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Exploring the Increase in Political Violence and Fatalities in India: 

The Role of Government Actors 

 

Sai Praneetha Mutyala 

 

The increase in political violence, specifically the ones incited by government actors, 

poses a substantial significant threat to the democratic stability. India, the world’s largest 

democracy, has upheld its democratic framework for more than seven decades since gaining 

independence from British colonial rule in 1947 and adopting its constitution in 1950. However, 

recent trends indicate a decline in its democratic processes. This study utilizes data from the 

Armed Conflict and Location Event Data Project to analyze the interactions between primary 

and secondary actors involved in political violence, examining their affiliations at both 

government and non-government levels. Findings reveal a strong correlation between 

government actors and politically motivated violence, leading to a comparatively higher number 

of fatalities. The escalating nature of such violence underscores the urgent need for transparent 

policies and accountability mechanisms to address the role of political actors in these conflicts. 

Understanding the root causes of political violence is crucial for identifying key perpetrators and 

assessing their impact on democratic governance. This research, thus, highlights the necessity of 

implementing strategic interventions to foster a more inclusive and secure political environment.  

 

I. INTRODUCTION 

This research aims to investigate the 

relationship between political violence, 

government, and non-government actors, 

and the number of fatalities resulting from 

such events in India, the world’s largest 

democracy. Specifically, it seeks to answer 

whether political violence in India is 

increasing and, if so, whether government 

actors play a significant role in inciting this 

violence, leading to a rise in fatalities.  

This research is fascinating because political 

violence in India has long been a pressing 

issue, involving various actors and driven by 

ethnic, caste, religious, and economic 

factors. While previous studies have 

examined these contributing elements, 

limited research has focused on the role of 

government actors in provoking violence 

and its impact on civilians. This study, thus, 

aims to address this gap by employing a 

quantitative research design using data from 
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the Armed Conflict Location and Event Data 

(ACLED) project. 

 To examine this relationship, the 

study selects fatalities as the dependent 

variable and has operationalized key 

independent variables of inter1 (interaction 

between actors), disorder_type (nature of 

the event). Additionally, event_type serves 

as a control variable, while inter2 

(secondary actor involvement) functions as a 

confounding variable. A multivariate 

regression model and hypothesis testing are 

applied to determine the relationship 

between political violence initiators, their 

targets, event types and resulting fatalities.  

 Empirical findings provide strong 

evidence rejecting the null hypothesis, 

indicating that political violence in India is 

indeed increasing. More critically, the 

involvement of government actors as 

primary instigators is significantly correlated 

with the frequency of violent events and the 

fatalities they cause across the country.  

 These findings are essential for 

policymakers and researchers seeking to 

develop strategic measures to curb political 

violence in India. By understanding the root 

cause of violence – both in India and 

globally – through statistical analysis of the 

relationship between independent and 

dependent variables, this study provides 

insights into necessary policy interventions 

aimed at mitigating its impact.  

 

II. HISTORICAL TRENDS 

Political violence has been a ubiquitous 

problem since India gained its independence 

in 1947. However, recent trends indicate a 

worsening situation, with government actors 

increasingly playing a critical role in inciting 

or escalating violence.1 This literature 

review examines existing research on 

political violence in India, focusing on the 

involvement of key actors, underlying 

factors, and its impact on fatalities.  

 One of the most influential studies 

on political violence in India comes from 

renowned Political Scientist and Professor 

from Brown University, Varshney. His 

arguments align on a high degree of social 

diversity, ethnicity, and religion as primary 

drivers of political violence (Varshney, 

2002). While Varshney does not explicitly 

focus on the specific role of the government 

actors, his research provides a foundational 

understanding of broader patterns and 

                                                             
1Chakraborty, C. (2018). "The 

increasing normalisation of state violence in 

India". Contemporary South Asia, 26(3), 

289-303. 
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contexts in which political violence occurs. 

in India.2  

 Building on Varshney’s work, 

Kalyvas and Kocher explore the specific 

role of government actors in political 

science. They argue that in numerous cases, 

government officials have either actively 

participated in inciting violence or have 

turned a blind eye to attacks carried out by 

their supporters.3 

 Other scholars have emphasized their 

studies on the impact of political violence on 

human rights violations, including human 

rights abuses, torture, and arbitrary detention 

(Singh and Mehta, 2016). Their studies have 

suggested violent political events deeply 

impact citizens, especially marginalized 

groups, during electoral politics.4 While all 

these are critical individualized studies of 

their own, there is another contribution by 

                                                             
2Varshney, A. (2002). Ethnic conflict 

and civic life: Hindus and Muslims in India. 

Yale University Press. 

 
3Kalyvas, Stathis N., and Matthew 

A. Kocher. "How 'Free and Fair' Elections 

Bolster Authoritarianism." Journal of 

Democracy, vol. 30, no. 2, Apr. 2019, pp. 1-

15. 
4Singh, Swaranjit, and Manisha 

Mehta. "Political Violence and the State in 

India: A Comparative Analysis of Punjab 

and Gujarat." Indian Journal of Human 

Development, vol. 10, no. 2, 2016, pp. 177-

195. 

renowned Political Scientist and Professor 

from New York University, Chandra, 

arguing that political violence is always a 

by-product of political mobilization and 

competition to win over electoral politics 

(Chandra, 2004).5 The overarching branch 

of it was investigated by Green, showing 

evidence of the negative impact these 

violent events have on economic growth, 

which is extended far beyond the realm of 

politics and government actors involved in 

the country (Bandyopadhyay, Green, 2018).6 

 Moreover, in a study in 2019, it was 

found that political violence has 

exponentially increased since 2014, with the 

authors' quantitative analysis using the 

South Asia Terrorism Portal that resulted in 

a 40% increase in the violence from 2013 to 

2017, attributing to Bhartiya Janata Party's 

rise to power and its efforts to suppress 

                                                             
5Chandra, Kanchan. Why Ethnic 

Parties Succeed: Patronage and Ethnic Head 

Counts in India. Cambridge University 

Press, 2004. 

 
6Bandyopadhyay, S., & Green, E. 

(2018). Is the BJP turning India into a Hindu 

Pakistan? The Wire. Retrieved from 

https://thewire.in/politics/bjp-india-hindu-

pakistan 

 

 

https://thewire.in/politics/bjp-india-hindu-pakistan
https://thewire.in/politics/bjp-india-hindu-pakistan
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dissent and opposition (Jaffrelot, 2019).7 In 

addition, another study focused on the 

secondary source of government data from 

the National Crime Records Bureau found a 

significant increase in hate crimes that 

started after the BJP (Bhartiya Janata Party) 

assumed power at the central level.8 

 Thus, while a significant body of 

literature highlights the role of government 

actors in escalating political violence, few 

studies isolate other contributing factors to 

focus solely on government involvement. 

Understanding this intentionality is crucial 

for policymakers seeking to address these 

issues at their root and build a more 

inclusive, violence-free society.  

 

III. RESEARCH DESIGN 

While numerous studies have explored 

political violence in India, focusing solely 

on the current ruling party to understand its 

                                                             
7Jaffrelot, Christophe, & Basu, 

Sambuddha. (2019). The BJP and the 

evolution of Hindu nationalism. Retrieved 

from 

https://carnegieendowment.org/2019/04/25/

bjp-and-evolution-of-hindu-nationalism-

pub-78931 

 
8Prasad, A., &Gairola, R. K. (2019). 

Political violence and law enforcement: A 

study of communal riots in India. Policing: 

An International Journal of Police Strategies 

& Management, 42(3), 405-417. doi: 

10.1108/PIJPSM-10-2018-0169 

causal effect on violence and fatalities 

would lead to an incomplete research 

design. Therefore, this study conducted a 

systematic analysis of primary and 

secondary actors involved in political 

violence since 2016, examining different 

types of disorders and their classification 

into various events and sub-events of 

violence.  

 Qualitatively, identifying actors by 

name may seem straightforward. However, 

in practice, it is challenging to account for 

all actors types and their precise role in 

different levels of violent events. To address 

this complexity, this research quantified 

government involvement by measuring the 

role of primary and secondary actors in 

inciting political violence.  

 For instance, the independent 

variables “inter1” and “inter2” are coded 

numerically from 1 to 8. A value of 1 

represents a higher degree of government 

involvement, either through direct 

participation in violence or indirect support 

for perpetrators. Conversely, a value of 8 

indicates greater involvement of non-

government actors in violent incidents.  

  In detail, the inter-code classification 

system helps quantify the involvement of 

various actors in political violence. An inter-

code value of 1 represents government 

https://carnegieendowment.org/2019/04/25/bjp-and-evolution-of-hindu-nationalism-pub-78931
https://carnegieendowment.org/2019/04/25/bjp-and-evolution-of-hindu-nationalism-pub-78931
https://carnegieendowment.org/2019/04/25/bjp-and-evolution-of-hindu-nationalism-pub-78931
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forces engaged in official state functions, 

such as police and military activities.9. Since 

multiple governments exist across India’s 

federal system, the ACLED dataset 

primarily focused on the central 

government’s role in both inciting and 

responding to political violence.  

 

 

Figure 1: Heatmap of Political Disorder Events 

 

Secondly, the inter-code values of 2, 

3, and 4 represent political and identity-

based militias, including organizations like 

Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh (RSS) and 

its affiliated groups, which align with the 

                                                             
9Armed Conflict Location and Event 

Data Project ACLED. “ACLED Codebook 

2020.” Codebook, ACLED, 2020. 

ruling Bhartiya Janata Party (BJP) 

promoting Hindu nationalist agenda.10  

Additionally, regional militias such 

as leftist factions from the Communist Party 

of India are included. Since political 

violence often involves multiple actors, the 

secondary actor (inter2) is also considered in 

conjunction with inter1 as a confounding 

variable to provide a more nuanced 

understanding of violent interactions in 

political environment.  

Furthermore, the other inter-code 

values of 5, 6, 7, and 8 represent rioters, 

protesters, civilians, and external forces, 

respectively. These classifications allow for 

a structured approach to analyzing political 

violence, ensuring that the study captured 

the diverse range of actors contributing to 

disorder events.  

Since fatalities are a crucial 

dependent variable, this study emphasized 

the definition of political violence as any 

forceful act driven by political motivation or 

purpose. By classifying political events 

based on disorder type, and event type, the 

research presents a comprehensive analysis 

of political unrest in India.  

                                                             
10Chandra, Kanchan. "The BJP and 

the evolution of Hindu nationalism." Journal 

of Democracy, vol. 28, no. 2, 2017, pp. 17-

31. doi: 10.1353/jod.2017.0022. 
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 Figure 1 emphasizes on the 

independent variable of disorder_type by 

providing a heat map visualization of 

political disorder events in India, mapped by 

latitude and longitude. The results reveal a 

geographical concentration of violence, with 

higher occurrences in the North followed by 

Northeast, East and South, compared to the 

Western regions. Notably, as of 2023, many 

of the most politically violent states – such 

as Punjab (North), West Bengal, 

Chhattisgarh, and Jharkhand (East), and 

Andhra Pradesh, Tamil Nadu, Telangana, 

Kerala, and Maharashtra (South) – were 

governed by parties in opposition to the 

ruling BJP- led central government.11 

Figure2 highlights the distribution of 

fatalities, showing a large number of events 

with zero fatalities, followed by a smaller 

but significant number of events with single 

or multiple fatalities. The causal factors 

behind these patterns are examined in 

subsequent analyses.  

A closer look at Figure3 reveals that 

while demonstrations account for the highest 

number of disorder events (~100,000), 

political violence incidents (~25,000) result 

in a higher proportion of fatalities. This 

discrepancy underscores the lethal nature of 

                                                             
11"Which States Are Not Ruled By BJP? A 

State-Wise List." NDTV, 17 March 2023. 

political violence compared to other forms 

of unrest.  

 

Figure 2: Grid Plot of the Dependent Variable 

of Fatalities 

 

As a result, the next phase of 

analysis focuses on the bi-variate and multi-

variate regression models to examine the 

causal relationships between political 

violence, actor involvement, and fatalities.  

 

 

Figure 3: Multiple Grid Plot of Bivariate 
Visualization of the Number of Type of Disorders 

occuring in India and their Relationship with 

Fatalities Caused 
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IV.REGRESSION ANALYSIS 

Two regression models were employed to 

assess the impact of various independent 

variables on the dependent variables of 

fatalities, respectively. The results reveal a 

statistically significant negative relationship 

between the primary actor variable (inter1) 

and fatalities, as shown in Table1. This 

suggests that as the value of inter1 increases, 

the number of fatalities decreases.  

 This finding is particularly relevant 

for policymakers. When inter1 takes on 

lower values, indicating a stronger presence 

of government actors, the regression model 

predicts a higher number of fatalities. 

Conversely, higher inter1 values (for 

instance the value of 8) – which reflects a 

greater involvement of non-government 

actors – are associated with fewer fatalities.  

 The confidence interval for this 

relationship, derived from Table2, ranges 

from -0.19 to -0.007, excluding 0. 

Additionally, the p-value (0.00003) is well 

below 0.01, indicating a highly significant 

relationship. This allows us to reject the null 

hypothesis, which posited no association 

between government actors and fatalities. 

Instead, the results strongly support the 

alternative hypothesis: political violence 

involving government actors leads to a 

higher number of fatalities.  

 

Table 1: Correlates of Fatalities with Control 

and Confounding Variables 

 

Table 2: Confidence Levels of Multi-variate 

RegressionModel 

 

Table 3: p-value of Multi-variate Regression 

Model 

 

 

This negative relationship holds true in both 

the bi-variate regression model and the 

multi-variate regression model (as observed 
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in Table1 vs. Table4), reinforcing the strong 

association between government actors and 

fatalities.  

 Further insights are derived from 

Figure4 (Bivariate Visualization) and 

Figure5 (Bubble Plot), which illustrate the 

relationship between primary and secondary 

actors in political violence.  

 

 

Table 5: Confidence intervals of Multivariate 

Regression model without Control Variables 

 

For instance, between 2016 and 2018, 

political battles predominantly involved 

government actors as secondary actors, as 

represented by the orange circles in the left-

hand section of Figure5. From 2018 

onwards, there was a notable shift – an 

increase in riots, violence against civilians 

and riots. The bubble sizes of 2 and 4 

indicate a strong government presence in 

these incidents.    

 While non-government actors were 

also involved in violent events, Figure5 and 

the multi-variate regression model from 

Table4 suggests that their contributions to 

fatalities was lower. Even when controlling 

for confounding variables, the effect of 

primary actor type on fatalities remains 

significant and consistent. The inverse 

relationship between the actor type (inter1 

numerical values) and fatality rates suggests 

that this finding is not influenced by other 

factors or actors.  

Figure 4: Bivariate visualization of inter1 and 

total fatalities caused 

Table 4: Multivariate Regression Model without 

Control Variable 
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This finding thus means that the effect of the 

primary type of actors on the number of 

fatalities caused is unchanged and 

significant enough with an inverse 

relationship between the numerical measure 

implying that this relationship between the 

independent and dependent variables is not 

confounded by any other factors or actors 

included.  

 

V. CONCLUSION  

I find strong evidence supporting the 

alternate hypothesis, indicating a significant 

negative association between inter1 and 

fatalities. This implies that lower values of 

inter1 are associated with government actors 

engaging in violence. Furthermore, for these 

violent events, the number of fatalities is 

higher than for other actors, as this 

relationship persisted even after controlling 

for the effects of other variables, including 

the division of event types and any 

secondary involvement of other actors.  

 However, from a holistic 

perspective, the number of fatalities in the 

death of a person in significantly lower, 

suggesting that fatalities related to political 

violence do not account for any associated 

deaths.  

 Consequently, since the current 

dataset is based on a specific subset and 

considers only a limited number of 

variables, these results should be interpreted 

with caution. The adjusted R-squared is 

approximately 9 percent in both the bivariate 

and multivariate regression models, which 

include a confounding variable but lack a 

control variable, indicating that other factors 

may explain the variance in fatalities.  

 Thus, further research could expand 

upon this analysis by utilizing a more 

comprehensive dataset that incorporates a 

wider range of variables, including 

socioeconomic factors, religious, and ethnic 

considerations, and the role of regional 

political actors, to better understand the 

patterns of political violence in specific 

areas.   

Figure 5: Multivariate Regression Model with 

Control and Confounding Variables in relationship to 

Fatalities Caused 
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 Additionally, caste is a significant 

factors influencing nearly every state in 

India, warranting focused analysis, as caste 

politics has played a crucial role in the 

country for decades. Similarly, qualitative 

research methods – such as surveys and 

focus group interviews – could provide 

deeper insights into the motivations and 

underlying dynamics of political violence in 

India.  

 Overall, my study offers a new 

perspective for further research aimed at 

isolating the role of government actors while 

considering various conditions and control 

variables. This approach can help identify 

the root causes of the outbreak and 

escalation of political violence in specific 

regions, particularly through the lends of 

'intent.' 
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