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ABSTRACT
Earlier research on ethnic and religious conflict has identified fear as an 
important motivation. While theoretically sound, this expectation has never 
been tested at larger scales in ongoing episodes of political violence. Instead, 
conceptual progress has been made in lab experiments. Combining insights 
from observational research and stylized experiments, we predict that fear 
for personal safety due to witnessed violence causes prejudice against out- 
groups, enhanced internal cohesion, and support for extremist actors. To test 
these predictions, we conducted surveys in the Indian State of Uttar Pradesh 
with identical respondents in three waves starting in January 2017. The 
surveys continued during the tense Legislative Assembly elections in the 
Spring. The results largely corroborate the theoretical expectations and 
present a hard in-vivo test of long-standing conjectures.
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Introduction

Students of ethnic and religious conflict have long identified fear as a strong motivator for violence: 
Wilkinson reviews earlier studies on Indian riots and finds the fear of becoming a local minority 
“ubiquitous.”1 Horowitz explains how rumors of impending atrocities are used to induce fear and 
trigger Hindu-Muslim riots in India.2 Lake and Rothchild provide a more general theoretical 
argument:

We argue instead that intense ethnic conflict is most often caused by collective fears of the future. As groups begin 
to fear for their safety, dangerous and difficult-to-resolve strategic dilemmas arise that contain within them the 
potential for tremendous violence [. . .] Ethnic activists and political entrepreneurs, operating within groups, 
build upon these fears of insecurity and polarize society.3

Given the scholarly salience of fear as a driver of intergroup conflict, one would expect it to be 
a prominent explanation for why groups participate in civil war today. However, this is not the case. 
Despite its prevalence in the 1990s, the study of fear as a driving force in intergroup conflict has 
plateaued and given way to structural explanations. Arguably, this is due to the empirical complica-
tions of measuring psychological states in ongoing episodes of political strife. Green and Seher argued 
most explicitly that individual-level sentiments play a crucial role in ethnic conflict, but lament the 
absence of suitable research designs:

Rarely have social scientists endeavored to observe a set of people as their life circumstances change radically 
because of unfolding events [. . .] and never to our knowledge in the context of ethnic violence.4

More than fifteen years later, this criticism stands unaddressed. Filling this gap, we ask the following 
research question: Does fear of violence cause prejudice, cohesion, and support for in-group 
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extremism in an ongoing communal conflict? We address this question by running reimbursed 
electronic surveys with identical respondents before, during, and after a predictable increase in 
group tensions in India. Using a combination of survey experiments and direct questions, we find 
a causal effect of fear on several conflict-perpetuating attitudes among Hindus in terms of increased 
external prejudice, internal cohesion, and support for extremism.

The paper proceeds as follows: In the next section, we review existing literature. Based on this 
review, we formulate empirical expectations. After that, we introduce a research design for studying 
the problem in contemporary India. We then present results from a panel survey conducted during the 
2017 Legislative Assembly elections in the northern state of Uttar Pradesh in four systematically 
selected cities. The article concludes with a discussion and suggestions for future research.

The case for fear

The drivers of ethnic and religious conflicts have received increased attention since the end of the Cold 
War. Recent progress on identifying structural conditions most prone to large-scale violence has 
repeatedly benefited from novel and innovative research designs. Data on actors,5 geography,6 and 
conflict events7 have greatly aided our understanding of the structural determinants of ethnic and 
religious civil wars. Consequently, disaggregated research on structural conditions most conducive to 
ethnic civil war has flourished.

Yet, one area of intense research has failed to make comparable empirical leaps: social psychological 
explanations for micro-motives in intergroup conflict. Fear and insecurity—conceptual cornerstones 
of scholarly explanations during the 1990s—have not received as much attention as explanations 
rooted in group-level inequalities8 regime types,9 weak states,10 or economic conditions.11 Yet, the 
theoretical case for fear as a driver of war remains strong.

Posen identified the “security dilemma” as a conceptual starting point for explaining ethnic civil 
war.12 The concept was originally described by Herz and has become one of the most well-known 
paradigms for conflict in International Relations.13 It centrally contends that a political actor’s 
attempt to increase its own security by preparing for war intimidates potential adversaries which 
leads them to prepare for conflict. Especially under anarchy—that is in the absence of a hegemonic 
mediator that could sanction an aggressor—this constellation can trigger an arms race and even-
tually an all-out war. According to this line of thought, conflict can emerge even in the absence of 
threatening intentions.14 According to Posen, this logic easily translates into sub-national standoffs 
between ethnic groups.15 Ignatieff stressed that especially the breakdown of central authority boosts 
existential fears:

Thomas Hobbes would have understood Yugoslavia. What Hobbes would have said, having lived through 
religious civil war himself, is that when people are sufficiently afraid, they will do anything. There is one type 
of fear more devastating in its impact than any other, the systemic fear that arises when a state begins to collapse. 
Ethnic hatred is the result of the terror which arises when legitimate authority disintegrates.16

This insight is important, as the Security Dilemma had been originally motivated from a perfectly 
rational viewpoint to explain interstate wars. Yet, Kaufman maintains that personal fear is essential for 
intergroup conflict:

The neorealist concept of a security dilemma cannot be mechanically applied to ethnic conflict: anarchy and the 
possibility of a security threat are not enough to create a security dilemma between communities which may have 
been at peace for decades. An ethnic security dilemma requires reciprocal fears of group extinction.17

Petersen takes this emphasis a step further, by explicitly promoting fear as a key driver of ethnic 
conflict over structural and material factors.18 Against this backdrop, fear-centric explanations have 
been successfully applied to a series of cases. In summarizing her extensive research on riot participa-
tion in Nigeria, Scacco observes that “the inability of the state to offer protection, and the subsequent 
fear of being targeted, can motivate large numbers of people to participate who might not otherwise 
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choose to riot.”19 Kaufmann suggests a similar logic played out in Iraq.20 Suzuki applied the notion to 
explaining Hindu-Muslim tensions in India.21 Chandra reviews theories of ethnic conflict and high-
lights the centrality of fear and security concerns.22

Fear also features prominently in the minds of violent perpetrators. In response to the U.S.-led 
occupation of Iraq, Abu Musab al-Zarqawi suggested Al Qaeda should ignite a full-blown religious 
conflict between Sunni and Shia: “[i]f we succeed in dragging them into the arena of sectarian war, it 
will become possible to awaken the inattentive Sunnis as they feel imminent danger.”23 Al-Zarqawi got 
his way: a string of sectarian attacks including the 2005 and 2006 Al-Askari Mosque bombings pushed 
the country over the brink. For the next three years, the conflict entered its most lethal phase, with 
casualty estimates in the hundreds of thousands, largely due to sectarian violence.24

Why then, has fear as a motivator for intergroup conflict not received more attention during the 
last two decades? The problem is partially empirical. Recent research with ex-combatants on the effects 
of wartime violence has produced important insights.25 While persistent effects of exposure to conflict 
can undoubtedly be studied in this way, its fleeting nature and possible post-hoc rationalization make 
fear a poor subject for such designs.

Similarly, lab- and lab-in-the-field experiments have gained popularity in recent empirical 
studies.26 While their scientific contributions cannot be called into question, stylized games are 
similarly ineligible for the study of acute terror. At best, controlled experiments can elicit the effects 
of unease on conflict-perpetuating sentiments without veering into unethical territory.

Research on political and economic causes of ethnic civil wars have certainly gained much 
ground and rely on impressive datasets and sophisticated designs. Yet, they simply lack the 
granularity needed to measure micro-motives of followers and combatants. With these limita-
tions in mind, it is hardly surprising that the study of fear as a motivator for intergroup conflict 
has hit an empirical impasse.

However, recent developments in mobile technology entail that studying sentiment in communal 
conflict in vivo is finally within the grasp of contemporary research. Moreover, lab-induced intimida-
tion has shed light on possible connections between fear, prejudice, and extremism that need to be 
subjected to real-world tests. In the next section, we combine insights from classic and contemporary 
social psychology to theorize the role of fear in promoting communal clashes. After that, we present 
results from a longitudinal survey with identical respondents in the Indian state of Uttar Pradesh 
before, during, and after the contested elections of 2017.

The effects of fear

As a conceptual starting point, we assume the conflict-perpetuating consequences of fear to be 
rooted in real-world events. Terrorist attacks across group boundaries, lynchings, and riots can 
be carried out by small numbers of perpetrators, yet they can intimidate millions. Such low-level 
political violence poses threats to large numbers of individuals based on their group identities. 
Generally “threats to physical safety not only elicit a negative (rather than a positive) affective 
response, they elicit a very specific form of negative affective response: fear (not disgust, not 
sadness, not pity).”27 Especially victims or eye witnesses of physical attacks are likely to be 
haunted by their experiences. We therefore expect that witnessed or experienced violence leads 
to increased fear of violence (Hypothesis 1).

Instead of being a direct driver of group-level conflict, fear affects conflict perpetuating attitudes. As 
Deutsch et al. observes: “Intense fear causes ‘tunnel vision,’ reducing the range of one’s perceptions, 
thoughts, and choices, risking that we make suboptimal decisions [. . .] It may save us from immediate 
danger. However, in the case of complex conflict, fear easily operates malignly.”28 Chief among the 
derogatory effects of fear is prejudice. Allport argued that prejudice serves as a cognitive approxima-
tion—a “heuristic”29—in situations where not all necessary information for judging a person is 
available. Based on the principle of “least effort,” humans rely on past experiences with out-group 
members for classification.30
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Importantly, attacks across group boundaries inflict “realistic fears” of being targeted by the 
extremist perpetrators. Yet these fears are usually accompanied by generalized anxiety toward entire 
groups.31 This irrational component of fear makes it a potent amplifier of ordinary prejudice. Recent 
experimental research supports this line of thinking: ethnocentric prejudices are triggered by moder-
ate increases in individual’s level of fear.32 We therefore expect that fear for personal safety leads to 
negative prejudice against the out-group (Hypothesis 2).

Beyond heightened prejudice, fear of imminent violence is likely to cause increased in-group 
cohesion. A long-standing conjecture—frequently attributed to Simmel—states that commonly 
experienced outside aggression translates to increased internal cohesion.33 In a review of the 
classic literature, Stein observers that this notion has been widely adopted.34 With a keen eye for 
the microdynamics of violence and mobilization during the Kosovo War, Brubaker described 
how the “Kosovo Liberation Army (KLA)„ forged an Albanian support base: attack Serbian 
forces, count on their indiscriminate retribution, and thereby “ethnicize” the conflict;35 a process 
that Kanbur et al. describe as “feedback loops,” which render ethnic identity endogenous to 
violent conflict.36

Within groups, conflict-induced cohesion has been observed after cessation of hostilities: Blattman 
reports that ex-combatants in northern Uganda show increased political participation in their 
communities.37 According to Bauer et al., exposure to conflict during childhood can lead to lasting 
egalitarian views toward in-groups.38 Beber et al. observe that victims of rioting in Sudan display hostile 
sentiments toward the perpetrating out-group and closer identification with their in-group.39 Similarly, 
Bauer et al. find evidence of a broader spectrum of pro-social behavior in the aftermath of violent conflict: 
Based on a meta-analysis of more than twenty scholarly studies, the authors conclude that many of the 
beneficial effects of exposure to wartime violence apply first and foremost to the in-groups of ex- 
combatants.40

As the groups of suspected perpetrators are viewed more negatively, the protection offered by 
the in-group becomes more important. Experimental research underscores this prediction in the 
laboratory.41 We therefore expect that fear leads to stronger in-group cohesion (Hypothesis 3), 
not just in stylized games or long-term legacies of violence, but also in the midst of conflict. 
Over the long-run, these effects of violence and fear might therefore undermine the intercom-
munal civic networks, which Varshney describes as a stabilizing force against violent ethnic 
conflict.42

Finally, the ethnocentric views induced by fear could extend into support for violent extre-
mists. Civilians in violent contexts are unable to mitigate the perceived threat of out-group 
aggression themselves. Thus they might rely on the protection offered by militant actors to 
maximize their chance of survival.43 Recent cross-sectional studies on correlates of fear suggest 
this.44 Therefore, we expect that fear of violence leads to stronger identification with extremist 
political advocates of the in-group (Hypothesis 4). Figure 1 depicts the proposed mechanism 
with the hypotheses represented asarrows.

Figure 1. Schematic representation of the theory. Clearly, each outcome variable can contribute to further violence in retaliation for 
past attacks, thereby escalating group-level conflict and solidifying ethnic and religious identities.
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Case selection

Testing our empirical expectations presents a series of challenges: first and foremost, any experimental 
exposure to violence is clearly unethical and cannot be part of our research design. Moreover, not all 
conflict settings are eligible. Full-blown ethnic or religious civil wars and peaceful coexistence are both 
ineligible, as neither entrenched hatred nor unity are subject to rapid change. Moreover, high-intensity 
conflicts can quickly render private sentiments irrelevant as paramilitary groups organize and mobilize 
for large-scale violence. Under such circumstances, personal attitudes are likely difficult to elicit for 
fear of retribution.

Based on these constraints, we decided to study escalations in an ongoing low-intensity conflict 
before, during, and after predictable spikes in group-level hostilities. A case that fits these require-
ments is political contestation in India that frequently induces religious conflict. We focus on India 
without suggesting it to be the next Yugoslavia. In contrast to the ongoing conflicts in Iraq and Syria, 
India’s communal conflicts materialize as riots rather than genocide, but intense violence between the 
groups is both a historical reality and a possibility for the future. We build on the fact that the country 
is subject to an ebb and flow of violence, especially around major elections.45 The cyclical nature of 
Hindu-Muslim tensions in India entails that the initial conditions of conflict escalations re-emerge 
more predictably than in other conflicts. Instead of one large-scale eruption of violence that forges 
cohesion and solidifies group identities on a historical time scale (see Rozenas et al.),46 electoral cycles 
and repeated political tensions change Hindu-Muslim relations regularly but to a less dramatic extent. 
These aspects make India an ideal case.47,48

Religious conflicts in India

The Indian subcontinent has been home to different ethnic, religious, and linguistic communities for 
all of recorded history. The current Hindu-Muslim tensions, however, date back to the division of 
India and Pakistan in 1947 by the British colonial administration.49 Political demands for a separate 
country were mainly pushed by the Muslim minority, who feared Hindu dominance in an indepen-
dent, democratic India.50 By several historical accounts, creating international boundaries to accom-
modate intermingled religious communities was a massive challenge, but the problem was amplified 
by rushing new borders into existence: As Britain was struggling economically after having prevailed at 
an enormous material cost in World War II, bringing home its colonial administration and expedi-
tionary forces was a top priority.51 But by communicating the aggressive timeline for withdrawal and 
applying a census-based classification of hamlets to draw up the new border, the British created an 
enormous moral hazard: Out-groups on both sides were driven from their homes in order to shift the 
location of the future border. As Hindu-Muslim tension flared up in the countdown to the partition, 
British hesitance to deploy troops in sufficient numbers had disastrous consequences. Hundreds of 
thousands lost their lives and many more lost their homes. While the center of the hostilities lay in the 
northern state of Punjab, riots, lynchings, and forced migration occurred in many areas on both sides 
of the projected border.46 In the following decades, Hindu-Muslim tensions recurred repeatedly.

Rise of the BJP and the politics of fear

Today, religious conflicts in India are fueled by competitive electoral politics amplified by a resurgence 
of Hindu nationalism since the late 1980s. The formation of the Hindu nationalist Bharatiya Janata 
Party (BJP) in 1980 has increased Hindu-Muslim tensions. The BJP was formed to carry the 
ideological legacy of the Sangh Parivar (RSS) to make India a primarily Hindu nation.52 This variant 
of Hindu nationalism views non-Hindus (particularly Muslims) as invaders that had demolished 
hundreds of Hindu temples and oppressed Hindus for centuries, forcing the division of India and the 
creation of an enemy country in Pakistan.53 While this exclusivist ideology of Hindu majoritarianism 
and anti-Muslim orientation of Sangh Parivar found few takers in the initial decades of independent 
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India, a weakening of the Indian National Congress resurrected Hindu nationalist organizations under 
the leadership of the BJP.54 These organizations grabbed the first big opportunity to mobilize Hindus 
on a national scale over a mosque-temple dispute in Ayodhya (Uttar Pradesh). The BJP riled up Hindu 
sentiments over the 16th century Babri Mosque, claiming the premises should be devoted to the Hindu 
God Lord Rama. This ultimately lead to its demolition by a Hindu mob in 1992. The Babri Mosque 
incident triggered the large-scale violence including the “Bombay riots,” leaving thousands dead and 
injured. These polarizing events helped the BJP rise from political obscurity to prominence. In the 
1984 general elections, the party won just two seats, which it extended to eighty-five seats in 1989. This 
ascedency put the BJP on path to fomenting fear-based politics and negative prejudice against 
minority Muslims to consolidate the Hindu votes.55

One notable example is the acceptance of so-called “Gau Raksha” groups (cow protection vigilante 
groups) that have gained wider prominence in the past years. While the movement has roots dating 
back to the late nineteenth century, it has made headlines recently in lethal attacks.56 With the BJP in 
power, Gau Raksha groups have mostly targeted Muslims in the cattle industry. A widely reported 
killing of Mohammed Aklaq in Uttar Pradesh in 2015 and subsequent murders across the country had 
a chilling effect on minority groups.57 Without political condemnation from the BJP and slow-moving 
justice, there has been a sharp rise in cow-related lynchings. According to IndiaSpend, ninety- 
seven percent of such hate crimes reported between 2010 and 2017 occurred after the BJP took office 
in 2014. In 2017 alone, eleven Muslims were killed in incidents of cow vigilantism across the country, 
the highest toll on record in recent years.58

In summary, the BJP has politically marginalized Muslims, systematically which is evident from the 
party not offering a ticket to a single Muslim candidate in 2017 Uttar Pradesh assembly elections.59 

This has reduced Muslim political representation to a historical low.60 Simultaneously, the BJP’s 
cultural affiliates such as cow protection groups have unleashed violence and silenced the biggest 
minority population.

The Legislative Assembly elections of 2017

Contemporary politics in India are best understood against the backdrop of the 2014 general election 
that saw a nation-wide victory of the BJP under the leadership of Narendra Modi.61 In the run-up to 
the election, Modi was criticized for inciting communal tension between Hindus and Muslims by 
stating that Muslim migrants from neighboring Bangladesh should “pack their bags” should he win 
the election. In the immediate aftermath of the BJP’s victory, lethal attacks on Muslims in the eastern 
state of Assam added a grim echo to the populist rhetoric.62

By several accounts, the situation in Uttar Pradesh prior to the 2017 elections was coming to a head. 
As local news outlets observed, communal violence in Uttar Pradesh was generally increasing in late 
2016, raising fears for a violent election season.63 Data from the Armed Conflict Location and Event 
Dataset generally supports this assessment.64 As visible in Figure 2, Uttar Pradesh is a comparatively 
unstable state within India and incidents of riots and protests have been increasing over time. Luckily, 
the expectation of large-scale violence proved ultimately unfounded. According to the Hindustan 
Times:

Voters in Uttar Pradesh (UP) and Manipur cast their votes in the ongoing assembly polls on Saturday, with no 
major incidents of violence being reported by election authorities.66

However, violent clashes were reported in several instances by our survey respondents and in the 
ACLED data collection. Moreover, the election entailed drastic and lasting political change: In a result 
largely unpredicted by experts and commentators, the BJP scored a historical landslide victory at an 
overall vote share of 39.7 percent. Equally impressive was the gain in vote share from the previous 
election: 24.7 percent.67 Initial reactions hailed the BJP victory as a clear indication that the state had 
moved past its communal division, but critics remain skeptical. An early sign of trouble was prime 
minister Modi’s pick for leading the state: Yogi Adityanath, a Hindu priest and nationalist politician 
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with a track record of anti-Muslim rhetoric.68 As we will elaborate below, the unpredicted outcome of 
the elections in general and Adityanath’s appointment in particular could have driven some of our 
empirical results.

Research design

We tested our hypotheses using a panel survey with identical respondents in the Indian state of 
Uttar Pradesh. In each survey wave, we collected information about respondents’ experiences and 
attitudes. The initial survey was conducted face to face, the subsequent waves were conducted 
using SMS and phone interviews. For tests of our hypotheses, we rely on a mixture of direct 
questions and survey experiments.

Although the 2017 elections remained largely peaceful, some respondents witnessed isolated 
intergroup violence between the survey waves. By employing a panel design, we are able to explain 
changes in intergroup attitudes as a function of previous experiences.

Obviously, the probability of experiencing violence could vary systematically across individuals due 
to confounding factors. We alleviate this concern by demonstrating that survey responses prior to the 
election as well as demographic characteristics do not vary significantly across affected and unaffected 
respondents (see section 3 in the supplementary information). Therefore, experiencing violence 
appears quasi-randomly in the sample. Finally, we analyze the within-respondent variation across 
survey waves employing respondent- and survey-wave Fixed Effects, thereby ruling out confounding 
due to constant respondent characteristics.

Survey locations

For the selection of survey sites within Uttar Pradesh, we focused on urban areas with varying degrees 
of exposure to previous riots, but otherwise similar socio-economic characteristics. In the absence of 
readily available data at the city-level, we had to infer city limits based on Open Street Map (OSM)69 

and integrate multivariate information from different spatial data sources. City limits were modeled by 
placing geographic buffers around residential streets included in OSM for Uttar Pradesh.

Figure 2. On the left, the distribution of riots and protests according to ACLED can be seen from 2015 to early 2017. The white 
outlined boundary in the center of the map demarcates Uttar Pradesh. On the right, riots and protests in UP prior and during the 
2017 elections obtained from ACLED can be seen. A drastic increase in riots can be seen up until mid-2016, followed by a plateau of 
about 60 recorded riots and protests per month. Within ACLED’s definition, ``[r]iots are violent events where demonstrators or mobs 
engage in disruptive acts, including but not limited to rock throwing, property destruction, etc. They may target other individuals, 
property, businesses, other rioting groups or armed actors.”65
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This resulted in 399 geographic units for which we coded socio-economic data and conflict events in 
spatial intersections. Administrative districts for cities were obtained from the GADM dataset and 
related to census data available at the same level.70 From there, rates of unemployment, illiteracy, and 
percentages of scheduled castes and tribes were obtained. Levels of electrification and socio-economic 
development were proxied by cumulative night-time light emissions from 2014—the latest obtainable 
data point—divided by the area of the settlement.71 Information on the local distribution of religious 
groups was obtained from polling station-level voter registries.72 We included all polling stations from 
the 2014 general elections which fell into the modeled city limits. Finally, city-level exposure to 
violence was constructed from geo-referenced riots and protests from ACLED.

We selected four survey sites with maximum variation of previous levels of riots and maximal 
similarity on remaining observables. To this end, we used nearest-neighbor matching73 to identify 
most similar pairs and found Lucknow, Azamgarh, Meerut, and Faizabad (see section 1 in in the 
supplementary information for additional details). Figure 3 displays the modeled city limits and 
polling stations for the city of Azamgarh.

Survey waves

To observe changes in sentiments over time, the survey consisted of three waves. We used an initial 
face-to-face survey with the help of a local survey company to collect a sample of respondents who 
were willing to participate and provide their mobile phone number for follow-up interviews via SMS 
or telephone. We employed quota sampling to approximate the distributions of the population in UP 
based on the 2011 census information. Respondents were compensated with 50 ₹ (≈ .77 USD) for their 
participation in each survey wave. The money was transferred in the form of airtime recharges for 
mobile phones. An initial payment was conducted to add credibility to the promise that respondents 
would be reimbursed for their efforts. Due to this reimbursement procedure, telephone numbers 
belonging to the smallest providers that did not offer prepaid transactions and malformed numbers 
were removed from the sample.

Figure 3. Residential areas, modeled city limits, and polling stations in Azamgarh.
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After the initial face-to-face survey, the sample consisted of 783 respondents with confirmed numbers. 
The first survey wave took place between January 15 and February 8, 2017 and was therefore 
completed prior to the opening of the polls. The second wave conducted via SMS took place between 
March 8 and March 13 and spanned the weekend the election results were released.

Only 14 percent of the contacted respondents replied to the invitation via text message. Moreover, 
the sample of SMS respondents was heavily skewed towards the young and highly educated (see 
sections 7 and 8 in the supplementary information).

Finally, the third wave was conducted via telephone interviews by local enumerators between 
April 4 and April 12 2017. Out of the 783 contacted initially, 415 respondents were reached and 
participated in the survey. In contrast to the second wave via SMS, the demographic characteristics of 
respondents during the phone-based third wave do not differ systematically from the overall sample.74 

Therefore, the results reported below draw on the first and third waves. Due to the low response rate 
for the text messages, we omit the second wave in the main analysis but show corresponding results in 
section 9 of the supplementary information.

Survey design

We used both direct questions which were considered acceptable as well as survey experiments to 
indirectly infer sentiments.75 The full questionnaire is shown in section 12 of the supplementary 
information.

We measure our central variable, fear due to violence, by asking whether respondents “fear[ed] for 
the safety of [themselves] or [their] family because [they] have personally witnessed intercommunal 
conflict.” In order to assess hypothesis 1, we inquired whether respondents had “witnessed inter- 
communal conflict during the recent election [in Uttar Pradesh].” In order to avoid priming effects, 
this question was asked at the very end of the survey.

For measuring changes in prejudice against the out-group, we used endorsement experiments to 
elicit respondents’ attitudes without invasive questioning.76 This method has been used successfully 
to measure support for insurgents in ongoing conflicts in Pakistan and Afghanistan.77 Endorsement 
experiments enable estimation of latent sentiments within groups of respondents without forcing 
respondents to explicitly state their feelings toward actors. Instead, participants are asked to 
evaluate an uncontroversial policy in two variants. A treatment group of respondents is told that 
the policy has been endorsed by a group or political actor. A control group receives the question 
without endorsement. For an individual response in the treatment group, it is impossible to detect 
whether a respondent’s answer was driven by his or her personal preference for the policy or 
because the endorsement by a political actor taints the policy. However, as allocation into the 
groups is randomized, the difference between answers in the treatment and the control group can be 
used to estimate the average support for an actor. This framework may also be used to establish 
whether individual-level covariates are associated with a particular endorsement effect. Blair et al. 
estimate attitudes toward the endorsing political actor based on average responses in a linear 
regression framework while Bullock et al. derive a measurement model using Item Response 
Theory.78

In terms of uncontroversial policies, we asked respondents about their support for air quality 
initiatives, improved traffic safety, as well as better public transportation. The specific policies were 
chosen to ensure that adding endorsers would not alter the interpretation of the individual policy’s 
content.79 To investigate out-group prejudice, these policy questions were paired with statements 
indicating that “leaders of the Hindu community” or “leaders of the Muslim community” supported 
these initiatives for the treatment groups. We used the difference in responses among the group with 
the Hindu/Muslim treatment and control group to estimate the association between fear for personal 
safety and changes in prejudice against the other religious group.

Cohesion was measured by asking whether respondents’ “own religious community is very 
important to [them].” In order to probe respondents’ support for extremism due to fear for their 
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personal safety, we asked about their agreement with all major political parties in Uttar Pradesh. While 
imitating a general public opinion poll, we were mainly interested in actors associated with Hindu 
nationalism, i.e. respondents’ attitude towards the Hindu extremist Gau Raksha movement.80 

Theoretically, only Hindu support of these groups should increaseunder fear, while Muslim support 
should decline. To safeguard against the possibility that Gau Raksha support was deemed a sensitive 
issue we asked a direct question and additionally included “Gau Raksha group” as a further endorser in 
the survey experiment described above.

Statistical analysis

Due to the panel structure of our data, we were able to analyze the within-respondent change in survey 
responses. Specifically, we used the first difference in fear of violence to test hypothesis 1 and linear 
two-way fixed effects models to analyze hypotheses 3 and 4. This approach enables us to rule out any 
confounding due to demographic characteristics of the respondents or any other constant variables. 
Nevertheless, potential time-varying confounders may affect our results and need to be modeled 
explicitly: In order to measure community leader influence, we ask respondents whether “leaders from 
[their] community often say other religious groups create problems.” We include this variable in our 
models to control for a potential confounding effect of within-respondent changes due to elite 
interference. Based on the same logic, we control for changes in media consumption of local political 
news, as journalistic accounts might influence both safety concerns as well as political attitudes.

We test hypothesis 2 (fear leading to prejudice) using the endorsement experiment outlined above. 
As this inference framework is incompatible with panel data, we use the Bayesian measurement 
approach proposed by Bullock et al.81 The endorsement effect is captured as a shift in the respondents’ 
ideal point induced by the endorsement. Because the survey questions yield ordinal responses, we rely 
on a partial credit model.82 To facilitate interpretation, we standardize the coefficients, which enables 
us to interpret them as changes in terms of the standard deviation of the ideal point. The full model 
specification and a discussion of the estimation strategy can be found in section 10 of the supplemen-
tary information.

Empirical results

To evaluate our first hypothesis, we calculate the change (first difference) in a person’s reported fear 
between the first and the last survey wave. Positive values indicate increased fear, negative values show 
that respondents have become less fearful between January and April of 2017. We use a linear 
regression model to test whether respondents who experienced election violence report a stronger 
increase in safety concerns. Table 1 reports the corresponding results. Sections 4 to 7 in the 
supplementary information show robustness checks with additional specifications.

Model 1 lends support to hypothesis 1. On average, the fear of respondents who have experienced 
communal violence during the elections increased by more than half a point on the Likert scale between 
January and April 2017. Confidence in the model is underscored by the estimated effects of other 
variables that are consistent with the general developments during the 2017 election: Muslim respon-
dents’ fear increased, on average, possibly mirroring their worries after the BJP’s landslide victory and 
the appointment of Yogi Adityanath as UP’s chief minister. The results also indicate that perceptions 
might be influenced from the top down by political leaders. Respondents who report that leaders of their 
own community blamed the other religious group for problems appear more fearful after the election.

In addition to these individual-level covariates, the variation in response patterns between survey 
locations corresponds to the reported violence in Uttar Pradesh during the election as documented 
by the Armed Conflict Location and Event Dataset.83 During the fortunately relatively peaceful 
election process, Faizabad and Azamgarh witnessed no violent events. Consequently, the average 
reported fear among respondents in both cities decreased significantly. In contrast, Lucknow and 
Meerut (the reference category in Model 1), both saw some communal clashes during the election 
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period. Fear of violence among respondents in these cities remained high. Overall, the results 
suggest that the survey question correctly measures short-term variation in safety concerns that is 
consistent with reported levels of violence. Hence, we use the variation in the fear due to violence 
variable to evaluate our remaining hypotheses.

Fear and prejudice

In order to evaluate hypothesis 2, suggesting that fear increases prejudice, we use the Bayesian 
estimation framework introduced above. As described, we asked respondents about uncontroversial 
policies. A control group received only the policy questions. A randomly selected treatment group 
received a variant of these questions where either “Muslim community leaders” (for Hindu respon-
dents) or “Hindu community leaders” (for Muslim respondents) have voiced support for the policy. 
Due to the random assignment of treatment, we are able to use the difference in answers as an estimate 
of prejudice against an endorser.

Table 1. Models of within-respondent change between January and April 2017. All dependent variables are 5-point Likert scales, 
except Model 1, which is the first difference between survey waves. Section 2 in the supplementary information presents 
substantively identical results from an Ordered Logistic regression model.

Dependent variable:

FD(Fear) Religious community important Support Gau Raksha

(1) (2) (3) (4)

Communal violence during election 0.614** 
(0.280)

Fear due to personally experienced violence 0.031 0.036*** 0.148***
(0.022) (0.015) (0.054)

Fear x Muslim −0.066 
(0.120)

Own leaders blame out-group 0.564** 0.097 0.066 0.099
(0.255) (0.074) (0.048) (0.164)

Daily news consumption −0.360 −0.175** −0.094* −0.654***
(0.262) (0.079) (0.053) (0.170)

Age 0.007 
(0.008)

Male 0.249 
(0.216)

Muslim 0.729*** 
(0.260)

Income 5–10,000 −0.295 
(0.315)

Income 10–15,000 −0.606* 
(0.336)

Income 15–25,000 0.895*** 
(0.301)

Income 25–50,000 0.621* 
(0.357)

Income over 50,000 1.344 
(0.877)

Lucknow −0.209 
(0.290)

Faizabad −0.518* 
(0.280)

Azamgarh −0.651** 
(0.316)

Constant −0.589 
(0.526)

4.634*** 
(0.079)

Hypothesis 1 3 3 4
Two-way FE No Yes No (RE) Yes
Observations 411 823 823 721
R2 0.132 0.030 0.018 0.094

*p<0.1; **p>0.05; ***p<0.01.
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We model an endorsement effect which varies with fear.84 In order to allow for varying effects across 
religious groups, we estimate a separate effect for Hindus and Muslims in the sample. Figure 4 
provides the estimated treatment effects for the endorsement model and displays the combined effect 
for each subgroup.

Figure 4 suggests that the predicted pattern seems to be present among Hindu respondents, but not 
among Muslims. The endorsement by “Muslim community leaders” reduces the respondents’ ideal 
point strongly, i.e. by approximately a third of one standard deviation. Among Hindus with safety 
concerns, this negative effect becomes substantively larger: The shift in ideal point is almost two thirds 
of one standard deviation. Hence, Hindus are much more inclined to disapprove of a policy if it is 
endorsed by Muslim leaders. This negative prejudice is doubled if the respondents experience fear 
because they witnessed or experienced religious violence.85 However, Muslim respondents do not 
display a corresponding pattern. If anything, fearful Muslim respondents appear to be slightly more 
neutral towards Hindu community leaders than Muslims without fear of violence, but the estimation 
uncertainty is too large to support substantive interpretation.

The ambiguous findings for Muslim respondents might be due to the imprecision of the endorse-
ment experiment in these contexts. In Hindu-dominated Uttar Pradesh, the term “Hindu community 
leaders” may be much less precise than the term “Muslim community leaders,” which is more readily 
associated with Imams or other religious actors. This limitation notwithstanding, the clear endorse-
ment effect among Hindus lends some support to our hypothesis that fear for personal safety 
reinforces prejudice.

Fear and cohesion

To test our prediction that fear increases cohesion (H3), we analyze how respondents perceive their 
own religious community. Overall, there is very little variance in reported importance of religious 
communities among respondents. About 96 percent agree or strongly agree that their religious 
community is very important to them, of which 80 percent fall in the “strongly agree” category. 
Given that there is little variance, any estimated coefficient will be very small.

In a two-way fixed effects model of fear due to witnessed or experienced violence and group 
identification, the estimated effect is positive, but not statistically significant (Model 2 in Table 1). 
However, this might be due to the inefficiency of fixed effects estimates and the small variance in the 
outcome variable. In line with this reasoning, a random effects (RE) model yields a significant increase in 

Figure 4. Estimated subgroup-specific endorsement effects by leaders from the opposite religious community.
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the reported importance of respondents’ religious communities when fear of violence increases (Model 3 
in Table 1). The validity of the random effects model is backed up by a Hausman test. The test fails to 
reject our null hypothesis that the RE model is consistent (χ2 (3 df) = 2.86, p= .414). This underscores the 
interpretation that the RE model is to be preferred. Consequently, we interpret the results as support for 
hypothesis 3, i.e. an indication that respondents who become more fearful due to communal violence are 
indeed more attached to their own in-group. The estimates also highlight that concerns over violent 
clashes can reinforce in-group identities even in situations where group membership is already salient.

Fear and support for extremism

Hypothesis 4 predicts fear to cause increased support of extremism. We test this by measuring support 
for the Hindu extremist Gau Raksha movement. Since Gau Raksha groups are notorious for their 
violence against minorities, we expect the association to vary between Hindu and Muslim respondents. 
While fear of violence should increase Hindu support for Gau Raksha (in-group), this effect should not 
apply to Muslim respondents.

Model 6 indicates that increased safety fears are associated with stronger support for the Gau 
Raksha movement. Furthermore, as expected, the estimated interaction coefficient for Muslim 
respondents is negative. Figure 5 depicts the estimated substantive effect of safety fears for both 
Hindus and Muslims. Our estimates indicate that Hindu respondents become more likely to voice 
support for Gau Raksha with increasing safety fears. This finding underscores Hypothesis 4 that fear 
breeds support for extremists groups. Furthermore, we find no corresponding effect among Muslims, 
for whom Gau Raksha groups represent actors affiliated with the out-group. However, the estimation 
uncertainty for Muslims is extremely large.

We cautiously suggest two explanations for the large estimation uncertainty among Muslims. First, 
the number of Muslim respondents in our sample is substantively smaller than that of Hindu 
respondents, which decreases the statistical power. Moreover, the response pattern among Muslims 
might be affected by some misreporting. Our enumerators described how during the telephone 

Figure 5. Estimated subgroup-specific effect of safety fears on support for Gau Raksha groups (based on Table 1).
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surveys after the elections, some Muslim respondents were reluctant to answer questions about the 
outcome of the election and indicated that they were anxious about future political developments. As 
the new BJP government enacts symbolic policies which reflect Hindu nationalist and Gau Raksha- 
related values,86 some Muslims concerned about their safety could have been more inclined to pay lip 
service to the Gau Raksha movement, generating a very heterogenous response pattern. In line with 
this posthoc explanation, we observe a substantive increase in the average support for Gau Raksha 
groups between the two survey waves.

We cross-validate this interpretation with the results of our endorsement experiment. The pattern 
for Gau Raksha endorsements are ambiguous (Figure 6). The posteriors for all subgroup effects cluster 
around zero, indicating no effect. Only the effect for Muslim respondents who fear for their safety 
trends moderately into the negative range. However, due to the relatively small number of Muslims in 
the sample, the estimated credible interval is very large. In contrast to the analysis of the direct 
question, which supported our hypothesis, we find no endorsement effect for Gau Raksha groups 
among the Hindu population.

The different results for the endorsement question relative to the direct question among Hindu 
respondents is likely due to a limitations of our endorsement experiment. The support for all policies is 
extremely high, thus leaving virtually no opportunity for a positive endorsement effect. Hence, positive 
effects will be biased to zero. Keeping these limitations in mind, our analysis reveals mixed evidence in 
support of our hypothesis that fear increases support for extremist actors.

Discussion and conclusion

In this paper, we have combined insights from conflict studies and social psychology to craft an 
explanation of how fear fuels hostilities between groups. We have taken great care to ensure that the 
results yield generalizable insights. Survey locations were chosen based on a quantitative most similar 
systems design and the sample of respondents is representative of the state.

Our analysis presents substantive support for both prejudice formation and increased in-group 
cohesion as a function of fear. Based on two-way fixed effects estimation for the direct questions, 

Figure 6. Estimated subgroup-specific endorsement effects by Gau Raksha Groups.
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we were able to prevent all time-invariant confounders and survey wave differences from driving 
the results. Based on survey experiments, we were able to measure prejudice against Muslim 
endorsers among Hindus that would otherwise be biased by social desirability considerations.

We also find mixed evidence that fear increases support for extremist actors from the own ingroup. 
When asked using a direct question, we observed that Hindus become more supportive of Hindu 
nationalist groups once they fear for their safety, controlling for respondent and survey wave fixed 
effects. However, we were unable to find the same pattern in our endorsement experiment, possibly 
due to ceiling effects for our endorsement question.

Apart from limited sample size, intimidation of the Muslim minority in the wake of the landslide 
victory of the BJP could also explain some diverging findings for Hindus and Muslims. The effects of 
an overall political climate (and especially fear introduced by the political rhetoric of elites) on 
minorities is clearly a relevant area of future research.

Generally, however, our results indicate that the social psychology of individual attitudes and 
group dynamics during conflict is a fruitful analytical perspective which has largely been overlooked 
during the past decade. Both observational insights from the 1990s and stylized lab experiments 
suggested that fear may be a driving element of conflict dynamics. However, prior to this study, the 
empirical relevance of this process had not been demonstrated in ongoing conflicts, due to the lack 
of quasi-experimental individual-level research designs. Harnessing recent innovation in mobile 
communication and electronic payment technologies, we have taken the first step to fill this gap and 
implemented a test of how fear drives conflictual attitudes in episodes of political violence. Further 
development of such technologies will entail that victims, perpetrators, and tacit supporters of 
political violence will be increasingly within reach of large-scale electronic survey research. We can 
thus shed light on the fears and aspirations of individualsthat contribute to political calamities.
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