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1

Introduction

Hidden in the Eastern Himalayas, the former kingdom of Sikkim is part of the so-called “Indian future
powerhouse”, a peripheral part of India with enormous hydropower potential. National and local
politicians consider hydropower the agent for development integration of this marginal part of the
country. Therefore, favoured by the energy sector deregulation, between 2003 and 2011, the
Government of Sikkim granted thirty different hydropower projects to twenty diverse public and
private firms (Huber & Joshi, 2015). Most of the projects in Sikkim involve the construction of large
dams with annexed race underground tunnels. Although promoted as a clean source of energy, recent
research found hydropower to have a negative environmental impact, especially when it involves
projects of considerable size and underground tunnelling (Ahlers et al., 2015; Chandy et al., 2012;
Dharmadhikary, 2008; Huber & Joshi, 2015). In Sikkim, where more than two-third of the population
live in rural areas and depend on natural resources for their livelihood, these adverse effects of
hydropower can be substantial.

While several studies document the response to hydropower development by the inhabitants of Sikkim,
the majority of them follow a qualitative approach and focus on the reaction to hydropower of
indigenous groups with strong ethnic identity (Little, 2010; McDuie-Ra, 2011; Wangchuk, 2007). The
current work, instead, adopts an experimental design and focuses on the non-indigenous Nepali
community of Sikkim. The aim of this thesis is to determine the effect of the salience of a Sikkimese
identity on hydropower development opposition in Sikkim.
I use the Common Ingroup Identity Model (Gaertner et al., 1999) to test if the salience of
ethnic/Sikkimese identity influences the support for a proposal that aims to stop hydropower
development in certain areas of Sikkim. Moreover, since the proposal comes from indigenous ethnic
groups, targeting the Nepali community permits to assess if the salience of a common Sikkimese identity
foster cooperative behaviour across ethnic lines. Charnysh et al. (2015), and Transue (2007) used a
similar experimental approach in India and in the United States. Charnysh et al. (2015) found that when
a shared Indian national identity is salient monetary donations by member of a dominant ethnic group
to members of a rival, minority group increased. Transue (2007) presented evidence that making
American national identity salient increased support for a tax increase.
I collected the data using a survey experiment between January and February 2016, in three different
districts of Sikkim. I varied the salience of ethnic identity and Sikkimese identity changing a question
within the surveys that I randomly assigned to the respondents. While the randomized experimental
design guarantees the internal validity of my study, the sample well represents the different socioeconomic categories in the area, ensuring high external validity. I found that making a common
Sikkimese identity salient increases significantly the support for an anti-dam proposal made by
indigenous non-Nepali ethnic groups. In a state as Sikkim, where it is convenient for the state
government to keep the ethnic division in place to control the problem of collective mobilization
(Chettri, 2015), a more “inclusive” civil society could foster the effectiveness of the anti-dam protests.
I organize the paper as follows. The following section briefly reviews recent experimental studies on
identity and intergroup attitudes. The third section gives background information on the Sikkimese
context, from its ethnic groups to hydropower development opposition. The fourth section explains the
study design, the survey and the study area. The fifth section includes the results. The last section
contains discussion and conclusion.
1
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2 Social identity theory, Superordinate and Subordinate
identities
Social identity theory developed by Tajfel (1978, 1982), and the subsequent Turner's (1985) selfcategorization theory, explain why people favour their own group and discriminate against out groups.
Tajfel (1978) defines social identity as “that part of an individual’s self-concept which derives from his
[or her] knowledge of his [or her] membership of a social group (or groups) together with the value and
emotional significance attached to that membership”. Following on Tajfel’s work, Turner (1985)
developed the self-categorization theory; according to the latter, within the boundaries of a certain social
environment, individuals automatically categorize others into ingroups (groups to which they belong)
and outgroups, and they establish preferences that value the welfare of members of their own group
positively and members of other groups negatively. Social psychologists refer to this “preference” for
the ingroup members as ingroup bias. Various successive laboratory experiments solidly confirmed this
theory (Gaertner et al., 1999; Kramer & Brewer, 1984).
Based on social identity theory and self-categorization, Gaertner et al. (1999) developed the Common
Ingroup Identity Model (CIIM). The goal of the CIIM is to reduce intergroup bias and conflict recategorizing the individuals into one inclusive group. More precisely, if people belonging to different
groups are lead to perceive themselves as a single group instead of two different entities, attitudes
towards former outgroup members will change positively. This is because pro-ingroup biases are
extended to the outgroup. The CIIM discerns between subgroup identities and superordinate identities.
Subgroup identities have defined boundaries that exclude other people and categorize them as members
of outgroups. Superordinate identities are larger identities that include potential outgroups within them.
When it comes to evaluate distributional decisions about common resources and policies, the salience
of a subgroup identity makes individuals thinking about their own group as the one to be rewarded. In
opposition, when a superordinate identity is salient people tend to evaluate whether a certain proposal
is beneficial for the group as a whole, because the pro-ingroup bias reached the outsiders, now part of
the “inclusive” group (Kramer & Brewer, 1984; Smith & Tyler, 1996).
In contrast with the CIIM is the Ingroup Projection Model (IPM) by Wenzel et al (2007). According to
the IPM when individuals are re-categorized into a shared superordinate identity, subgroup members
consider their group as prototypical for the superordinate category. This way, individuals generalize
(project) particular characteristics of their ingroup to the superordinate category. The extent to which a
subgroup is more prototypical than another is relative and depends on attributes rooted into the context.
A high status ethnic group, for instance, could seek to project its own characteristics to the superordinate
group excluding relatively low status ethnic minorities. Summarizing, in line with the IPM theory, when
a superordinate identity is salient the members of a prototypical subgroup evaluate the members of other
non-prototypical groups (with whom they share a common superordinate identity) negatively (Marques
et al., 2001).
Charnysh et al. (2015) and Transue (2007) conducted noteworthy experimental studies that confirm the
validity of the CIIM, neglecting the IPM. Re-categorize subgroups into a shared superordinate identity
is a way to deemphasize competition, conflict and negative evaluation among members of different
ethnic groups.
Charnysh et al. (2015) used an online survey experiment in India to test if the salience of a shared
(Indian) national identity increases donations by members of a dominant ethnic group (Hindus) to
members of a rival, minority group (Muslims). After showing a newspaper report about a fire accident,
2
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they asked the respondents about their willingness to donate part of the promised survey bonus to an
Indian NGO that raises contributions for the accident’s victims. They primed national identity assigning
randomly half of the respondent to a treatment condition: a picture of the Indian map shaded in the
colours of the Indian union. Sequentially, they varied the name of the victims and the name of the
neighbourhood according to the supposed religion (Hindu or Islam) creating a 2x2 experimental design.
They find out that the increased salience of a shared national identity foster cooperative behaviour
between individuals from competitive ethnic groups. Particularly they suggested that the perception of
a superordinate national identity can induce members of the dominant group to engage in altruistic
behaviour towards members of a minority outgroup, even when historically, the relationship between
the two groups is conflicting. The two main concerns of Charnysh et al.’ work regard ethics and external
validity. First, the news article was fictitious. They induced respondents to believe the story and
contribute with real donations. This Machiavellian approach could violate ethics principles in scientific
research such as the “integrity principle”, which promotes promote accuracy, honesty and truthfulness
in science (American Psychological Association, 2017). Secondly, Charnysh et al. conduct the survey
online, among members of a crowdsourcing Internet marketplace. This method makes the sample
representative for wealthier, high educated, urban Indians threatening the external validity.
Transue (2007) implemented CIIM framework to American race relations. Varying the salience of ethnic
identity and American national identity, he examined the effect of these two conditions on attitudes
toward important policies regarding racial issues and taxation. The data come from a phone survey
experiment embedded in the Minnesota Multi-Investigator Survey (MMIS), which was a random sample
from a major metropolitan area. Unlike Charnysh et al. (2015) that used a picture, Transue (2007) primed
different identities by randomly assigning the respondents to one of two questions. He asked the
respondents about their closeness to other Americans (superordinate) or to one’s ethnic group
(subordinate). With this method, Transue could measure the degree of closeness to the assigned identity.
Straight after the superordinate/subordinate identity question, he randomly asked to half of the
respondents their willingness to pay more taxes to improve education in public schools. To the other
half he asked about the willingness to pay more taxes to improve educational opportunities for
minorities. With this 2x2 experiment, Transue found that a shared superordinate identity increases the
support for government programs that benefit only minorities among white citizens of United States.
Size and direction of the identity salience effect, depend by the degree of respondents’ attachment of the
proffered identity.
The current study draws on these two, addressing the issues of external validity and ethics present in
Charnysh et al. (2015), while adopting the question as treatments as Transue (2007). However, the
method differs substantially: instead of an online or phone survey, I collected the data with face-to-face
interviews in remote rural areas of Sikkim. The sample is representative for the different socio-economic
category present in the area, ensuring high external validity, and the proposal used to test my hypothesis
is a real request, made by an active, well-known SIkkimese indigenous organization. The findings
confirm the theory behind the CIIM.
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3

Study context

3.1 Sikkim at a glance
Located in the Eastern Himalayas region, Sikkim is a federal state part of the Indian Union that borders
with Bhutan, China (Tibet), Nepal, and the Darjeeling Districts of the Indian state of West Bengal. With
an area of 7096 square kilometres and a population of 600.000, Sikkim is the India’s second smallest
state and the least populated (Sikkim Government, 2016). The 70% of the total population lives in rural
areas, depending on natural resources for its livelihood (Government of India, 2011). The state is
administratively divided in four districts, the North, the South, the East and the West. With a population
of 286.583, the East district is the most populated and home of the capital city Gangtok. The North
District is the largest in terms of surface but the least populated with only 43,709 inhabitant with the
95% of them living in rural areas. The South and the West district are respectively home of 146,850 and
136,435 people. As per 2011 census, 96.15 % of the population in West Sikkim districts lives in rural
areas; this makes the West much more rural than the East (56.81 %) and the South (85.56 %). The
economy largely depends on agriculture, with cardamom, rice and millet as major cultivated crops
(Government of India, 2011).

Figure 1. Eastern Himalaya map, Sikkim circled in red.

3.2 A short history
Despite its size, Sikkim plays an important role in the political checkerboard due to its location. Mashed
between Tibet, Nepal and Bhutan, Sikkim represents the Indian’ gateway to China; its geopolitical
importance made Sikkim appealing to the British during the colonial times and to the Republic of India
later on.
Prior to its annexation to India, Sikkim was an independent kingdom. Crowned in 1642, Phuntshog
Namgyal was the first Chogyal (i.e. king) of Sikkim and his dynasty ruled the kingdom until 1975
(Chettri, 2015). During the British occupation of India, the political scenario in Sikkim changed. The
British realized fast the strategic importance of this tiny kingdom, and they formalized their “political
influence” on Sikkim in the aftermath of a specific event. In 1886, the Tibetan forces occupied a fort
within Sikkim’s borders during a conflict between British India and Tibet. The conflict resolved two
years later when the Tibetan forces left Sikkim and peace was restored on the frontier. Following this
episode, “a resident political officer was necessary to overlook the administration of Sikkim and keep
Tibetan influence at bay” (Balikci-Denjongpa, 2008). J.C. White, flanked by local elites, was the first
4
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English political officer that exerted political control over Sikkim (Chettri, 2015). Although the Nepali
migration to Sikkim begun a century before, White further facilitated the process during his years in
office (Chettri, 2015).
Following Indian independence in 1950, Sikkim became a protectorate of the latter. Being a protectorate
implied that the monarchy kept control of the internal affairs, while India was in charge of Sikkim’
defence and territorial integrity. With the Chogyal consigned to a ceremonial role since 1973, a series
of constitutional reforms followed and the monarchy seemed to be arrived at its checkpoint. With a
controversial referendum, Sikkim became the 22nd state of the Indian union on the 26th of April 1975
(Gupta, 1975). Subsequently its incorporation to India Sikkim received the status of “Special State”,
entailing that ninety percent of financial and non-financial assistance from the central government is
given to Sikkim in the form of grant (Arora, 2009). In the following decades, three quarters of the
Sikkim’ budget was spent on development activities such as roads expansion, education, health and
poverty alleviation (Lama, 2001). Since 1994, the Sikkim Democratic Front (SDF) leaded by the Chief
Minister Pawan K. Chamling governs the state and identifies hydropower as pivotal for development in
Sikkim (Government of India. Planning Commission, 2008).

3.3 The Sikkimese reservations
The State Government simplified ethnicity in Sikkim into the subcategories of Bhutia, Lepcha and
Nepali. These three groups are classified as “Sikkim subjects” since 1962, when the monarch granted
the “Sikkimese Status” to all the communities settled within its kingdom borders, Nepali included
(McDuie-Ra, 2011).
With the Indian’ absorption of Sikkim in 1975, the Sikkimese subjects come to be Indian citizens, which
entails being assigned to one of the different socio-economic categories according to the Indian
constitution. This categorization, known as reservation, is an “elaborate quota system for public jobs,
places in publicly funded colleges and in most elected assemblies” (The Economist, 2013). Members of
designated, disadvantaged groups, tribes or castes divided into “socio-economic categories” fill these
places. Simplifying, to each socio-economic category, correspond a quota of reservation in education,
employment and politics (Chettri, 2015). Sikkim presents six different socio-economic categories. Three
of them are listed by the Indian constitution and the remaining three are recognized only in Sikkim. The
categories listed by the Indian Constitution are Scheduled Caste (SC), Scheduled Tribe (ST) and Other
Backward Classes (OBC) while the others valid only in Sikkim are Most Backward Classes (MBC),
Bhutia-Lepcha (BL) and Primitive. The Scheduled Tribe (ST) status provides the highest percentage of
reservation in India, for this reason is the condition to which each ethnic group aspires (Chettri, 2015).

3.4 Who are the Sikkimese?
The ethnic landscape of Sikkim is quite complex and faced strong changes over time. For the latter
reasons to ensure a complete understanding of this research, a short historic introduction to the different
communities residing in Sikkim will follow, but previously, it is better to clarify some contentious
definitions. It is crucial to highlight that in this thesis the term “Nepali” indicates different castes and
tribes, some of them speaking their own language1, which originated in Nepal and migrated into Sikkim
at different times, while the term “indigenous” refers to Bhutia and Lepcha communities.
The Lepcha and the Bhutia
1

The main castes and ethnic groups comprised into the Nepali category are Bahuns, Thakuri, Chettri, Kami, Damai, Sarki, Rai, Limboo,
Tamang, Newar, Magar, Sherpa, Sunuwar, Thakali and Thami.
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Considered the earliest inhabitant of Sikkim, the Lepcha were a nomadic tribe, with livelihoods based
on hunting, fishing and shifting cultivation. They were nature-worshippers, for this reason environment
played a central role in shaping their culture and society (Bhasin, 2002). In the 17th century, a
discontinuous migration from Tibet and Bhutan of traders, herdsmen, peasants and Buddhist monks
drastically changed the distribution of power and land ownership in Sikkim that shifted hands from the
Lepcha to the Bhutia2 community. This relocation of power involved a series of battles over pastureland
with clashes registered as late as 1835, with the British called in to mediate the conflict (Gupta, 1975).
The Bhutia triumphed over the Lepcha and established a bureaucratic Kingdom based on the Tibetan
theocratic system. During the Namgyal Kingdom3, all the land in Sikkim was property of the Chogyal
and was further distributed to different landlords, or Kazis. The Kazis were in charge of collecting taxes
and renting the land to various headman. As most of the Kazis belonged to the Bhutia community, the
Lepcha stayed out of the political and economic life of the Kingdom; only with intermarriages and the
sequent conversion to Bhuddism of the Lepcha chiefs, the two communities reached social integration,
at least in the upper levels of society4 (McDuie-Ra, 2011). Following this appeasement, the main BhutiaLepcha clans composed the council of the Chogyal for the rest of the Namgyal dynasty. A considerable
gesture of the Chogyal towards the Lepcha community is the recognition of the Lepcha reserve of
Dzongu, in North Sikkim. With a Notification dated 1956, the Chogyal recognized Dzongu as protected
area for the Lepcha with strict entry restrictions for Sikkimese residing outside Dzongu. All the land in
Dzongu is Lepcha owned and outsiders can access only for short visit. This special privilege for the
Lepcha is still valid today.
When Nepali started to immigrate in Sikkim around 1865 (Gupta, 1975), they rapidly overtook in
numbers the Bhutia and the Lepcha communities. According to Bhasin (2002), as early as 1891, the
Nepali counted for more than 50% of the total population in Sikkim. Despite a minority, the Bhutia and
Lepcha communities were the land-owning ruling class while the Nepali majority stayed at the margins.
In 2002 the Bhutia and the Lepcha counted respectively for 14 and 13 percent of the total population in
Sikkim (Bhasin, 2002).
The Nepali
The Nepali are the other main ethnic group of Sikkim and today the count for the majority5. A large
number of influential studies attribute the Nepali presence in Sikkim to the British that stimulated the
migration of various ethnic group from Nepal6 to Sikkim in the 19th century (Arora, 2009; Bhasin, 2002;
Chettri, 2015; Gupta, 1975). This migration was encouraged for two main economic and political
reasons: the need for labour force and the need to contrast the pro-Tibetan Bhutia and Lepcha
communities (Bhasin, 2002; Chettri, 2015; Gupta, 1975; McDuie-Ra, 2011). The Nepali occupied the
“waste lands” in the South and in the West districts because the King prohibited them to settle on land
possessed by Bhutia and Lepcha (Bhasin, 2002). Wherever they settled, the Nepali farmed wastelands
and cleared forests for upland agriculture (McDuie-Ra, 2011). Nepali farmers paid higher taxes
compared to the Bhutia and Lepcha communities and, by law, they could not acquire Bhutia-Lepcha
land. Following their official recognition as Sikkimese subjects by the Chogyal in 1962, the Nepali, kept
on facing discrimination in land rights: the monarch did not allow Nepali to rent land for more than ten
years, and they had to pay higher rent compared to the other Sikkimese subjects (Bhasin, 2002).

2

Bhutia means Tibetan
As mentioned previously the Namgyal dynasty ruled Sikkim from 1642 to 1975
The intermarriages were mainly among Lepcha chiefs and Bhutia aristocrats
5
More than 70%
6
Kingdom of Gorka at that time.
3
4
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Two Factions
The succession of the events mentioned above brought to the formation of two different ‘composite’
ethnic factions in Sikkim: the Bhutia-Lepcha and the Nepali (or non-Bhutia-Lepcha), or rather the nonmigrant and the migrant (McDuie-Ra, 2011). The Government of Sikkim materialized this
differentiation definitively through the reservation system: Although the Government of India already
recognized Bhutia and Lepcha as Scheduled Tribe (ST), the Government of Sikkim created the BhutiaLepcha (B-L) socio-economic-category, only valid within the State, that ensure further accessibility to
parliament, government employment and educational institutions7. This special status strengthens the
Bhutia-Lepcha fellowship, and emphasize the differentiation between the latter and the Nepali
community.
While various Nepali castes and tribes are still waiting for the ST recognition, the Bhutia and Lepcha
communities are granted special status with the B-L socio-economic category.

3.5 Hydropower Development in Sikkim
Despite certain literature recognize hydropower as sustainable form of development8 (Ahlers et al.,
2015; Truffer et al., 2001; Turkenburg et al., 2000; Yuksek, Komurcu, Yuksel, & Kaygusuz, 2006),
recent studies show that hydropower development alters variability in springs and disrupts downstream
flows, impacting agriculture and fisheries on which livelihoods depend (Chandy et al., 2012;
Dharmadhikary, 2008; Irato, 2016). Among the stakeholders, hydropower development causes an
uneven distribution of costs, benefits and risks (Dharmadhikary, 2008).
The Government of India views hydropower as a way towards economic growth and energy
independence. The Northeast region of the state is considered India’s “future powerhouse”, where 200
new hydropower projects were planned in 2003 (Huber & Joshi, 2015). Sikkim is administratively part
of that region, and its tall mountains, glacial lakes and rivers with steep flow gradient, make it
particularly suitable for hydropower development (Sikkim Government, 2016). In 2003, the financial
deregulation in the energy sector made Sikkim an attractive frontier for private companies willing to
invest in hydroelectricity (Huber & Joshi, 2015). Between 2003 and 2011, the GoS granted thirty
different hydropower projects to twenty different public and private firms.
Hydropower in Sikkim goes beyond the simple fulfilling of the local demand for electricity. All these
projects together would generate over 5000 MW of electricity, an enormous amount for a state that has
a per capita energy consumption of 328.36 KWh9 (SSERC, 2014; The World Bank, 2014). Since the local
state relies mostly on development assistance from the Government of India (Arora, 2009), one of the
main objectives of the Sikkimese Government is to swell its coffers through hydropower development.
De facto, only between 12 and 15 percent of hydropower generated in Sikkim stays within the state, the
rest goes to the national grid for revenue generation (Handique & Dutta, 2014). To diminish its
dependency from Delhi while pursuing economic development through employment generation and
infrastructure expansion is the vision of Chief Minister Chamling for its state. Today, only three projects
are functional while seven are expected to be functional soon (see Table1). Due to various reasons, the
GoS scrapped, stopped or suspended the rest of the projects.

7

Lately, the Government of Sikkim adopted supplementary measures in order to differentiate these two ethnic groups. The Lepcha are in fact
classified as” most primitive tribal group”, to ‘protect and safeguard the vanishing tribe and to uplift their socio-economic, educational, and
political status . . . and to give them a distinct identity and special status’(Now, 2006)
8
The main argument here is that hydropower fulfils the growing energy demand with low carbon dioxide emissions.
9
for 2013-14.
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Table 1. Current Hydropower projects in Sikkim (2015-2016). Source: SSERC (2015)
Current Hydropower projects in Sikkim (2015-2016)
Name of the Project
Capacity (MW)
1
Teesta Stage -V HEP
510
Functional
projects
2
Rangit Stage-III HEP
66
Projects expected
to be functional
soon

Owner/developer
NHPC Limited.
NHPC Limited.

3

Chuzachen HEP

99

Gati Infrastructure Pvt Limited.

4
5
6

Teesta Stage –III Hep
Dikchu HEP
Rangit- IV HEP

1200
96
120

Teesta Urja Limited.
Sneha Kinetic Power Projects Pvt Ltd.
Jal Power Corporation Ltd.

7

Jorethang Loop HEP

96

DANS Energy Pvt Ltd

8

Rongnichu HEP

96

Madhya Bharat Power Corpn.Ltd

9

Rangit-II HEP

66

Sikkim Hydropower Ventures Pvt Ltd

10

Tashiding HEP

97

Shiga Energy Private Limited.

Most of the hydropower projects in Sikkim, adopt the run of the river technology. This technology
involves the creation of a reservoir, from which part of the water is diverged into a tunnel. The tunnels,
up to 18-Km length, transport the water to a lower part of the same or another river. This way the water
head difference created is enough, and the pressure at the end of the pipe is sufficient, to drive the turbine
blades and create energy. Although the run of the river method is considered to have a limited
environmental impact (Yuksel, 2007), lately, it has been subject of controversial debates. The tunnels
seem to have negative effects on biodiversity, on spring water availability and on the land itself,
increasing the occurrence of landslides (Huber & Joshi, 2015; Irato, 2016). The high geological and
seismological instability of the area exacerbate these negative effects (Vagholikar & Das, 2000).

3.6 The anti-dam movement
The local communities had mixed responses to hydropower development. In most of the project-affected
areas, the resistance of civil society has been little or none, due to the short term benefits such as
employment or liquidity generated by selling land to the project implementers but also to party based
political clientelism (Huber & Joshi, 2015). In Sikkim, opposing to the state government can lead to
political and economic discrimination. The common language in Sikkim refers to this tactic, adopted by
the ruling party to discourage non-aligned behaviour, as “victimization” (Huber & Joshi, 2015). Village
leaders and members of the ruling party actualize victimization, reaching the furthest areas. Being
subversive can lead to quite severe consequences, especially because the Sikkimese government is the
prime distributor of resources, services and opportunities (Chettri, 2015). Being excised from jobs,
business contracts and licences are only some of the repercussion of victimization, in case of government
employees the consequences can be replacements to other locations. In some cases, victimization can
affect entire communities neglecting them development assistance (Huber & Joshi, 2015). Although the
difficult political landscape and the absence of any history and culture of civil society in Sikkim, an antidam movement raised at the beginning of the new millennium, to contrast the advent of hydropower
development.
The anti-dam movement was able to stop at least eight hydropower projects, four in the surrounding
areas of Lachen and Lachung, and four other projects in the Dzongu reserve, the heart of the Lepcha
culture. The main opposition group is predominantly Lepcha: the Affected Citizens of Teesta (ACT).
The group, formed in 2004, focussed exclusively on the Dzongu dams (McDuie-Ra, 2011). The ACT
claimed that dams would have a negative impact on the cultural fabric of Dzongu, on Dzongu social
relationships and on Dzongu sacred environment. The anti-dam movement gained momentum in 2007
when two ACT members went on a hunger strike. The same year, during his Independence Day’s
8
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speech, the chief minister Chambling referred to them as being marginal, anti-national and antiSikkimese. At that time, the motive of the protest shifted from environmental concern to contesting the
dams as a threat to the Lepcha holy land, sacred for all the Lepcha in the Himalayas. In 2008, given the
size of the opposition, the government, scrapped four of the five planned hydropower projects in
Dzongu. The ACT continued its opposition to the last project planned in Dzongu. This movement
became, as McDuie-Ra (2011) defines it, a “catalyst for a nascent Lepcha identity movement”. The
Lepcha raised their voices, created a Lepcha flag and named Dzongu as a holy land.
The Bhutia people were able to take a firm stand against hydropower development too; the traditional
self-governance method of “Dzumsa”, used exclusively in Lachen and Lachung, has enabled them to
oppose hydropower projects. Lachen and Lachung are two towns in the northern district of Sikkim where
the Bhutia community is predominant. In a letter written in 2007, addressed to the Government of
Sikkim, the Lachen Dzumsa warns “to protect our land, forests, age-old traditions and places of worship
where our gods and goddesses reside we will even sacrifice our lives. We may even adopt extreme
measures if needed”. In 2012, the Government of Sikkim scrapped four projects, planned at Lachen and
Lachung due to public opposition (Clement, 2014).
It is evident how the protests leaded by the Lepcha to protect Dzongu and by the Bhutia to safeguard
Lachen and Lachung valleys go beyond the pure anti-dams cause, protecting the cultural heritage
entrenched in their sacred habitats.
While the protests of the Lepcha and the Bhutia groups are well documented, it is not clear how Nepali
communities reacted to hydropower projects. With this research, I try to shed light on the Nepali’s
reaction to hydropower, and its linkages to ethnic identity.
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4

Study design

4.1 Research Question
Research on the role of identity in the reaction to hydropower development focused on the indigenous
groups (Little, 2009, 2010; McDuie-Ra, 2011; Wangchuk, 2007), the added value of this study lays in
the approach used and the focus. In fact, most of the work cited above adopt qualitative methods and
focus on the indigenous communities, while this thesis sheds light on the Nepali’s reaction to an antidams initiative and its linkages to identity, endorsing an experimental approach.
Hydropower opposition appears to be the channel through which indigenous groups of Sikkim express
and consolidate their identity with the related claims, linked to their cultural heritage (McDuie-Ra,
2011); the protests leaded by the Lepcha to protect Dzongu and by the Bhutia to safeguard Lachen and
Lachung valleys support this hypothesis. This indigenization of the protests does not necessarily shapes
perceptions towards hydropower development, but can discourage inter-ethnic collective action within
the context of hydropower development.
The Objective of this thesis is to find out if the salience of a Sikkimese identity influences the attitude
towards hydropower development opposition in Sikkim. More precisely, I test if priming the Nepali
respondents with a common Sikkimese identity, which does not take in consideration ethnic differences,
influence the support for an anti-dam proposal coming from the Bhutia and Lepcha civil society,
fostering ethnic cooperation.
Main research question: How does the salience of a Sikkimese identity influence the attitude towards
hydropower development opposition in Sikkim?

4.2 The Experimental design
To answer my research question I adopt an experimental design.
I developed two different survey versions. Survey “A” primes the respondent with a superordinate
identity treatment, while survey “B” primes them with a subordinate identity treatment. I randomly
assigned the participants to one of two treatments10 tossing a coin before starting the interview. With
this method, each respondent had the same chance to receive a superordinate identity treatment or a
subordinate identity treatment.
The surveys only differ in one question (Q33), positioned towards the end. Depending by the kind of
identity treatment, I introduce the question with two different sentences. The aim of these introductory
sentences is to bring on top of the respondents’ head thoughts and feelings about their relationship to a
particular group. In case of the subgroup identity treatment, the sentence makes the borders between
different ethnic groups more defined. In case of superordinate identity treatment, the sentence’ goal is
to unite the different communities into one entity, which is the Sikkimese people. I then ask the
respondents to which degree they feel attached to the given identity, measuring identity attachment on
a five point Likert Scale where 1 is “not strong at all”, 2 is “barely strong”, 3 is “somewhat strong”, 4 is
“mostly strong” and 5 is “very strong”.

10

See appendix for question wording and survey.
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Subgroup (Treatment=0)
There are three main ethnic categories in Sikkim: the Lepcha, the Bhutia, and the Nepali groups. These groups
differ in culture, religion and language. Between the different groups, there are degrees of inclusion and
exclusion, which determine ethnic relations in Sikkim. How strong would you say your attachment is to the
other people of your ethnic group? Would you say your attachment is: Not strong at all, Barely strong,
Somewhat strong, Mostly strong, Very strong.
Superordinate (Treatment=1)
Sikkim become the 22nd state of the Indian union in 1975. Sikkim is a biodiversity hotspot, home of majestic
mountains, green valleys and wilderness. The Constitution of India guarantees several privileges to Sikkim
including local autonomy in governance, laws restricting people of non-Sikkimese origin to settle in and
conduct business in the state, and special provisions related to central taxation. How strong would you say
your attachment is to the other Sikkimese? Would you say your attachment is: Not strong at all, Barely strong,
Somewhat strong, Mostly strong, Very strong.

Figure 2. Question wording

The identity treatments (superordinate or subgroup) are immediately followed by the question that
serves as dependent variable in my analysis, which I refer to as “SIBLAC proposal” (Q34). The Sikkim
Bhutia Lepcha Apex Committee (SIBLAC) released the proposal11 with the aim to foster government
intervention against hydropower development in certain areas of Sikkim considered heritage. The
SIBLAC, founded in 1999 is a campaigning organisation that promotes the socio-politico-economic
rights of the Bhutia and Lepcha people as detailed in Article 371F of the Indian Constitution. I
summarized the proposal in a few lines and I asked to the respondent the extent to which they agree or
disagree with it, using a Likert scale 1-5, where 1 is strongly disagree, 2 is disagree, 3 is indifferent, 4
is agree, and 5 is strongly agree.

Figure 3. A map of the experimental design

The treatments make it possible to find out the effect of a Sikkimese identity on the support for the interethnic anti-dam proposal.

11

See annex. Retrieved from http://www.siblac.org/doc/SIBLAC_Press_Release_15_05_2015.pdf
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4.3 Research area
Except for the Yangtey area, located in the West District, the rest of the study area follows the course
of the Teesta River from the Teesta V Dam to its power station. I grouped the visited villages in four
main clusters:
1. Dikchu Area
Dikchu Area comprises the villages of Dikchu Bazar, Lower Tintek and Marchak, part of the
Rakdong-Tintek Gram Panchayat Unit12 (GPU), located on the left bank of Teesta River, in
proximity of the Teesta V catchment area. Placed at the confluence of the Teesta and the Dikchu
rivers, Dikchu Bazar is the economic centre of the unit. The inhabitant of this area experienced an
ecosystem’ change due to the dam’s reservoir. Teesta V was the first of a six-stage cascade project
planned on the Teesta River. The dam’s wall reaches 96 meters high and 182 meters long. The
water stays in a reservoir connected to the 17.5 km underground tunnel that convey the water to the
powerhouse at Balutar. The National Hydroelectric Power Corporation (NHPC) begun with the
implementation of Teesta V in 1999 after receiving contentious (Menon & Vagholikar, 2006)
environmental and forest clearances. The project is functional since 2007.
2. Sirwani
Twenty kilometres south from Dikchu, the power station of Teesta V converts the energy of the
water into electricity. Sirwani is located just three kilometres downstream from the Teesta V power
station, on the east side of the riverbank. The village faces the Lanco Teesta Hydropower project,
which is at standstill since few years. Although the project is not functional, the surrounding areas
experienced landslides and house cracks during its construction phase.
3. Singtam Area
Singtam Area is positioned three kilometers downstream from Sirwani, where a bridge connects
Singtam and Adarsh Gaon on the opposite sides of the Teesta River. The Singtam Nagar Panchayat
is an urban area part of the East District, with a population of 5868 (Government of India, 2011)
Adarsh Gaon belongs to the South District and has a population of 1500 people. These three places,
Sirwani, Singtam and Adarsh Gaon, experience hydropower development on a daily basis. The
Teesta V power station two kilometers upstream released the water back in the Teesta every day.
The river depth changes rapidly soon after the alarm goes on. People in these areas dealt with outside
migration, infrastructure construction and changes in the river water stream for several years.
4. Yangtey Area
The Yangtey area incorporates the villages of upper Yangten, lower Onglop, and lower Baluthang,
part of the Yangtey GPU, in the West district of Sikkim. The Area develops on the right bank of the
Ratong Chu river, where the 97 MW Tashiding Hydro Power Project is at the construction phase.
Infrastructure development and outside migration have a direct impact on the area, but what makes
the Yangtey Area particularly interesting for this study is the direct influence of tunneling. One of
the tunnels of the Tashiding hydropower project passes underneath two villages of the GPU, which
are experiencing a change in water availability since the works for the tunnel begun.

12

A Gram Panchayat is a population based development unit in India, which could be an agglomeration of one or more villages
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Figure 4. Map of the Study Area

What makes these study sites particularly interesting is that they deal with diverse aspects of hydropower
at different stages; Yangtey GPU experience the tunneling, which is considered one of the cause of
spring water’ shortages. The inhabitants of Ratkong-Tintek have seen the ecosystem of the area
fundamentally changed due to the dam. In Singtam and Adarsh Gaon businesses have flourished while
the dam's warning alarm goes on and off every evening.
Table 2. Hydropower projects in the study area.
Project Institution
Name of the project
NHPC Limited

Teesta V (510MW)

Sneha Kinetic Power
Projects Pvt. Ltd.

Dikchu
Hydro
Electric Power Project
96 MW (3X32 MW)
Lanco Teesta Hydro
Power (4x125=500
MW)
97 MW Tashiding
Hydro Power Project

Lanco Teesta Hydro
Power Pvt Ltd.
Sigha
Ltd.

Energy

Pvt.

Address of the
institution
Dikchu, Singtam

Project sites

River utilized
Teesta

Dikchu

Dikchu, Dipudara, Balutar,
etc.
Dikchu

Sirwani

Sirwani

Teesta

Yangten

Yangten,
Baluthang

Onglop,

Dikchu

Rathongchu
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4.4 Sampling and descriptive statistics
I collected the data between January and February 201613 in the project-affected areas of Dikchu,
Singtam, Adarsh Gaon, upper Yangten, lower Onglop, and lower Baluthang, where the vast majority of
the people belong to the Nepali community.
Firstly, I choose the villages according to the accessibility and the proximity to the hydropower projects.
Secondly, I selected the households using a random walk method. I interviewed the first adult (>18)
household member encountered while approaching the house. I carried out the interviews during the
whole day with the help of three different translators. To ensure high internal validity we interviewed
the respondents in a comfortable and quiet environment where they could avoid social pressure. We
informed each participant about the anonymity of the results in the consent form14, which contains
general information about the interview and relevant contacts. We asked the most delicate questions
towards the end of the survey, when the respondents developed an acceptable amount of trust towards
the interviewer. The languages used in the interviews were Nepalese, which is the lingua franca in
Sikkim, and English when the respondents were comfortable and fluent enough. The interview took
approximately 25 minutes. I obtained a 91.8% participation rate (146 out of 158 attempts). My average
respondent is a 37-year-old Nepali male, likely married (71% declared to be married), possibly
employed (69% reported to have worked in an income generating activity in the last three months), with
the most frequent occupations being “agriculture” (25%) and “family business” (24%). 16% of my
respondents have never been to school. 7.5% of my respondents are illiterate, 9.6% have not completed
any schooling, 23.3% have completed primary school, 34.9% finished secondary school and 24.6% are
graduated. The sample is representative for the different socio-economic categories present in the damsaffected areas. Table 10 in the Appendix offers a detailed comparison of the socio-economic categories’
proportions between the respondents and the real population in the different study areas.
Table 1 shows the descriptive statistics for the whole sample. With the exception of Age and Household
size (that represent means), the other variables are binomial, and can therefore be interpreted as
proportions of subjects in the sample.
Table 3. Descriptive statistics of the whole sample

13
14

Variable

Obs

Mean

Std. Dev.

Min

Max

Gender (female=1)
Age
Household_size
BPL
Born in the village
ST
SC
OBC
MBC
General
Buddhist
Hindu
Christian
Other religion
Dikchu_area
Sirwani_area

146
146
146
142
146
142
142
142
142
142
146
146
146
146
146
146

0,29
37,05
5,69
0,23
0,67
0,30
0,04
0,47
0,18
0,01
0,15
0,73
0,12
0,01
0,21
0,21

0,45
14,30
2,61
0,42
0,47
0,46
0,20
0,50
0,38
0,12
0,36
0,45
0,32
0,08
0,41
0,41

0
18
2
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0

1
88
20
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1

See Appendix for additional details
See Appendix for additional details
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Singtam_area
Yangtey_area
illiterate
no_school
primary
secondary
Graduate

146
146
146
146
146
146
146

0,32
0,27
0,08
0,10
0,23
0,35
0,25

0,47
0,44
0,26
0,30
0,42
0,48
0,43

0
0
0
0
0
0
0

1
1
1
1
1
1
1

4.5 Variables description
For the complete survey, see the appendix15. The survey begins with general socio-demographic
questions, than continues with questions regarding education, employment and household amenities.
These variables are important to assess if the randomization worked properly. The next section of the
survey aims to measure altruism, environmental concern and risk attitude. The subsequent question
serves as the identity treatment, followed by the proposal aimed to stop hydropower development and
three questions about hydropower development perceptions.
Treatment
This dichotomous variable indicates whether the respondent received the subordinate (treatment=0) or
superordinate (treatment=1) identity treatment. The Treatment is the independent variable (or predictor)
in the following data analysis.
SIBLAC proposal
This ordinal variable measures the extent to which respondents agree or disagree with the SIBLAC
proposal. It has 5 dimensions: 1 is strongly disagree, 2 is disagree, 3 is indifferent, 4 is agree, and 5 is
strongly agree. This variable is the dependent variable in the data analysis.
Hydropower development perceptions
These three ordinal variables, used in the secondary analysis, aim to quantify how hydropower
development is perceived, beneficial or disadvantageous, for the respondents personally, for indigenous
and ethnic minorities living in remote areas of Sikkim and for people living in urban areas of Sikkim. I
measured the perceptions on a five point Likert scale with 1 being very disadvantageous, 2 mostly
disadvantageous, 3 neither beneficial nor disadvantageous, 4 mostly beneficial, and 5 very beneficial.
Living Index
Considering household amenities, such as, type of house, fuel for cooking, toilet facility and ownership
of land, I developed a standard of living index for classification of respondents. I calculate the standard
of living index by adding scores to individual’s response16. The total of the scores may vary from the
lowest of a 0 to maximum of 14. I created the index re-scaling the total score on a 0 to 1 range.
Altruism
To measure altruism I used four questions taken from the Hindi version of The Self Report Altruism
Scale, designed by Rushton, Chrisjohn, & Fekken (1981). Khanna, Singh, & Rushton (1993) developed
the Hindi version of the Self Report Altruism Scale, adapting the statements to Indian culture. In this
15

For the complete survey see the appendix
Type of house: 4 for pucca, 2 for semi-pucca, and 0 for kachcha;
Fuel for cooking: 2 for LPG gas/electricity, 1 for kerosene and 0 for other;
Toilet facility: 4 for internal flush toilet, 3 for external flush toilet, 2 for internal pit toilet, 1 for external pit toilet and 0 for no toilet;
Ownership land: 4 for more than two Ha , 2 for one to two Ha and 0 for no land.
16
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version, the subjects could “imagine” themselves in different situations and report the amount of help
they could provide. They could choose among a five point Likert scale from never to very often. The
Hindi Self Report Altruism Scale is consider a useful tool for measuring altruism in the Indian milieu
(Khanna et al., 1993). I than developed an altruism index calculating the average score in the responses
to the four questions, transformed in a scale 0-1.
Environmental concern
I choose five question from the Revised New Environmental Paradigm (NEP) Scale, designed by
Dunlap, Liere, Mertig, & Jones (2000). This scale consists in 15 statements that cover five facets of
ecological worldview: the reality of limits to growth, anti-anthropocentrism, fragility of nature’s
balance, rejection of exceptionalism and the possibility of an eco-crisis. Each of the questions I chose
falls into one of the different ecological’ facets. I asked the respondents to agree or disagree with the
statements. They could choose on a scale from one to five. Agreement indicates a pro-ecological view,
while disagreement indicates the opposite. I include an “unsure” category as midpoint to cut down on
item nonresponse. I created the index re-scaling the scores from 0 to 1.
Risk attitude
Drawing on the DOSPERT scale (Weber, Blais, & Betz, 2002), I included in the survey four questions
to assess risk attitude among the interviewed. I evaluated the likelihood of engaging in risky behaviours
of the respondents (indicate your likelihood of engaging in each activity) on a five-point rating scale
ranging from 1 (Extremely unlikely) to 5 (Extremely likely). Higher scores indicate greater risk taking
in the domain of the subscale. The items regard activities and behavior originating from four domains
of life (i.e., ethical, financial, health/safety and social risks). The index ranges from zero, risk averse
attitude, to one, risk taker attitude.

4.6 Balance test
In this paragraph, I present the characteristics of the two groups. To secure that the randomization
worked properly I use a balance test, I illustrate the results in Table 2. A balance test is a two samples ttest between the two groups on several variables. I test only Nepali respondents since they are the group
I focus on for the experiment. A part from age and people living in the household (above 15, and below
15), the variables are binomial, therefore, they can be interpret as proportions of individuals in each
condition (subordinate, superordinate) described by the indicator for the respective raw. The null
hypothesis tested is that the mean difference between the two groups equal zero. Altruism is the only
variable that rejects this null hypothesis. As we can see from Table 2, the group that has received the
superordinate identity treatment is, on average, less altruistic. This difference between the two groups
is significant at 95% confidence level (p-value=0.05). Given the high number of observables tested (29)
and our significance threshold at 5% level it is reasonable to have by chance one variable that rejects
the null hypothesis. To exclude any doubts about the latter issue, I run a regression to test the treatment
effects controlling for various observables, included altruism, in the robustness check sub-section in the
Appendix.
Table 4. Balance test between the two groups (only Nepali respondent)
Total
Subordinate
Superordinate
Mean
identity mean
identity mean
Female
.289
.288
.290
Age
36.9
38.5
35.4
Scheduled Tribes
.260
.219
.298
Scheduled Castes
.044
.045
.043
Other Backwards Classes
.496
.515
.478

Mean
difference
-0.002
3.063
-0.080
0.002
0.037

P-value
0.98
0.21
0.30
0.96
0.67
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Most Backward Classes
BPL
Above 15
Below 15
Married
Born in the village
Illiterate
No school
Primary school
Secondary school
Graduate
Unemployed
Dikchu area
Sirwani area
Singtam area
Yangtey area
Altruism
Environmental concern
Risk attitude
Living standards
Interviewer 1 (Nicholas)
Interviewer 2 (Koran)
Interviewer 3 (Pribat)
Interviewer 3 (Bir)

.178
.214
4.38
1.33
.741
.681
.074
.096
.244
.333
.252
.311
.2
.2
.319
.281
.701
.736
.276
.476
.126
.185
.407
.281

.197
.234
4.59
1.23
.773
.636
.061
.061
.258
.364
.258
.061
.197
.182
.348
.273
.734
.755
.258
.410
.136
.182
.409
.273

.159
.194
4.17
1.42
.710
.725
.087
.130
.232
.304
.246
.116
.203
.217
.290
.290
.669
.717
.294
.406
.116
.188
406
.290

0.038
0.040
0.417
-0.193
0.063
-0.088
-0.026
-0.070
0.026
0.059
0.011
-0.055
-0.006
-0.036
0.059
-0.017
0.065
0.0386
-0.037
0.042
0.020
-0.007
0.003
-0.017

N

135

66

69

135

0.57
0.58
0.26
0.35
0.41
0.27
0.56
0.17
0.73
0.47
0.88
0.26
0.93
0.61
0.47
0.83
0.05
0.34
0.20
0.33
0.72
0.92
0.97
0.83
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5

Results

5.1 Identity salience and support for the SIBLAC proposal
We first look at the causal effect of the identity prime on the support for the SIBLAC proposal. Because
we are interested in how the intervention shapes the Nepali’ support for a proposal coming from an
indigenous civil society organization I reduce the sample from 146 to 135 respondents, excluding nine
non-Nepali respondents. I translate the theory beyond the CIIM into the following hypothesis:
Hp1: Nepali respondents receiving the superordinate identity prime will show, on average,
more support for the proposal than Nepali respondents receiving the subordinate identity prime.

30
0

10

20

Frequency

40

50

I test this hypothesis running a two samples t-test on the average score of the SIBLAC proposal, between
the Nepali respondents that received a superordinate identity prime and Nepali respondents that received
subordinate identity treatment.

1

2

3
SIBLAC proposal

4

5

Figure 5. Distribution of responses to the SIBLAC proposal

However, some assumption need to be made. The first one concerns normal distribution, needed for a
parametrical test. Given our high number of respondents (n=136) and the overall distribution of
responses to the SIBLAC proposal question illustrated in Figure 2, we can assume a normal distribution
of the data. The second assumption regards the homogeneity of variances between the superordinate
identity group and the subordinate identity group. To secure that the variances of our two groups are
homogeneous I run a variance ratio test17, testing the alternative hypothesis that the variance ration
differs from one. It results that we cannot reject the hypothesis that the standard deviations are the same
and so assume that our two groups have equal variances. Table 5 presents the result of the two samples
t-test.
17

The null hypotheses (R=1) cannot be rejected. The two-tailed test of the alternative hypothesis (R !=1) equals p=0.31 (f=1.2821; degrees of
freedom= 65, 68).
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Table 5. Mean Support for SIBLAC proposal by Treatment among Nepali respondents
total
Subordinate
Superordinate
Mean
identity
identity
difference
3.815
3.621
4
-0.379
SIBLAC
(1.016)
(1.064)
(0.939)
proposal
135
N
Standard deviations in parentheses

66

t-stat

p-value

-2.196

0.030

69

The mean score for the group receiving the subordinate identity treatment (T=0) is 3.621, while the
average score for the respondents that received the superordinate identity treatment (T=1) equals 4. The
difference between the two is the estimated treatment impact (-0.379). The test shows the significance
of this difference and rejects the null hypothesis that the treatment has no effect (or that the means of
the two groups are equal) (Ho: diff=0). Hp1 is confirmed at a significance level of 5% (p=0.03)18. The
evidence suggest that the superordinate identity treatment increase the average support for the proposal.

Subordinate ID (n=66)
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Figure 6. Distribution of responses to SIBLAC proposal by Treatment among Nepali respondents

As visible in Figure 3, the 4.55% that reported to “strongly disagree” to the proposal and part of the
individuals who neither agree nor disagree under a subordinate identity condition, move to the last point
of the Likert scale19, which increase by 13.57% ,under the superordinate identity condition.

18

One-tailed p-value=0.015, that is accept the alternative hypothesis that the group primed with the superordinate identity, on average,
support more the proposal than the group primed with the subordinate identity.
19
That is “strongly agree”.
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5.2 Secondary analysis: Identity salience and Hydropower Development
perceptions
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In this section, I present the results of additional analyses about hydropower development perceptions.
I asked the respondents how they perceive hydropower development on a 1-5 Likert scale, for them
personally, for indigenous and ethnic minorities living in remote areas of Sikkim, and for people living
in urban areas. The five points of the Likert scale correspond to very disadvantageous, mostly
disadvantageous, neither beneficial nor disadvantageous, mostly beneficial and very beneficial. Figure
4 illustrates the distribution of the three variables.

1

2

3
4
HPD percept remote areas
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5

Figure 7. Distribution of responses to HPD perceptions questions by its three dimension (personal, for people in remote areas,
for people in urban areas)

We want to see if the identity salience has an effect of the perceptions towards hydropower development.
To test this we run a two-sample t-test to test if there is a significant mean difference in these perceptions
between respondents that received a superordinate identity prime and respondents that received the
subordinate identity prime. While it is important to understand whether the treatment may affect
perceptions (and affect support), there is no particular theory motivating in which direction this may go.
Therefore, I have not made specific hypotheses. I take the whole sample in consideration since there is
no reason to consider or to leave out any particular group.
Table 6. Average Hydropower Development Perceptions by Treatment
total
HPD
perceptions
personal
HPD
perceptions
remote areas
HPD
perceptions
urban areas

2.966
(1.212)
3.007
(1.054)
3.979
(1.079)

Subordinate
identity
2.917
(1.219)
2.917
(1.045)
4.028
(0.934)

N

146

72

Superordinate
identity
3.014
(1.211)
3.095
(1.062)
3.932
(1.209)
74

Mean
difference
-0.097

t-stat

p-value

-0.482

0.631

-0.178

-1.020

0.310

-0.095

0.532

0.595

Table 6 illustrates the results of three two-sample t-tests on the different dimensions of HDP between
respondents that received the subordinate identity prime and respondents that received the superordinate
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identity prime. None of the three t-tests shows significant difference in the mean scores of the two
groups20.
Even though the sample is large enough (n=146) to assume normality, the distribution of the three
variables illustrated in Figure 4 do not seem to follow the Bell Curve. Moreover, a variance ratio test
suggests that I cannot reject the null hypothesis of equal variances between the two groups21 in the case
of hydropower development perceptions in urban area22. Thus, I also run three Two-sample Wilcoxon
rank-sum (Mann-Whitney) test23. The Wilcoxon rank-sum is a non-parametric test alternative to the
two-sample t-test. The Wilcoxon rank-sum tests the null hypothesis that the distribution (location) of a
variable over two groups is the same. In this case, we test if the distribution of the three dimensions of
hydropower development perceptions are equal between respondents that received the subordinate
identity prime and respondents that received the superordinate identity prime. In all three cases, the null
hypothesis cannot be rejected24.
To conclude, both, a parametric and a non-parametric test give evidence that there is no difference in
response to the three HDP questions between the respondents primed with a subordinate identity and
the respondents primed with superordinate identity.

6

Discussion

My results suggests that when Sikkimese identity is salient, the Nepali respondents increase, on average,
the support for an anti-dam proposal made by indigenous groups. These findings confirm research from
social psychology developed by Tajfel and Turner, and support the CIIM, rejecting the IPM. Rejecting
the hypothesis beyond the IPM is not surprising, because the Nepali of Sikkim, despite in majority, are
rather the dominant group in the state. As I previously articulated, the Nepali faced discrimination
through neglecting public goods and land rights, during the formation of the Kingdom of Sikkim and
afterwards; it would be more likely that Lepcha or Bhutia consider their group as prototypical for the
superordinate category, given their strong place-based identity and their history in Sikkim.
Before interpreting these findings, it is important to recall the sensitive political landscape of Sikkim,
where the State Government, in charge since 1994, discriminates politically and economically “nonaligned” behaviours, limiting the political space for civil society (Huber & Joshi, 2015). Moreover, the
ethnic fragmentation present in Sikkim makes inter-ethnic collective action a rather fluid process, since
each community has its own peculiar claims. A part from the latter issues, I consider reasonable to think
that the Nepali feel discouraged to oppose hydropower dams because they do not perceive the protests
as “their own”. In other words, if opposition to hydropower dams is the channel through which certain
indigenous groups express and consolidate their identity with the related claims linked to land,
spirituality, and culture (McDuie-Ra, 2011), communities that do not share the same claims are
disheartened to take part to these protests. Here, I do not mean that the Lepcha and the Bhutia directly
There is no significant difference in the mean scores of “HPD perceptions personal” between respondents that received subordinate
(M=2.917, SD=1.219) and superordinate (M=3.014, SD=1.211) conditions; t (144) = -0.482, p = 0.631.
There is no significant difference in the mean scores of “HDP remote areas” between respondents that received subordinate (M=2.917,
SD=1.045) and superordinate (M=3.095, SD=1.062) conditions; t (144) = -1.020, p = 0.310.
There is no significant difference in the mean scores of “HPD perceptions urban areas” between respondents that received subordinate
(M=4.028, SD=0.934) and superordinate (M=3.932, SD=1.209) conditions; t (144) = -0.532, p = 0.595.
21
Respondents that received a subordinate identity prime and respondents that received the superordinate identity prime.
22
The two-tailed test of the alternative hypothesis (R !=1) equals p=0.03 (f=0.597; degrees of freedom= 71, 73).
23
Tables in the Appendix.
24
In the case of “HDP personal”, the results indicate that the medians are not statistically different at any level smaller than 68.7%. Similarly,
for “HDP remote areas” the results indicate that the medians are not statistically different at any level smaller than 27.3%. For the last
dimension, which is “HDP urban areas”, the results indicate that the medians are not statistically different at any level smaller than 90.4%.
20
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exclude non-indigenous communities to take part in any form of collective mobilization. I take a firm
distance to this, arguing that the mechanism that leads to the non-mobilization of the Nepali is instead
indirect, rooted in the history that shaped the relations among ethnic communities in Sikkim.
Furthermore, the subdivision of the Nepali faction into different tribes and castes further complicates
the rise of a “Nepali protest” against hydropower dams. However, further research is needed to prove
this.
Both Charnysh et al. (2015), and Transue (2007), being aware of the risks involved in nationalism,
suggest that the promotion of a national identity can induce inter-ethnic altruistic behaviour and being a
force for inclusion. With “promotion”, Charnysh et al. (2015) mean the simple increase in the
appearance of national symbols, such as a national flag or an anthem. Albeit largely arguable in terms
of effectiveness, boosting a Sikkimese identity could also be convenient. However, the State
government, represented by a particular political party, goes in the opposite direction, promoting ethnic
division trough the actualization of socio-economic categories. This mechanism not only assure the
party with bank votes in exchange of public goods, but also facilitates the overcoming of collective
mobilization (Chettri, 2015).
A more feasible solution could come from civil society. Although the Bhutia and the Lepcha convinced
the State government to scrap at least eight hydropower projects with their opposition, they could think
of making their protests more inclusive. It could be done shifting the crux of their protests from the
protection of the cultural heritage of their sacred habitats to the pure anti-dams cause. This move could
lead to more effectiveness, because individuals from other communities could join the mobilization,
without feeling discouraged.
To conclude, this research points out that the Nepali of Sikkim living in the study areas, show more
support for an indigenous anti-dams proposal when Sikkimese identity is salient. This suggests that
given the indigenization of the protests against hydropower dams, Nepali could feel discourage to
engage in such opposition because they do not perceive the protests as “their own”. Even if arguably
feasible, the indigenous civil society could make the protests more inclusive, shifting the focus from
indigeneity to hydropower opposition to overcome this issue and make their protest more effective.
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9

Appendix

9.1 Details about sampling and the sample
Table 7 lists details about the field visits, such as dates, locations and number of observations.
Table 7. Additional details about village visits with location and number of observations
Visit
1
2
3
4

Date
21/01/2016
22/01/2016
27/01/2016
28/01/2016

District
EAST
EAST
SOUTH
EAST/SOUTH

5
6

31/01/2016
01/02/2016

EAST
EAST/SOUTH

7
8

03/02/2016
04/02/2016

EAST
EAST/SOUTH

9
10
11

09/02/2016
10/02/2016
11/02/2016

WEST
WEST
WEST

GPU
RAKDONG-TINTEK
RAKDONG-TINTEK
NAMPHING
NAMPHING/SIRWANI
CHISOPANI
SINGTAM
SINGTAM/SIRWANI
CHISOPANI
SIRWANI CHISOPANI
SIRWANI
CHISOPANI/NAMPHING
YANGTEN
YANGTEN
YANGTEN

Village/Town
DIKCHU
LOWER TINTEK/MARCHAK
ADARSH GAON
ADARSH GAON/SIRWANI

Observations
13
17
10
14

SINGTAM BAZAR
SINGTAM BAZAR/ADARSH
GAON
SIRWANI
SIRWANI/ADARSH GAON

16
8

UPPER YANGTEN
LOWER ONGLOP
LOWER BALUTHANG

10
12
17

16
13

Table 8 compares the percentages of socio-economic categories of the sample to the real population.
The data about socio-economic categories at village level are not available online, for this reason I
collected them at Gram Panchayat Offices in each municipality during the fieldwork. Due to a lack of
data at village level for Dikchu, upper Yangten, lower Onglop, and lower Baluthang, I used data at
Gram Panchayat Unit (GPU) level.
Table 8. Comparison of the socio-economic categories’ proportions between sample and real population by study areas.

TOT H/H
SC
ST
OBC
MBC
OTHER
BPL
MISSING

Rakdong-Tintek
GPU
Real
Sample

Sirwani

Singtam bazar

Adarsh Gaon

Yangtey GPU

Real

Sample

Real

Sample

Real

Sample

Real

Sample

701
3.7%
29.6%
56.8%
9.7%
-

30
3.3%
26.7%
63.3%
6.7%
-

235
20.4%
30.2%
21.3%
20.8%
7.2%

31
9.7%
35.5%
35.5%
16.1%
-

1144
4.9%
11.6%
-

22
4.5%
4.5%
36.4%
31.8%
9.1%

39
35.8%
41%
23.1%
-

3.2%

-

13.6%

24
4.1%
33.3%
54.2%
8.3%
20.8%
-

641
4.2%
32.3%
39.3%
9.3%
-

-

300
9.3%
36.7%
38%
16%
18.3%
-

-

-

-

-
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9.2 Robustness check
To make my results more robust I run two regression controlling for different observables25. Model 2
shows how the effect of the subordinate identity salience stays stable while controlling for altruism,
environmental concern, risk attitude and living standards. In model 3, I add age and four dummies that
capture the education level of the respondents, respectively illiterate, no schooling, primary and
graduate. The results show that the treatment effects are stable and significant at 5% level in both
model 2 and model 3.
(2)
SIBLAC proposal
0.371*
(0.040)

(3)
SIBLAC proposal
0.369*
(0.046)

Altruism

-0.298
(0.565)

-0.219
(0.698)

Environmental concern

0.129
(0.780)

0.218
(0.644)

Risk Attitude

0.154
(0.785)

0.0828
(0.889)

Living Standards

0.302
(0.447)

0.513
(0.261)

Superordinate

(1)
SIBLAC proposal
0.379*
(0.030)

Female

-0.150
(0.464)

Age

0.00136
(0.864)

Illiterate

0.615
(0.159)

No schooling

0.225
(0.549)

Primary

0.173
(0.495)

Graduate

0.0109
(0.966)

Constant
Observations
Adjusted R2

3.621***
(0.000)
135
0.028

3.625***
(0.000)
135
0.008

3.558***
(0.000)
135
-0.012

p-values in parentheses
*
p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001

25

Model 1 shows the same results as the t-test.
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9.3 Wiconox mann test
HPD Perceptions personal
Treatment

obs

Rank sum

Expected

Subordinate

72

5192

5292

Superordinate

74

5539

5439

Combined

146

10731

10731

Treatment

obs

Rank sum

Expected

Subordinate

72

5023.5

5292

Superordinate

74

5707.5

5439

Combined

146

10731

10731

HPD Perceptions rural areas

HPD Perceptions urban areas
Treatment

obs

Rank sum

Expected

Subordinate

72

5263

5292

Superordinate

74

5468

5439

Combined

146

10731

10731

Unadjusted variance 65268.00
Adjustment for ties -3650.95
Adjusted variance
61617.05
z = -0.403
Prob > |z| = 0.6871
P {Q35(Treatm~t==0) > Q35(Treatm~t==1)} = 0.481

Unadjusted variance 65268.00
Adjustment for ties -5402.37
Adjusted variance
59865.63
z = -1.097
Prob > |z| = 0.2725
P {Q36(Treatm~t==0) > Q36(Treatm~t==1)} = 0.450

Unadjusted variance 65268.00
Adjustment for ties -7515.20
Adjusted variance
57752.80
z = -0.121
Prob > |z| = 0.9039
P {Q37(Treatm~t==0) > Q37(Treatm~t==1)} = 0.495
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9.4 Proposal
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9.5 Consent form
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9.6 Surveys
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