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The cases o f India and Pakistan provide excellent examples for a compar
ative analysis o f  federalism as a national and ethnic conflict regulation 
mechanism. Both states were ethnically heterogeneous, and products o f 
the same colonial regime and similar, although not identical, institutional 
frameworks. At independence, they both needed to pursue economic 
development, state-building and nation-building. Yet both states also 
provide examples o f contested features o f federal systems, effecting very 
differently motivated reorganisations o f their provincial boundaries within 
ten years o f independence. These reorganisations were both designed to 
manage ethnonational diversity; however, this was their only similarity. 
India’s reorganisation o f states was based around linguistic identities, 
denying those based on religion. Pakistan rejected the recognition o f lan
guage as the basis o f  identity, and through the adoption o f  the One Unit 
Plan fused the Western wing into one provincial unit. Paradoxically, that 
decision set off a bipolar antagonistic relationship against the linguisti
cally homogeneous Eastern wing (today’s Bangladesh). Unsurprisingly, 
the One Unit Plan is widely derided for causing the breakup o f Pakistan 
in 1971. What is more surprising are the views articulated by India Today 
in 1998: ‘Four decades ago, the country upturned every tenet o f good 
governance by carving out new states on the basis o f language rather than 
administrative convenience’ (Editorial, 20 November 1998).

The argument in this chapter, using the examples o f India and Pakistan 
is as follows:

(a) Federalism’s bad track record in regulating conflict in ethnically 
divided societies has been primarily due to the nature o f the federal 
design;
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(b) When groups are territorially concentrated, homogeneous provinces 
are better than heterogeneous provinces in ameliorating conflict;
(c) The creation o f homogeneous states by itself is not sufficient to re
duce conflict.

Federalism s rationale

Federalism is a well-known, albeit controversial political resource used to 
manage societies with ethnically diverse populations. My analysis pro
ceeds from the supposition that political institutions are autonomously 
important in the regulation o f  ethnic conflict, and that ethnic identities 
are situational. Duchacek argues that institutions structure incentives and 
behaviour even if  federal structures are merely for show (1991: 23). The 
breathing o f life into the USSR’s federal institutions before the dissolu
tion o f  the Union was a recent and profoundly important demonstration 
o f  this argument. Federalism’s institutionalisation o f a territorial division 
o f political powers creates conditions for a new level o f political debate to 
occur, both between the centre and the provincial unit and also within the 
provincial unit. Many authors (and politicians) have been concerned that 
this new level o f political debate will be a secessionist one, and it is for 
this reason that Nordlinger specifically excludes federalism from his list 
o f  ethnic conflict management mechanisms (1972: 32). The creation o f  
this new level o f political debate is why the design o f the provincial units 
is so important. The nature o f the ‘political space' in which political 
entrepreneurs can command loyalty is crucial for determining the suc
cess o f a federal system; that is, its ability to manage successfully the 
relationships between and within different ethnic groups as well as rela
tions between the centre and these groups.

Arguments against homogeneous provinces

The danger o f minorities within the new provincial units being victim
ised. Elites trying to maintain their power base often seek to do so at the 
expense o f  the other groups within a provincely, either intentionally or 
unintentionally, mobilising one group against another. It is almost impos
sible without genocide and forced population transfers to avoid the exis
tence o f peoples who do not belong to the dominant ethnonational group 
within the province. This is exacerbated by the migration o f  populations, 
as seen with the Bengalis in Assam and Muhajirs in Karachi. However, 
this problem can be circumvented if  Beran’s recursive principle is applied 
to provincial reorganisations. He argues that national and ethnic groups
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should not be allowed self-determination unless guarantees for minori
ties are respected (Beran 1984: 29). An enforceable Bill o f  Rights and 
central government provision for education and minority rights can 
achieve this. These kinds o f provisions have been implemented in many 
federal constitutions.

Increased danger o f ethnonational conflict. The resources and legiti
macy that homogeneous groups gain from a governmental power base is 
said to enhance the identity o f  the group and make them more likely to 
secede. Maurice Vile (1982: 222-3) argues that, ‘[i]t is clear that where 
the boundaries o f  the member states are drawn so as to coincide with 
communal divisions the likelihood is that the problems o f operating the 
machinery o f  federalism will be exacerbated.’

Nordlinger rejects federalism on similar grounds: ‘the combination o f  
territorially distinctive segments and federalism’s grant o f political 
autonomy sometimes provides additional impetus to demands for greater 
autonomy’ (1972: 32). The foundations o f this argument lie in the claim 
(a) that a less homogeneous unit would balk at secession if  a substantial 
number o f its ethnonational group would be left behind, and (b) that sepa
rate units enhance rather than diminish a separate loyalty.

(a) To argue that the coincidence o f ethnic and provincial boundaries 
makes secession more likely assumes that there is a motivation to secede. 
This ignores the fact that federalism may be successful. If the security o f  
the ethnonational group (as they define it) is promoted, the motivation to 
secede is diminished. Once security is enhanced, the national institutions 
themselves often attract loyalty, creating a dual identity. Although feder
alism is rarely an end in itself, usually incorporating strategic motiva
tions, it should be the intention o f the constitution framers to seek to 
create affinity towards national federal institutions.

In addition, there can be positive reasons for staying— i.e., the benefits 
have increased: ‘The most potent way to assure that federalism.. .will not 
become just a step to secession is to reinforce those specific interests that 
groups have in the undivided state’ (Horowitz 1985: 628).

There are many interests that can be promoted through federal struc
tures. Economic interests in unity are fostered through economic interde
pendence with the centre as well as a redistribution o f resources. Cultural 
autonomy increases the separateness o f a group but simultaneously re
duces conflict with the centre. Cultural autonomy to promote a group’s 
language increases interaction with the centre if  the identity is politically 
recognised, especially as a method o f power acquisition (e.g. civil service 
exams). Finally, political interdependence can be increased, either within 
a dominant party that represents regional interests, or through coalition
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politics. It is worth noting that although all the above have the potential to 
increase conflict with other groups who may oppose the reduction o f  
their privileges or access to government, they are not necessarily zero- 
sum.

(b) Addressing the second point, that separate states lead to the creation 
o f  antagonistic loyalties, a contrasting viewpoint argues that if  the units 
are not ethnically homogeneous, the main rationale o f federalism is in 
danger o f  being thwarted. This is o f  bringing the government closer to 
‘the people’ affected by it— national self-determination. If the premises 
o f  nationalism are accepted, then ‘any old’ mixed provincial government 
cannot promote the same degree o f responsiveness to individual citizens 
and give expression to primary group attachments. Therefore, heteroge
neous provinces are as likely to give rise to secessionist impulses o f parts 
o f those provinces as homogeneous provinces are. Additionally, if politi
cal boundaries do not coincide with ethnonational ones, the division o f  
powers emerges as a device for administrative efficiency or political 
manipulation rather than as a normative commitment to the ideal o f a 
multinational state. The perception o f  such a normative commitment is
essential to increase the security and well-being o f  an ethnonational 
group. Ethnically homogeneous provinces also provide institutional pro
tection for cultural institutions against the central state’s potential inter
ference, especially where there is a dominant national group.

Lack o f opportunities for the development o f inter-ethnic relations to 
reduce ethnonational hostility> among politicians. Although inter-ethnic 
competition will not disappear in heterogeneous units, it is argued that 
the conflict is more likely to be concerned with ‘mundane’ power politics 
than with zero-sum identity issues, as Horowitz (1985: 408-9) outlines 
for Malaysia. This has the added attraction o f favourably affecting fed
eral processes on the ‘national’ level through small-scale and manageable 
co-operation (Duchacek 1991: 31). However, homogeneous provinces 
can also promote competition and co-operation favourable to the success 
o f  federalism: ‘When groups are territorially concentrated, devolution 
may have utility not because it provides “self-determination”, but be
cause once power is devolved it becomes somewhat more difficult to 
determine who the self is’ (Horowitz 1985: 617).

Federalism necessarily divides governmental structures and thereby 
multiplies jobs (Burgess and Gagnon 1993: 19). It also provides new 
political arenas to contest power within. In a homogeneous provincial 
unit this increases intra-ethnic competition and is likely to reduce con- 
flictual relations with the centre. However, for intra-ethnic competition to
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constitution formation (Pakistan took nine years after independence to 
create its constitution). All previously proposed plans had been con
cerned with accommodating within a parliamentary democracy the fact 
that the majority o f the population o f Pakistan resided in the Eastern 
Wing (55%). Eventually, the will o f  the Punjabis (29% o f  the population) 
prevailed, as a result o f political manipulation and chicanery. The final 
settlement o f  the One Unit Plan not only merged the Western Wing into 
one federal unit, it also created the rationale for an equal representation 
o f both wings in the National Assembly, thereby preventing a Bengali 
majority in the unicameral parliament.1 The One Unit Plan can therefore 
be seen as a direct attempt to contain potential Bengali demographic 
dominance and to maintain Punjabi political dominance, which was 
steadily growing in the army and the bureaucracy. In this they were 
encouraged by the United States, seeking a stable buffer state in South 
Asia. The One Unit Plan succeeded in institutionalising the perception of 
discrimination for the East Bengalis, as ‘they’ were pitted against the rest 
o f Pakistan. The Punjabi elite did not wish to concede the legitimacy o f  
the linguistic principle within West Pakistan in order to contain the East 
Pakistani Bengalis. However, through the One Unit Plan they crystal
lised the Bengali linguistic division at the centre o f Pakistani politics.2

The more recent refusal o f the political elite to entertain the notion o f  
further linguistic division o f the Punjab and Sindh has contributed to con
flicts over resources and political allegiance. These conflicts can be 
attributed to the fact that Pakistan’s national identity as articulated by 
Jinnah was a positive exclusivist one (Adeney 1998). The demand for 
Pakistan was premised upon the belief that Muslims were a separate 
nation rather than a minority and was articulated against the fear o f  
Hindu dominance in a democratic united India. This positive conception 
o f  the value o f an Islamic state did not preclude minority representation, 
although Muslim and Pakistani identities became interchangeable. It was 
therefore to be expected that Pakistan would be equally inclusive to all 
Muslims. However, regionalism was seen as negative and as detracting 
from Islamic unity. ‘So what is the use o f saying we are Bengalis, or 
Sindhis, or Pathans, or Punjabis? No, we are Muslims’ (Jinnah, quoted in 
Syed 1979: 98). Although denying the legitimacy o f  provincial claims for 
recognition would have been consistent with Jinnah’s positive exclusiv- 
ism, the disparity in the treatment o f the regions was not, and consequently

1 Although the vast majority are, not all federations are bicameral—Pakistan was not in 
1956 and nor are Venezuela or Micronesia.

2 However, the inequitable distribution of power and resources, as well as the geographical 
distance between the two wings, accentuated the bipolarity of the One Unit Plan.
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persecution at the local level— federal structures are not unique in per
mitting this.

Homogeneous provinces increase pressures for secession: (a) by imbu
ing territorially concentrated ethnic groups with resources, legitimacy 
and a power base, and (b) through the creation o f separate loyalties. The 
creation o f a homogeneous province can increase group security and 
therefore reduce the motivation for secession. Secession is never the easy 
option, but to reduce the likelihood o f a secessionist movement appearing 
from a homogeneous unit, either a normative commitment to the unified 
state has to be created, or the benefits o f staying have to be increased.

Although the argument appears tautological— groups will not seek to 
secede when their identity is not threatened— homogeneous provinces 
play a significant role in increasing the perception o f this security and/or 
reducing the ability o f  political entrepreneurs to mobilise support for 
secession around ethnic cleavages. The Tamil Nadu example in India is 
an often cited success case. Before the process o f linguistic reorganisa
tion, secessionist elements existed within the state. After the reorganisa
tion o f  provincial units, although it was not directly threatened, Tamil 
Nadu raised the most money for the 1962 Indo-Chinese war (so under
scoring its sense o f belonging to India). Where conflict has occurred 
within India, in most cases the initial demands have been for accommo
dation within the existing state, escalating into serious secessionist vio
lence only when groups have perceived continued discrimination or been 
the targets o f  political manipulation by the centre (Brass 1994: ch. 6). 
Those demands which have not been successfully accommodated, in 
Punjab and Kashmir for example, cannot be attributed to the homogene
ity o f the units, as these are two o f the most heterogeneous units within 
the Union. They have to be attributed to the policies o f the Indian state, 
unwilling to distinguish between ‘legitimate’ calls for autonomy and 
secessionist demands.

In the case o f Pakistan it is arguable that it was the denial o f the Awami 
League’s demands for a more equitable federal relationship between East 
Pakistan and the rest o f the Pakistani federation that prompted the 
demand for a confederation rather than the homogeneity o f the province. 
Movements for secession have arisen in all provinces with the exception 
o f  Punjab, yet initially none articulated secessionist demands. It was the 
invasion o f East Pakistan after the elections o f 1970-1 and the subse
quent brutality (three million dead) that increased the demand to that o f  
secession, as well as the denial o f the democratic mandate— although the 
Bengali political party, the Awami League, won the majority o f seats in 
the 1970 election, they were not given a chance to exercise this power as
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the Assembly was never convened because o f pressure from the Western 
Wing. It is therefore arguable that the secession o f East Pakistan, which 
is the most obvious counter-example to my argument, was not inevitable, 
even after decades o f perceived ‘internal colonialism’ in which large dis
parities in governmental development outlays as well as ‘the transfer o f 
resources from east to west through the diversion o f foreign exchange 
earnings’ existed (Talbot 1998: 138).

As far as the creation o f separate loyalties is concerned, the cases o f  
India and Pakistan demonstrate that it is the denial o f  claims for recogni
tion that is likely to increase conflict with the centre, rather than the cre
ation o f homogeneous provinces. The recognition o f alternative identities 
through federal structures brings government closer to the people, and 
increases the likelihood o f  intra-group competition for power and re
sources. The perception o f a normative (or practical) commitment to 
recognising diversity is essential to a group’s security. In India there is no 
incompatibility between being a Gujarati and an Indian, or a Tamil and an 
Indian (Mitra and Singh 1999: 161-2). Recently this has been expressed 
through regional political parties which have sought to gain power at the 
centre as well as at the state level as seen in the current BJP coalition 
known as the NDA (National Democratic Alliance). The best evidence of 
this is the plethora o f Tamil parties which have changed political alle
giance according to political expediency. The defection o f the AIADMK 
(All-India Anna Dravida Munnetra Kazhagam) from the NDA in 1998 
brought down Vajpayee’s government; in the subsequent elections their 
rival, the DMK (Dravida Munnetra Kazhagam), took their place in the 
NDA. The Sikh party o f  the Punjab, the Akali Dal, are also part o f the 
NDA, despite its being led by a Hindu nationalist party.

The question must now be posed whether Pakistan provides similar 
examples. Dual identities and security o f culture were lacking both 
before and after the secession o f Bangladesh. Although East Pakistan 
identified very little with the Western Wing for the reasons given above, 
secession was not the preferred option, as is seen from the election of 
Rahman in 1970-1 on a platform o f regional autonomy, not secession. 
The ethnic domination o f Punjabis reduced all other groups’ identifica
tion with the institutions o f the state because o f their perceived cultural, 
economic and political domination— termed ‘Punjabisation’ (Samad 
1995). For most Punjabis, there is no conflict between a Punjabi identity 
and a Pakistani identity. However, the other ethnic groups have not been 
as able to identify effectively with Pakistan’s institutions—confederalist 
and autonomist plans have been proposed by Sindh, North West Frontier 
Province and Baluchistan at various points since 1971, and the MQM in 
Karachi has recently advocated a return to the ideals o f the Pakistan
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Resolution o f 1940.- Whilst East Pakistan seceded successfully because 
o f its geographical location and Indian military intervention, the causes 
o f  its secession were not unique.

Homogeneous units do not provide opportunities for inter-ethnic elite
co-operation. When homogeneous units are created and cultural gains 
are assured, intra-elite competition emerges (Mitra 1996: 31). Once the 
Telugu state o f Andhra Pradesh in India was created, the linguistic con
flict between the Telugus and the Tamils o f  the former state o f  Madras 
was superseded by the conflict between the Kamma and Reddi castes 
over the control o f the state (Horowitz 1985: 66). This conflict continues 
to this day. India’s huge diversity can be seen as an advantage rather than 
a hindrance in the management o f ethnic conflict; there are many cross
cutting divisions within as well as between states. Once the most salient 
identity has been ‘satisfied’ and gained security, other cleavages can sur
face. Manor (1996:446) takes this conclusion a step further, arguing that 
this has enabled Indian democracy to survive. If there is no (perceived) 
malign dominant group at the centre, opportunities emerge for competi
tion about power. In India the potentially dominant group, i.e., the Hindus 
with 83 per cent o f  the population, are subdivided by language, region 
and caste. The BJP’s appeals to a sense o f Hindu identity have not 
enabled it to form a government without substantial support from 
regional parties. In contrast, Pakistan has possessed a dominant group—  
the Punjabis. The existence o f a dominant group does not in itself neces
sarily cause conflict. However, if  it is perceived to dominate at the federal 
level at the expense o f  the other groups in the state (as federations do not 
necessarily increase security or influence at the centre), then homoge
neous units will not create intra-ethnic competition and consociational 
devices will also be needed.

Exceptions and qualifications

I do not argue that the existence o f homogeneous provinces will necessar
ily reduce ethnic conflict, rather that ethnically homogeneous provinces 
do not cause conflict. However, the allegation that when other factors are 
important— such as discrimination or denial o f a voice at the centre—  
secessionist claims can emerge leads me to the final set o f arguments 
demonstrating that homogeneous units by themselves do not help to solve 
ethnic conflicts.

1 This had promised ‘independent states ... in which the constituent units shall be autono- 
mous and sovereign’.
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In August 2000 the Indian parliament created three new states from 
Uttar Pradesh (Uttaranchal), Bihar (Jharkland) and Madhya Pradesh 
(Chattisgarh). The large size o f  Uttar Pradesh was remarked upon as far 
back as the States Reorganisation Commission (SRC) when one o f its 
authors, K. M. Pannikar, added a memorandum calling for the subdivi
sion o f  the state into two units (Fazl Ali, Kunzru and Panikkar 1955). It is 
no accident that the three most recently accepted calls for statehood are in 
the Hindi heartland (nor is it an accident that it was a BJP government 
that accepted them as it seeks electoral aggrandisement in these new 
states). However, I am not confining my prescription to the Hindi heart
land. The SRC in 1955 determined that every regional language should 
have its own state; however, given the absolute size o f many o f  these 
states a strong case can be made for another subdivision. This would also 
address the problem o f  over-representation o f the larger states in the 
upper house o f the Indian Parliament, the Rajya Sabha.

Second, smaller units are less likely to perceive advantages in seces
sion or be viable units to do so (Lemco 1991:45). This condition depends 
on whether the units would still be large enough to govern effectively, and 
which issues are salient. The desired size o f the units is partially depend
ent upon what type o f  federation is to be created. As Watts (1970: 30) 
argues, experience shows that larger units are better able to sustain full 
governmental autonomy effectively whilst smaller units are more de
pendent upon the centre. Larger units are also able to minimise costly 
duplication o f functions and are more likely to be economically viable. In 
contrast, smaller units can bring government closer to ‘the people’—  
however defined— and are likely to be more homogeneous and promote a 
specialised economy. Some units o f  federations comprise more than one 
economic region and would benefit from being made smaller, for exam
ple, Uttar Pradesh in India. Whilst there is no hard and fast rule, and there 
have been major exceptions, it is hard to disagree with Watts’s conclusion 
that larger units are more likely to be viable than smaller ones (although 
this is rapidly changing in today’s interdependent regional world) and 
therefore potentially more secessionist (Watts 1970: 31).

Third, there should be no great disparities between the units, in terms 
o f size, population or resources. For federalism to operate as a successful 
ethnic conflict management mechanism, the territorial size o f the prov
inces and the distribution o f resources are very important. Great variation 
in size between the units can accentuate regional tensions— especially in 
terms o f  the voting strength within the upper chamber— if equality o f the 
provincial units is not assured. In India, the centre can unilaterally change 
a state’s boundaries and, therefore, the large voting power o f states such 
as Uttar Pradesh in both chambers, but in the Upper House especially, 
becomes a major issue for the federation.
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In Pakistan, the size o f the Punjab has also been a major issue, although 
provinces have been equally represented in the Senate since 1973. In the 
1956 Constitution, the disparity o f influence caused by the size o f Punjab 
within the Western Wing was addressed by the condition that Punjab 
would have no more than two-fifths o f  the seats for the Western Wing. 
The abrogation o f democracy in 1958 ensured that the success o f  this for
mula cannot be judged.

Fourth, the optimal number o f units should be more than three. A final 
condition that is relevant to the success o f federalism in regulating 
ethnonational conflict is that o f the optimal number o f units. A small 
number o f units are likely to lead to shifting coalitions (in the case o f  
three units) and zero-sum conflict (in the case o f two units) (Vile 1982: 
213 and 222). The data in Table 9.1 confirms this conclusion.

Between Federalism and Separatism: India and Pakistan 173

Table 9.1. FAILURES OF FEDERATIONS IN THE 20TH CENTURY

Units No. o f states No. o f failures % o f failures

2-3 16 n 69
4-7 9 6 67
8-12 5 1 20
> 13 15 2 13
Totals 45 20 44

Source: Data adapted from Britannica Book o f the Year (1958-1996); CIA World Factbook 
(2000); Elazar (1987: 45-6).

Whilst the relationship between the number o f units within a federa
tion and the likelihood o f success is not perfect, the correlation between 
the two is incredibly high. The Mail Federation, the Central African 
Federation, the Malayan Federation, Czechoslovakia and the First Nige
rian Federation, all broke down because o f  the highly conflictual rela
tions between a small number o f units. The experience o f Pakistan in 
1971 confirms the general picture, as do Serbia and Montenegro’s cur
rent experiences.

India, in contrast, has twenty-eight states, which has ensured that a 
fluctuating coalition o f interests exists. As Table 9.1 indicates, ‘all else 
being equal... it is probably better to have more rather than fewer provin
cial units’ (Horowitz 1985:621). This is not only because o f the danger o f  
zero-sum politics developing around ethnically homogeneous provinces 
but also because a larger number o f  provinces increase the likelihood that 
a dominant ethnonational group will be split between a number o f prov
inces. This decreases the danger o f the dominant group threatening the
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stability o f  the federation. It must therefore be concluded that to have 
more rather than fewer provinces is a helpful but not necessary condition, 
as shown by the case o f Belgium (which combines federal structures with 
consociational power-sharing at the centre). The case o f South Tyrol (see 
Chapter 4 in this volume) indicates that any possible future Ireland- 
Northern Ireland federation would be wise to retain its consociational 
dimensions within the province. The mere existence o f multiple units, 
however, is in itself insufficient to manage ethnonational conflict suc
cessfully, as is seen from the examples o f  the USSR and the Second 
Nigerian Federation.

Homogeneous units do not suit all federations; to advocate them would 
be rigidly to apply federalism as a set o f institutions. What has, however, 
been demonstrated is that federations should not reject homogeneous 
units. It is not the existence o f  homogeneous units in themselves which 
has caused ethnic conflict in South Asia. Conflict has been caused when 
there have been substantial differences in size, a small number o f prov
inces, and a malign (perceived or otherwise) dominant elite or a centre 
paranoid about conceding autonomy. What does the future hold for India 
and Pakistan? Both countries are currently experiencing radical challen
ges to the operation o f  their federal systems. India's party system has be
come regionalised and coalition politics look to be the norm— there has 
been no single-party government since 1989. This has the potential to 
strengthen the federal system. Although political instability may ensue, 
this should not be confused with federal instability. The case o f Pakistan 
is more uncertain. Musharraf specifically mentioned the need to redress 
the federal tensions and imbalances in his address to the nation upon 
assuming power in October 1999, but provincial boundaries were not 
redrawn. After the elections o f October 2002, future reform looks highly 
unlikely given the destabilising effects o f the conflict in Afghanistan for 
Pakistan. Yet this will be a missed opportunity to address the question o f  
Punjabi dominance perceived by all the provinces, but especially by Sindh. 
This is the major impediment to federalism’s functioning as a mechanism 
to manage, rather than exacerbate ethnonational conflict in Pakistan.
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