province."97  This

cannot be dismissed as pure academic speculation, but a serious possibility that may strike the

region.  The imperative for serious political initiatives to end militarism in India's border region

is, therefore, reinforced by the recent strategic developments in the region.
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Table 1: Weaker-Group Militarists

Conflict Militant Group

East Pakistan Mukti Bahini

Baluch Baluch People�s Liberation Front; Popular Front for Armed Resistance

Mohajir Muttahid Quami Movement

Eelam Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam; Tamil Eelam Liberation Organization; People�s
Liberation Organization of Tamil Eelam; Eelam Revolutionary Organization of
Students; Eelam People�s Revolutionary Liberation Front and other groups

CHT Shanti Bahini

Khalistan Babbar Khalsa; All India Sikh Students Federation (two factions); Bhindranwale
Tiger Force (two factions); Khalistan Commando Force (two factions) and other
groups.

Kashmir Jammu and Kashmir Liberation Front; Hizb-ul-Mujahideen; Harkat-ul-Ansar and
other groups.

Naga Naga Federal Army; Nationalist Socialist Council of Nagaland (two factions)

Mizo Mizo National Army

Meitei United National Liberation Front; People�s Liberation Army; People�s
Revolutionary Party of Kangleipak; and six other groups

Tripuri Tribal National Volunteers; All Tripura People�s Liberation Organization; All
Tripura Tribal Force; All Tripura Tiger Force; National Liberation Front of Tripura;
and 11 more groups

Bodo Bodo Security Force; Bodo Volunteer Force

ULFA United Liberation Front of Assam

Gorkha Gorkhaland National Liberation Front
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Table 2: The Nature of Conflict

Autonomist Secessionist Mixed

Mohajir (Pak) East Pakistan*(Pak) Baluch (Pak)

Lhotshampa (Bhu) Sindh (Pak) Pakhtun (Pak)

CHT (Bang) Eelam*(SL)

Tripuri (Ind) Kashmir (Ind)

Bodo (Ind) Khalistan*(Ind)

Gorkha (Ind) Dravidastan (Ind)

Assamese (Ind0

Naga (Ind)

Mizo (Ind)

Meitei (Ind)

*Autonomist conflicts turned Seccesionist.

Pak: Pakistan
Bhu: Bhutan
Bang: Bangladesh
Ind: India
SL: Sri Lanka
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Table 3: Source of Grievance

Cause Contesting group/party Demands

Fear of loss of identity
(as a result of arbitrary
national territorial
formation)

Nagas, Mizos, Meiteis,
Assamese, Kashmiris, Baluchis

Secession

Fear of assimilation
(out of arbitrary ethnic
boundary maintenance)

Bodos, Meiteis, Sikhs,
Lhotshampas

Secession or autonomy

Fear of marginalization
(as a result of out-group
domination)

Tripuris, Meiteis, Assamese,
Gorkhas, Sindhis, Sri Lankan
Tamils, the CHT tribals

Secession or autonomy

Sense of relative deprivation
(as result of denial of
equality)

East Pakistanis, Sri Lankan
Tamils, Mizos, Baluchis,
Mohajirs, Sindhis, Assamese,
Meiteis, Tripuris, Gorkhas

Secession or autonomy

Sense of Powerlessness
(out of hegemonic
majoritarianism)

East Pakistanis, Sri Lankan
Tamils, Baluchis, Pakhtuns, the
CHT tribals, Sikhs, Assamese,
Kashmiris, Dravidians

Secession or autonomy
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Table 4: Enforcement of Militarism

Form Targeted / involved groups

Collective mob violence Sri Lankan Tamils, Sikhs, Pakhtuns,
Mohajirs, Sindhis

Selective revenge killing Sri Lankan Tamils (civilians, and militant
and moderate leaders); Sinhalese
(civilians and political leaders); Sri
Lankan Muslims; Indian national political
leaders; Sikhs (civilians, and militant and
moderate leaders); Kashmiris (civilians,
and militant and moderate leaders);
civilians and leaders in India's northeast;
Baluchis; Sindhis; Pakhtuns; Mohajirs.

Military crackdown Group members and their leaders in
India's northeast, Sikhs, Kashmiris,
Baluchis, Sindhis, East Pakistanis,
Mohajirs, Sri Lankan Tamils, and the
CHT tribals

Internal war East Pakistanis, Baluchis, the CHT tirbals,
Sri Lankan Tamils, Sikhs, Nagas, Mizos,
Meiteis, Tripuris, Bodos, Assamese, and
Kashmiris.
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Table 5: Legal Bases of Militarism

Country Legal Authority Provisions

Bangladesh Special Powers Act (1974) Detention without legal remedy
for six months

Curbing of Terrorist Activities
Act (1992)

Arrest on grounds of mere
suspicion; punishment ranging
from a minimum of sentence of
five years to death penalty

Sri Lanka Prevention of Terrorism Act
(1979) (amended in 1982)

Detention without trail for 18
months on the order of Minister
of Defense; absolute power for
the army and police to search or
arrest anyone on the ground of
unlawful activity; detainee is
held incommunicado without
any legal remedy as arrest cannot
be challenged in or by any court
or tribunal.

Emergency Regulations
(promulgated under the Public
Security Ordinance)

The Secretary to the Ministry of
Defense is empowered to order
the arrest and detention of any
person for an unlimited period,
the detention cannot be
questioned in any court of law.
The security forces authorized by
the President is empowered to
arrest any person and detain him
for 90 days, the court has no
power to release the detainee
without the written sanction of
the Attorney General.
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Continuation of Table 5

India Terrorist and Disruptive
Activities Prevention Act*
(TADA)

Preventive detention; minimum
guarantee for fair trail; trail of
accused is held in camera.

National Security Act (NSA) The grounds of detention are not
disclosed; the detainee can be
prevented from engaging a
lawyer to represent his case.

Armed Forces Special Powers
Act (1958 & 1972)

Power to the armed personnel to
fire upon or use force, entry and
search without warrant of any
premises to make arrests.

Pakistan
Defence of Pakistan Rules

High Treason Act

Prevention of anti-National
Activities (Special Courts)
Ordinance of 1974

Pakistan Armed Forces (Acting
in Aid of Civil Power)
Ordinance

Army is empowered to
investigate criminal cases;
military courts can try civilians;
Civil courts have no jurisdiction
over military courts

* The operation of the Act was not extended by Parliament in 1995. However its provisions
continue to cover all those who have been detained or charged under the Act, prior to the lapse
date.
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 Table 6: Outcome of Militarism

Conflict Principal Strategy Outcome

East Pakistan Direct external military
intervention

Military victory for the weaker
group

Baluch Military Suppression

Pakhtun Military Suppression

Sindhi Military Suppression

Mohajir Military Continuing

Eelam Political and military Continuing

CHT Political Ended

Khalistan Political and military Suppression

Kashmir Military Continuing

Naga Political and military Continuing

Mizo Political Ended

Meitei Military Continuing

Tripuri Political and military Continuing

Bodo Political and military Continuing

Assamese Military Continuing

Gorkha Political Ended

Dravidastan Political Ended

Lhotshampa Military Containment
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