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The problem of acute mass poverty in any country, particularly in multi-ethnic/national poor-countries, requires 

more complex understanding than conventional economic description. Given the importance of the distributive 

issues for development, political demands for the removal of social and economic disadvantage may find 

expression in regional movement.  

We can begin our in-depth study of ‘regionalism’ by noting that the political role and dimensions of regionalism 

are counted upon the concept of ‘region’.  

This, logically, leads us to a simple question, what is a region? 

Prima facie, region appears to be an aerial concept. 

Joseph Schwartzberg defines a region as “ a perceived segment of space differentiated from others on the basis 

of one or more defining characteristics: He adds that ‘These characteristics and the region they define may be of 

‘many types’ and elaborates that the many types of characteristics and regions (which) they define may be natural, 

political, economic or cultural”(1).  

The region so defined is a nucleus of social aggregation for a variety of purpose. A particular territory is set apart, 

over a period of time, when different variables operate in different degrees. It is a social reality that survives in a 

geographical Background and “involves such matters as administrative decentralization, local self –government 

and autonomy, the cult of homeland and earth and local patriotism”(2). 

The ensuing paragraphs are an outline of the frame work in which the hypotheses and definitions of this paper are 

developed. 

Almost all the societies in the modern world contain sub-systems which are distinct. To clarify the meaning of a 

sub-system or a minority, it is good to look at the dimensions of both the size and power that determine its usage. 

We may categories a four-fold typology of groups to explain this phenomenon.(3) 

(1) More powerful groups (Dominant) 

 Size  power 

Group-A +      +  Majority group 

Group-B -      +  Elite 

 

(2) Less powerful groups (Subordinate) 

Group-C      +      -     Mass-Subjects 

Group-D                                               -      -  Minority groups 

In a way, group B in this categorization may also be termed as ‘minority’, but that would only be a ‘dominant 

minority’. By common usage it is group-D, which in fact is a real minority group. If we define ethnic group (4) 

in a larger society, it follows that an overwhelming majority of ethnic groups are in a subordinate position. 

Generally, the systematic disadvantage of certain groups is a common feature of multi-ethnic/national societies. 

Because of the uneven process of development, some groups move ahead more rapidly than others. 

The uneven features of development have been succinctly described by George Novack; ( 5) 

The mainspring of human progress is man’s commandOver the forces of production. As history advances, there 

occurs a faster or slower growth of productive forces in this or that segment of society, owing to the differences 
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in natural conditions and historical connections. These disparities give either an expanded or a compressed 

character to entire historical epochs and impart varying rates and extents of growth to different people different 

branches of economy, different classes, different social institutions and fields of culture. This is the essence of 

uneven-development. 

Thus some groups acquire an advantageous position over the others due to uneven process of development in the 

period of state/nation building. Then this political and economic advantage is used to maintain and enhance the 

position acquired. The relationship between the advantage and disadvantaged group is one of exploitation. The 

same conditions which were characteristic of traditional colonialism can be found in the relationship of these 

groups. In this situation, regionalism is the outcome of some real or perceived sense of internal colonialism (6) , 

the result of mal-development  or asymmetrical development. 

This model suggest that as a result of uneven development on territorial space, relatively advanced and less 

advanced groups are created and therefore acute cleavages of interest arise between these groups. Further there 

exists the probability that the disadvantaged group will in time assert for the recognition of its culture. This may 

help it conceive of itself as a separate nation and seek independence. In this situation, acculturation and national 

development may be inhibited by the desire of the peripheral group for independence from a situation perceived 

to be exploitative. This model visualize (i) persistence and increment of regional economic inequalities, (ii) the 

likelihood of an assertion of the peripheral culture in reaction to the domination of core and (iii) political cleavages 

will largely reflect significant culture differences between groups. (7) 

Regionalism in this ‘mal-development syndrome’ may emerge because of a number of factors. It may be the result 

of exploitation and power-inequality between elite and peripheral groups in a nation, it may also result from a 

process of cumulative de-equalization in which any nascent inequality is intensified over time through cumulative 

causation channels. The processes of de-equalization go on operating along the existing inequalities and there is 

no check on the proliferation of such asymmetrical development. A greater attachment to sentiments of 

regionalism is the response of suffering unites in multi-ethnic/national societies. Regionalism in this sense may 

be regarded as defensive mechanism of those sections of people, who feel either oppressed or deprived in the 

micro system. The sense of deprivation emerges in a freer but competitive setting where the less resourceful 

grudges the cornering of the munificence of the state by the more resourceful (such a situation obtains in North 

East India today)(8). 

What is important is not why the differences exist, but the way people respond to these differences and their 

aspirations and apprehensions emerging out of such differences. 

The differences which are characteristic of many societies (that may be the result of asymmetrical development 

or may result from intentional or otherwise policies and actions of the government) have an effect of inculcating 

a sense of relative deprivation among the less privileged masses. Deprivation induced discontent provides a 

general spur to action. 

Relative deprivation can be defined as a perceived discrepancy between men’s value expectation and their value 

capabilities (9). Value expectations are the goods and conditions of life to which people believe they are rightfully 

entitled. Value capabilities are the goods and conditions they think they are capable of attaining or maintaining 

given the social means available to them. Societal conditions that increase the average level or intensity of 

expectations without increasing capabilities increase the intensity of discontent. Among the general conditions 

that have such effects are the value-gains of other groups and the promise of new opportunities. 

One may discern different patterns of relative deprivation. Ted Robert Gurr postulates three.(10) 

The first is Decremental deprivation the model shown graphically in (Figure-I) represents settings in 

whichGroup consensus about justifiable value-positions has varied little overtime, but in which the average 

attainable value position or potential is perceived to decline substantially. Men in these circumstances are angered 

over the loss of what they once had or thought they could  have : they experience relative deprivation by reference 

to their own past condition. Value-capabilities also may fall among one or more segments of society because its 

members lose out in absolute terms in conflict with other groups over scarce values. The value position or potential 

of a particular group also may seem to decline not because of any diminution or redistribution of total values 

available in a society but because of the declining number of appropriateness of opportunities.  

1. Decremental Deprivation 

 

                                                 

     Y’ high 

 

                                                    

                    Collective value position 

                                                Value capabilities 

                                                  

                                                X’ low   Time 

(Figure-I) 
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The second is the Aspirational deprivation model which is sketched in (Figure II) and is characterized by an 

increase in men’s value expectation without a concomitant change in value position or potential. Those who 

experience aspirational deprivation do not anticipate or experience significant loss of what they have,  they are 

angered because they feel they have not the means for attaining new or intensified expectations. An increase in 

value expectations may reflect demands for a greater amount value already held in some degree, for example, for 

more material goods and a greater degree of political order and justice. It may be a demand for newvalues never 

previously held, such as political participation for colonial peoples and personal equality for members of lower 

casts and class groups. 

 

2. Aspirational Deprivation 

 

          Y’ high 

          

           Collective value position                       

     Value capabilities 

                                      

 

        X’ low 

Time (Figure-II) 

 

The third progressive-deprivation made sketched in Figure-III can be regarded as a special case of aspirational 

relative deprivation, one in which long-run, more or less steady improvement in people’s value-position generates 

expectations about continued improvement. If value capabilities stabilize or decline after such a period of 

improvement, Progressive deprivation is the result. Such a pattern is most common in societies undergoing 

ideological and systematic change. Economic depression in a growing economy can have this effect. So can the 

articulation of an ideology of modernization in a society that has structural inflexibilities that prevent expansion 

of value output beyond a certain point. 

3. Progressive Deprivation 

   

Y’ high Value expectation 

 

 

Value capabilities 

 

Collective value position 

X’ low 

   Time (Figure – III) 

 

It should be noted here that the revolution of rising expectations is not limited to developing societies, nor is 

economic conflict extinct in those societies in which material resources are sufficient toguarantee a reasonable 

standard of living to all. Individuals expect higher levels of living in the future and predicating expectations or 

what other people are perceived to have Even under conditions of relative abundance, expectations continue to be 

molded by more affluent ‘reference groups with which individual identify. This is very much natural as; 

Our desires and pleasures spring from society; we measure them, therefore, by society and not by the objects 

which serve for their satisfaction. Because they are of social nature, they are of relative nature. 

Marx and Engels 

Wage, Labor and Capital 

Thus rising expectations in such societies are based on new sets of expectations created by a psychic need to keep 

up with others. This psychological dynamics create resource scarcity and relative deprivation even where there is 

abundance and this continues as a source of social conflict as people create scarce resources. 

This model of relative deprivation could be applied to the study of regionalism in a society, where two or more 

ethnic groups are in contacts. “Where two or more ethnic groups are in contact, their adaptation may entail the 

following forms—(i) they may occupy different niche and thus they will be in minimal competition for resources, 

(ii) they may monopolies seperate territories in that case they are in competition, for resources and their 

articulation will involve politics along the border and possibly other sector, (iii) they may provide important things 

for each other, so in close interdependence and (iv) where two or more groups are in a partial competition, with 

time one would expect/force other to move out or more interdependence to develop”.(11) 

The second situation provides the best objective situation for the application of this model of relative deprivation 

to the study of regionalism. A situation could be envisaged, where various ethnic groups are in competition and 
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all occupying a single political geographical region. Now the expectation of the member of unprivileged group 

(of these competing groups) will be molded by their affluent counterpart. The societal conditions have increased 

their expectation but could not provide the situation that could have increased their capabilities. It will agitate 

them. Now if the group concerned is weak, or at the early stage of  its development, then it will organize its 

community and will put a demand on the political system for a ‘preferential treatment’ e.g. ‘Sons  of the soil’ 

movement. On the other hand if the group concerned is fairly developed then it will support the regional 

formations and will clamour for regional autonomy, because their expectation of material security are combined 

with their expectation of political security and advancement.   

Sometime regional demand may not be proportionate to the requirements of the area but because of the pressure 

of votes in the democratic process. Controversies are fanned by exploiting mass hysteria by regional elites. The 

mass of the people may be hypnotized by talk of emotive issues which is raised to an ideological plank by regional 

elite or middle class to generate mass pressure and control levers of power. Even in a condition of abundance the 

regional elite may have the sense of deprivation. For politics is not controlled or determined by the reality or 

otherwise of a particular elite group or middle- class or others being actually deprived. It really depends upon the 

perception of deprivation. Regionalism in this regard can be regarded as an outcome of elite conflicts or political 

schisms. For illustration we may quote D.A. Rustow who observed that; 

The revival of Gaelic was the consequence not the cause of Irish discontent with British rule. The landsmall 

movement in Norway emphasized the non Danish elements of the vernacular to reinforce the earlier political 

seperations  from Denmark, and the attempt to purify Turkish from Arabic elements became official policy after 

military defeat had severed the Arab parts from the Turkish state.(12) 

In instilling a greater pejorative and fearful view of the movements for sub nationalistic/regional loyalties, great 

has been the contribution of an intellectual tradition, initiated by Max-Weber and developed by Parsons, which 

holds transformation or dissolution of traditional ties as essential for emergence of a modern developed nation. 

This view is reflected in the kind of theoretical perspective enshrining early studies of problems of nation-building 

in the Third World Countries. Accordingly, nationalism and regionalism or sub regionalism are viewed like other 

categories as involved in mutually hostile or zero-sum relationships. Naturally one of the two has to be decried 

and rejected, since regionalism or cultural nationalism is held as an expression of primordial loyalties which 

retardsgrowth of a society. It has to dissolve itself. Clifford Geertz succinctly makes the point when he observes 

that; 

In modern societies, the lifting of such primordial ties to the level of political supremacy, though it has of course 

occurred and may again occur, has more and more come to be deplored as pathological. To an increasing degree 

national unity, is maintained not be calls to blood and land, but my vague, intermittent and routine allegiance to 

a civil state (civil ties) supplemented to a greater or lesser extent by governmental use of police power and 

ideological exhortation.(13) 

There are host of other scholars who would broadly hold a similar perspective. Basically the scholars imply that 

for the growth of a modern nation ‘individual’ and not ‘social groups’ be considered essential for the replacement 

of ‘primordial’ loyalties by ‘civil loyalties’. This helps in holding back the sources of irrationality and 

disintegration which distract the nation building process. 

Why people participate as a social group by using primordial loyalties and not as an individual in the political 

process of even a modern nation will be clear when we examine the role of ethnic mediation in the political process 

of a developing country and its impact on the development of better living conditions for the poorer people. 

Intellectuals from outside may conceptualize social disadvantage in terms of absolute poverty of an economic 

category of people, but in actual political life poorer groups may find it strategically more important to interpret 

their disadvantage in terms of specific ethnic groups. It is one thing to define a poverty situation and quite another 

to define a political situation, where people steeped in poverty have to make realistic moves to after their condition. 

Given a multi-ethnic society characterized by unequal distribution of advantage among ethnic groups, ethnic 

competition may provide a significant opportunity to utilize social ties which may be more readily transformed 

into bases of organized moves for the desired share of resources.(14) 

It is not surprising that ethnic groups have been repeatedly utilized as vehicles of lower class aspirations in multi-

ethnic societies. Whether the basis of solidarity has been one of a deprived casts group, disadvantaged religious 

group, a worse off regional group or any other ethnic formations have provided a medium of mobilization which 

has taken many forms ranging from occasional movements to organized institutions. 

It may develop characterized as they are by a long drawn tradition of ‘face to face’ social collectivities ethnicity 

may be viewed as a step toward mass involvement in polity, facilitating in the process the widening of participant 

society. While this interest articulation and aggregation may be anchored on primordial ties the demands and 

mechanism for such a mobilization are anything but primordial. As such the ethnic community leadership, even 

though underlying the ethnic base and susceptibilities has tremendous potential for playing the mediating role for 

collective bargaining between the state and the ethnic community. As bargaining agents, they may thus help 

facilitate in fostering the democratic base of a pluralistic and poly-ethnic society and thereby contribute in the 

building of the state as well as the nation at the central and ethnic level..(15) 
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To dismiss the ethnic mediation on ideal grounds involving the norms of modernity on rules of revolution is a 

prerogative of observer with which nobody can quarrel. But realistic studies of political action addressed to the 

actual structure of group situations and opportunities in multi-ethnic political systems cannot ignore how people 

define their disadvantage and how they work out strategies for overcoming such disadvantage against group 

perceived as immediate adversaries. 

The earlier beliefs of many social-theorists, Marxist as well as non-Marxist, that the development of industrial 

societies would in due course dissolve ethnic identities,(16) negated by the persistent demands of the blacks inthe 

us as an ethnic group, the issue of Quebec in Canada and Irish conflict in the U.K., the clashes between the 

Flemings and the Wallons  in Belgium and the disintegration of U.S.S.R. 

The phenomena of ethnic conflict intensification in these states question the communicational and developmental 

notion that the more modern a society, the less regional and articulate ethnicity becomes in it. In fact the process 

of modernization seems to have been caught by the dialectics of its own dynamics: on the one hand combating 

ethnic loyalty and on the other stimulating ethnic awareness.(17) 

Our next analysis is that of ‘nationality- question’, so, it, seems pertinent here to examine the nationality formation 

process in brief. 

The rise of nationalities/nation in a class-society did not take place everywhere under the same identical 

circumstances or at one and the same time. Some nationalities develop primarily in course of their anti-feudal 

struggle, while some grow in response to anti-colonial struggle. 

The difference between a tribe and a national formation lies in the latter’s bourgeoisie ties and the former’s gentile 

ties. National formations takes place in a class-society, where as tribal formations, which is kinship based, 

originate outside the class society. Stalin defined nation ‘as a historically evolved stable community, which has a 

distinct culture of its own, based on a common territory, language, economic life and psychological make-up and 

which has already been drawn into the capitalistic process(18). This is a wide definition. But can be applied also to 

a nationality. 

Before their being drawn into the capitalist process, tribal formations are often undermined by other modes of 

production like slavery and feudalism. Under such circumstances wider and more complex formations that 

transcend the kinship base take place. Economic exchange circuits, written language, art styles, religion and 

ethnicity such bond lead to a plurality of competitive and overlapping ‘we consciousness’ which also 

simultaneously tend to converge into a common culture. 

Over a definite territory,this is how stable communities of culture are historically evolved. These communities 

later transformed into nationalities/nation in the era of growing capitalist relations. Capitalist relations grow either 

autonomously within a pre-capitalist community and/or are imposed on it by external forces. The relevant 

bourgeoisie then promotes the ideology of nationalism to mobilize mass-support with a view to speeding up the 

development of these relations by way of removing their feudal/colonial fetters.(19) 

In the colonial countries, under the impact of imperialism, the societies concerned were drawn into the capitalist 

network and the resultant class-formations and the development of the nation in its various characteristics are 

linked to the fight for national liberation, completion of the democratic revolution particularly the anti-feudal 

tasks.(20) 

It should be noted here that, unlike the historical experience of Europe, where nation states emerged and the 

bourgeoisie struggled for national independence in the period of rising capitalism, the struggle of the colonized 

countries for nationhood with a role for the indigenous bourgeoise in its takes place in the back ground of world-

wide capitalism at its moribund stage, imperialism. 

 Operation of ‘market-forces’, in the last analysis, reflects the interest of the dominant section of monopoly capital, 

the perpetuation of political rule of this stratum and therefore, tends to widen the regional disparities and to doom 

the backward nationalities to continued degradation. More, since the domination of monopoly capital acts as 

powerful fetters on the expansion of productive forces and thereby intensifies the crisis of the basically stagnant 

economy, it directly contributes to the intensification of miseries of more backward national regions of the 

country, who, standing at the base of national pyramid as they do, are made to bear the entire burden of 

development crisis.(21) 

Apart from this, the dominant nationality of this monopoly capital tries to identify the nation with their own group. 

They do not make any distinction between state and nation, and thus any challenge to them is branded as anti-

national. Here it should be noted that such an identification made by the dominant nationality dose not protect the 

interest of all the communities (of that nationality), but only protects the most advanced class/classes of such 

communities. Now, if the disadvantaged sections of such communities are not organized and if the class 

contradictions within the community concerned are nosufficiently sharpened, the ideas protecting the interest of 

the advanced classes acquire a universality mainly because of its hegemonic position in that society. 

All pervasiveness of the dominant section of monopoly capital, in every part of a country, put the emerging 

bourgeoisie of smaller nationalities in their respective territories in an unequal competition.  It is then that they 

begin to mobilize their own societies under the banner of nationalism in the same way, as they did during anti-

imperialist struggle. It is true that the national interest of the smaller nationalities as articulated by their own 
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advanced section may not protect the interest of the disadvantaged section of the communities concerned, but in 

their fight against the prevailing arrangement, which gives undue advantage to the dominant nationality, they 

muster the support of all section of their nationality. 

 Now on the basic of foregoing discussion, we can postulate;  

1. Both nationalism and regionalism which is based on a consciousness, are achieved by relevant mass 

mobilization by respective bourgeoisie. Whereas the former is professedly based on observed Pan Indian 

homogeneities of culture and calculations of advantages of an India wide market, the latter is based on the 

relevant regions distinctive homogeneities and demands for substantial or exclusive control by the sons of 

the soil over its resources and market facilities In this sense, Regionalism can be termed as little nationalism 

or regional nationalism. 

2. The chief characteristics of Regionalism is  its territoriality. 

3.  It is defensive mechanism of those sections of society, who “feel” they have been deprived of their 

legitimate hopes, aspirations, shares and rights. In other words it emerges out of the accumulation of 

variation in socio, cultural, economic and political fields.  

4. Their feelings are based on their unfulfilled expectations, which have some objective basis too. 

5. When their expectations are not meted out, discontentment and conflict is resulted. 

6. The extent to which it has the potentiality of determining the cleavages and unity in a society on terms of 

the balance between centripetal and centrifugal forces emanating from it, depends on the nature and 

intensity of these variations. 

7. Finally, the regional demands are centered around (a) an end of exploitation of underprivileged 

communities (b) removal of disparities among different sections of society and (c) a right to small and 

weaker communities to maintain their cultural identities. 
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