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I study a dynamic model of center-periphery relations that endogenizes the periphery’s grievance via the legacy of repression.
The center’s key trade-off is that repression prevents the periphery from mobilizing today but increases grievances and thus
the group’s ability to mobilize tomorrow, whereas tolerating mobilization diminishes grievances. The model’s predictions
are path dependent, and a tipping point emerges among grievances. Below, the center tolerates mobilization, dissipating
grievances. Above, the center preempts mobilization with perpetual repression or by granting independence, either in-
tensifying grievances or breaking up the country, respectively. Only moderately aggrieved minorities have the opportunity
and desire for mobilization. The model reconciles competing accounts of decentralization and secessionist mobilization, as
the two have a nonmonotonic relationship; moderate decentralization levels are particularly susceptible to mobilization.
Even decentralization optimally chosen by the center can be followed by outbursts of rebellion. The evolution of Basque
secessionism helps to illustrate the model’s dynamics.

When regional minorities demand greater auton-
omy, the government’s response entails not only
immediate costs and benefits but also long-term

consequences for intergroup hostilities. During the Second
Chechen War, for example, Russian artillery strikes appear to
decrease insurgent attacks in the short run but increase in-
surgency in the long run once avengers flee to and reorganize
in other areas (Lyall 2009; Souleimanov and Siroky 2016). In
a similar vein, several scholars quantify the dynamic costs
of repression in the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, where indis-
criminately repressive policies may later encourage Pales-
tinian violence against Israelis (Benmelech, Berrebi, and Klor
2015; Dugan and Chenoweth 2012; Haushofer, Biletzki, and
Kanwisher 2010). In Spain, ETA (Euskadi Ta Askatasuna)
terrorist activities spiked after Franco’s death, and the country
democratized even though the new constitution recognized
the Basques as a protected community. Only after two decades
of protected status did the regional population disavow the
ETA, and the group disbanded.

How do the dynamic effects of repression and toleration
shape center-periphery relations? What implications do they

entail for the evolution of secessionist violence? In this article,
I examine these questions by endogenizing the long-term
costs and benefits of repression and toleration in an explicitly
dynamic model. The model’s novel ingredient is that inter-
actions between a central government and peripheral mi-
nority are explicitly shaped by minority grievances, that is, the
minority’s latent animosity toward the government that arises
from repression and disenfranchisement.

Although grievances arising from repression are central
to a sociological literature studying mobilization (Gurr 1970;
Hechter, Pfaff, and Underwood 2016; Loveman 1998), they
have seen far less attention in political economy that tradi-
tionally focuses on grievances arising from the distribution
of resources between those in and out of power (Acemoglu
and Robinson 2006; Esteban et al. 2018; Shadmehr 2014).1

Thus, a primary goal of the article is to develop a theoretical
framework in which to explicitly study the relationship be-
tween grievances and minority mobilization. To do this, I
focus on two characteristics of grievance that appear essen-
tial for a theory of intergroup conflict. First, policies asso-
ciated with repression fuel psychological tensions between
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1. Since Gurr (1970) and Horowitz (1985), grievances have a central place in work on rebellion and ethnic conflict, but cross-country regressions

generally show little relationship between grievances and civil war onset (Collier and Hoeffler 2004; Fearon and Laitin 2003). As discussed below, more
recent analyses demonstrate greater empirical support for grievance-based explanations using group-level or microlevel data.
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the center and the periphery, whereas toleration allows
tensions to soften over time (Hechter et al. 2016; Horowitz
1985; Petersen 2002). Second, grievances are politically ex-
ploitable, and larger levels of antipathy toward the govern-
ment imply that the periphery more successfully mobilizes
for secession (Bueno de Mesquita 2010; Cederman, Weid-
mann, and Gleditsch 2011).

The baseline model incorporates these features by treat-
ing grievances as an evolving stock in a stochastic game.
Within each of a potentially infinite number of interactions,
the government first chooses whether to preemptively repress
the periphery, grant it independence, or adopt a more hands-
off approach. Independence ends the game in a peaceful
parting of ways, while repression allows the government to
maintain control for one period at some fixed cost. With the
hands-off policy, the periphery decides whether to mobilize,
and the probability with which mobilization succeeds in se-
cession is increasing in the group’s grievances. At the end of
the period, if the government still maintains control, then the
interaction is repeated. Grievances, however, evolve. Griev-
ances increase in the next period if the government uses re-
pression today but decrease if it refrains from repressing.

This article makes three main contributions. First, the
analysis identifies the dynamic trade-offs that relate griev-
ances to the government’s treatment of regional minorities.
The government wants to secure the region and minimize the
probability of secession. It also wants to maximize the benefits
of regional control, especially those that arise if grievances
dissipate to peaceful levels. Because grievances and the mi-
nority’s mobilization effectiveness are positively related, which
goal the government prioritizes is explicitly determined by the
current grievance level. If grievances are not too large, then
incentives for peace dominate incentives for security, and the
government gambles for unity. That is, it tolerates secessionist
mobilization in the short run in order to establish enough
amity for a stable peace in the long run. In contrast if griev-
ances are very large, then the security effect dominates, and
the government preempts mobilization with either repres-
sion or independence.

Thus, the government’s decision to use repression and
repression’s effects on minority grievances reinforce each
other over time. On the one hand, repression increases the
minority’s resentment toward the government, magnifying
the future security benefits of repression. On the other, the
government may reduce intergroup resentment toward peace-
ful levels by tolerating minority protest, thereby attenuating the
future security costs associated with toleration. Most starkly,
equilibrium behavior is path dependent, and a tipping point
emerges among grievance levels. When grievances initially fall
below the tipping point, they remain small, evolving toward

zero over time. Above the tipping point, the government either
perpetually represses, intensifying grievances, or grants inde-
pendence, entailing the breakup of the country.

Second, I use the model to study the relationship between
secession and decentralization, one of the most prominent
tools that governments use to contain secessionism. Despite
its importance, there is little scholarly consensus on the ef-
fectiveness of decentralization: some theories paint it as a
long-term, stabilizing solution to conflict, but others consider
it a violent interlude along the path to secession.2 Reconciling
these competing accounts, I find that decentralized institu-
tions may have higher rates of minority unrest than their more
centralized counterparts and vice versa. In particular, regions
with moderate levels of decentralization are the most sus-
ceptible to secessionist mobilization. This result emerges be-
cause moderate amounts of decentralization encourage gam-
bling for unity, as decentralization decreases the time required
for grievances to reach peaceful levels, thereby making the
strategy more attractive. Furthermore, decentralization dis-
suades the government from using repression to preempt
mobilization, as the benefits from controlling the regional
territory decrease with greater power-sharing arrangements.
In contrast, small decentralization levels encourage the gov-
ernment to use repression, and large ones dissuade minorities
from mobilizing altogether.

I also characterize the government’s optimal decentral-
ization level and its associated risk of secession. In some cases,
the government decentralizes and deters the threat of seces-
sion, as in the United Kingdom after devolution in the late
1990s. In other cases, however, decentralization, even when
optimally chosen by the central government, does not deter
secession and may encourage minority mobilization, as in the
Basque Country after the adoption of the Spanish Constitu-
tion. Such a dynamic emerges because the government only
decentralizes in equilibrium if it expects to tolerate mobili-
zation and temper grievances in the future. When decentral-
izing, the government therefore faces a trade-off between
minimizing the risk of secession in the short run when griev-
ances are large and securing a favorable degree of decentral-
ization in the long run when grievances diminish. The gov-
ernment may risk mobilization today in order to achieve a more
favorable decentralization arrangement in the long term if it
expects the periphery’s ability to mobilize to quickly dissipate

2. To see when decentralization intensifies secessionist mobilization,
see Brancati (2006), Cornell (2002), and Lake and Rothchild (1996). To
see when it mitigates mobilization, see Horowitz (1985), Siroky and Cuffe
(2014), and Tranchant (2016). For mixed effects, see Cederman et al.
(2015) and Saideman et al. (2002).
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through diminished grievances. Although the government could
always decentralize to such a degree that successfully prevents
mobilization, it may refrain from doing so to avoid power-
sharing arrangements that are overly gracious to the periphery
once grievances diminish.

Third, grievances have a nonmonotonic relationship with
secessionist violence where only moderately aggrieved mi-
norities mobilize in equilibrium. With small grievances, the
periphery has no desire to mobilize. With moderate grievances,
the government gambles for unity and minority unrest erupts.
At large grievances, however, a selection effect emerges because
the government preempts mobilization by the most aggrieved
minorities. As such, the government’s use of repression or
granting of independence masks the effects of enhanced griev-
ances on civil-conflict onset. This matches patterns of se-
cessionist violence associated with Basque independence,
where violence immediately spikes after democratization and
tapers off over time. Persistent repression in the Franco era
would prevent Basque mobilization even though grievances
accrue during constant repression. As Spain democratizes,
however, repression becomes more costly, which encourages
the government to gamble for unity. Thus, greater violence
erupts even though grievances diminish over time.

MODELING GRIEVANCE
In this section, I justify two substantive assumptions con-
cerning repression-based grievances that appear essential for
a theory of ethnic conflict and underlie the model below.
Together they explain the model’s law of motion that governs
the relationship between repression and the minority’s mo-
bilization capacity.

First, grievances arise through government’s mistreatment
of the minority group (Gurr 1970; Horowitz 1985). In the
model, grievances increase when the government uses re-
pression and decrease when it abstains from repression and
tolerates potential protest. This dynamic matches studies that
find state repression, especially when indiscriminate in nature,
increases insurgent support and antiregime sentiments (Lyall
et al. 2013; Opp and Roehl 1990). In contrast, more concilia-
tory actions allow intergroup resentment to reside, although
substantial time may be required for peace to emerge. Even
with large degrees of economic and political inequality that
arise between captains and crew in the British Royal Navy, for
example, Hechter et al. (2016) find that abstaining from severe
repression reduces incidental grievances and intergroup strife.
In the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, actions such as lifting cur-
fews temper Palestinian terrorism (Dugan and Chenoweth
2012). Although repression is costly and increases intergroup
resentment, it also entails benefits for the government as it
prevents mobilization in the short run. The key tension is that

repression secures the region for the government, but it
intensifies intergroup antipathy in future interactions.3

Second, more intense grievances increase the periphery’s
ability to rally for secession. Empirically, there is substantial
evidence that repression can backfire and incite resistance
(Benmelech et al. 2015; Condra and Shapiro 2012; Kocher,
Pepinsky, and Kalyvas 2011; Rasler 1996; Zwerman and
Steinhoff 2005). In Pinochet’s dictatorship, for example,
grievances arising from indiscriminate repression intensify
personal and collective support for antigovernment causes
(Bautista et al. 2021; Loveman 1998). Note that this assump-
tion does not imply that mobilization follows immediately
from large grievances. In the model, mobilization will not
occur (even with large grievances) if the peripheral elite
chooses to stay at home or if the government preempts mo-
bilization with repression or the granting of independence.
Rather, if the peripheral elite mobilize their region for seces-
sion at more severe grievance levels, then they will have greater
support from the local population, thereby increasing the
chances of success.

The dynamic that repression increases the future mobili-
zation capacity of the repressed can have several microfoun-
dations, although the model abstracts away from specific
mechanisms. Cederman et al. (2011) argue that grievances
arising from repression and disenfranchisement serve as
mobilization resources because they solidify collective iden-
tities and aid recruitment to antigovernment causes. Repres-
sion could also increase the regional population’s relative
benefits of independence via enhanced grievances. As in global
games of protests and revolutions, larger benefits of successful
collective action increase the proportion of the population
willing to engage in costly antigovernment activities (Bueno
de Mesquita 2010; Morris and Shadmehr 2018; Tyson and
Smith 2018). Finally, outside of grievances, repression could
have negative economic externalities that lead to higher unem-
ployment (e.g., Bueno de Mesquita 2005).4 When unemploy-
ment is rampant, regional elites more easily recruit high-quality
activists, resulting in more effective mobilization. In contrast, if
the government refrains from repression, the local economy
could improve, diminishing the periphery’s capacity.

Finally, this section elucidates how the current article de-
parts from other dynamic games of conflict that treat the
variable measuring the effectiveness of conflict (or mobiliza-
tion) as exogenous (Acemoglu and Robinson 2006; Esteban

3. Of course, the government may have other tools at its disposal to
contain mobilization apart from repression. One such prominent example is
decentralization, which I investigate after developing a baseline model of
grievance.

4. Dragu (2017), Rozenas (2020), and Tyson (2018) also endogenize
the effectiveness of repression.
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et al. 2018; Fearon 2004; Harish and Little 2017; Powell 2012).
By permitting grievances to evolve endogenously, I study how
today’s interaction shapes tomorrow’s trade-offs via changes in
the periphery’s ability to mobilize. Thus, the model relates to
bargaining when competitors choose divisions of goods that
influence future violence capabilities (Fearon 1996; Powell
2013). In these models, actors cannot commit to not increase
demands after power changes. In contrast, in an extension to
study decentralization, I consider a scenario in which bar-
gaining entails substantial commitment.5 Before the interac-
tion, the government decentralizes by dividing regional ben-
efits, a division persisting throughout the subsequent game
unless the periphery gains independence. I demonstrate that
secession can still break out even after the government credibly
commits to positive benefits to the periphery.

MODEL
A central government, called the Center and labeled C, and a
peripheral elite, called the Periphery and labeled P, struggle
to control a regional territory.6 The two groups interact for a
potentially infinite number of periods t ∈ N and discount
future interactions by d ∈ (0; 1).

Period t’s interaction is characterized by a commonly ob-
served state variable gt ∈ N0 that describes the peripheral
population’s current level of grievance toward the central
government. Grievances determine the probability with which
secessionist mobilization succeeds if launched by the Periph-
ery. Label this probability F(gt) ∈ ½0; 1", where F is weakly
increasing in g t and limg→∞Fðg) p p. As discussed above, a
secessionist movement more likely succeeds as the region be-
comes more aggrieved. Furthermore, assume that secession is
impossible when the local population has no grievances (i.e.,
F(0) p 0) and that there exists one grievance g for which
mobilization is not deterministic (i.e., Fðg) ∈ (0; 1)). While I
focus on secession throughout, mobilization can be interpreted
more broadly as an attempt to force concessions from the
central government, including protest, violence, conflict, or
support for a separatist party.

Once the Periphery gains control over its territory, it
retains control in the subsequent interaction. In other words,
independence is an absorbing state, essentially ending the

game.7 In contrast, if the Center controls the regional terri-
tory in period t, then figure 1 describes the interaction within
the period, which proceeds as follows.

1. The Center chooses policy rt ∈ f∅; 0; 1g, deciding
whether to grant independence (rt p ∅), use pre-
emptive repression (rt p 1), or pursue a hands-off
approach (rt p 0).

2.
a) If the Center grants independence (rt p ∅),

then the interaction ends with the Periphery
gaining control over the region.

b) If the Center represses (rt p 1), then it
retains control of the territory for the period.

c) If the Center adopts a hands-off policy by
neither repressing nor granting independence
(rt p 0), then the Periphery decides to mo-
bilize a secessionist movement (mt p1) or
not (mt p 0). With probability F(g

t

), mo-
bilization succeeds, and the Periphery gains
independence, ending the interaction. With
complimentary probability, mobilization fails,
and the territory remains under Center control.

Payoffs are as follows. Actor i receives per period benefit
pi

j ≥ 0 when j controls the territory, and I normalize the
Center’s benefit under Periphery control to zero, pP

C p 0.8

The benefits can include the region’s tax surplus or control
over its linguistic or cultural policies, which carry their own
similarly tangible benefits such as trade, employment op-
portunities, and so on. Because independence is an absorbing
state, if the Periphery gains control over the region, then
actors receive total future benefits pP

i 1 dpP
i 1 d2pP

i 1 ::: ,
reducing to pP

i =(1 2 d). Accordingly, figure 1 reports these
total benefits after histories in which the Periphery gains
territorial control. Repression and mobilization are costly,
and they entail per period costs kC and kP for the Center and
Periphery, respectively. I focus on generic cases in which
kC ≠ pC

C . Finally if the Periphery successfully mobilizes a se-
cessionist movement, then the Center receives a cost 2w,
where the parameter w 1 0 captures the Center’s preference
for Center-initiated independence over a messier secessionist
movement.

5. Early theories of decentralization focus on the trade-off between
economies of scale and preference heterogeneity (e.g., Alesina and Spolaore
1997; Bolton and Roland 1997). Later theories investigate decentralization’s
effect on secessionist violence in a static framework without grievances
(Anesi and De Donder 2013; Flamand 2019).

6. In Spain, the Center and Periphery would be the central government
and Basque secessionist leaders, respectively. The Center and Periphery
could also be the Israeli government and a Palestinian liberation faction.

7. This assumption is standard in dynamic models of civil conflict
(e.g., Acemoglu and Robinson 2006; Esteban et al. 2018; Fearon 2004).

8. It is also possible to normalize the Periphery’s payoff of Center
control, pC

P , to zero as well. Avoiding this normalization makes the de-
centralization application discussed below more intuitive.
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As long as the Center retains control over the local terri-
tory, the interaction within each period remains the same.
Nonetheless, grievances change endogenously and evolve
according to the history of government repression. As dis-
cussed in the previous section, repression increases the
Periphery’s animosity toward the Center in the future, but
these grievances depreciate absent such repression. Formally,
if today’s grievances are gt and the Center chooses policy rt,
then tomorrow’s grievances gt11 take the form

gt11 p

(
gt 1 1 if rt p 1
maxfgt 2 1; 0g otherwise:

Along with the game’s extensive form, this formalization has
an intuitive interpretation. In the short run, preemptive re-
pression prevents regional protests and mobilization within
period t, but in the long run, repression increases regional
grievances in period t 1 1.9 When the Center refrains from
repressing the regional populace, their resentment toward the
government depreciates tomorrow although the Periphery
may mobilize today.10 Large grievances result in a Periphery
with a stronger ability for protests and mobilization, and
smaller grievances diminish this ability.

I focus the analysis on interesting cases, barring certain
parameter values leading to trivial interaction. This focus
translates into assumptions 1 and 2.

Assumption 1. The Periphery values independence;
that is,

pP
P 2 pC

P 1
(1 2 d)kP

p
:

Assumption 1 implies that the Periphery mobilizes if the
Center were to never grant independence and the Periphery
has capacity that would arise from infinitely large grievances;
that is, limg→∞Fðg) p p. To see this, note that the Periphery
receives a total payoff of pC

P=(1 2 d) if it never mobilizes and
the Center never grants independence. If the Periphery were
to mobilize once with the largest probability of success p and
never mobilize afterward, then its expected payoff would be
p(pP

P=(12 d))1 (12 p)(pC
P=(12 d))2 kP, assuming the Cen-

ter never grants independence. Assumption 1 holds if and
only if the latter payoff is larger than the former. The next as-
sumption says that successful secessionist movements impose
nontrivial costs on the Center.

Assumption 2. Secession is sufficiently costly; that is,

w 1 min

(
pC

C(1 2 p)
p

;
(1 2 d)kC 2 p(pC

C 2 dkC)
p(1 2 d)

)

:

The assumption implies that the Center prefers to use re-
pression or grant independence rather than risk secession
when the Periphery mobilizes with capacity p. It is satisfied
for all w 1 0 when p p 1, so the Center’s cost of successful
secession can be arbitrarily close to zero if p p 1. To see the
substance behind assumption 2, note that if the Center never
uses repression or grants independence and the Periphery
mobilizes in every period with probability of success p, then
the Center’s payoff is ½(1 2 p)pC

C 2 pw"=½1 2 (1 2 p)d". The

Figure 1. Period of interaction under the Center’s control. For the Center, rt p ∅ denotes independence; rt p 1, repression; and rt p 0, hands-off policy.
For the Periphery, mt p 1 denotes mobilize, and mt p 0, no mobilization. Filled squares reference histories after which the Periphery gains independence,

ending the interaction. Grievances, gt, are commonly observed.

9. It may appear that repression has no persistent benefits on P’s
potential for mobilization, but this is not the case as repression’s benefits
persist for an entire period. Because the length of a period is arbitrary, the
model captures situations in which repression’s security benefits deterio-
rate more quickly than its effects on regional grievances.

10. Although grievances increase by one unit after repression, this does
not rule out the possibility of increasing or decreasing returns to grievances,
which could be captured by the shape of function F.
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second assumption holds if and only if this value is smaller
than maxf½(pC

C 2 kC)=(1 2 d)"; 0g. Here, (pC
C 2 kC)=(1 2 d)

is the Center’s payoff from repressing in every period, and 0 is
its payoff from granting independence.

The model is a dynamic game with complete information.
As such, I characterize Markov perfect equilibria, that is,
subgame perfect equilibria in stationary Markovian strate-
gies (equilibria hereafter). A mixed strategy for the Center is a
function jC : f∅; 0; 1g# N0 → ½0; 1", where jC(r; g) denotes
the probability of choosing policy r ∈ f∅; 0; 1g at grievance g
before the Periphery gains independence. For the Periphery,
a strategy is a function jP : N0 → ½0; 1", where jP(g) denotes
the probability of mobilization (conditional on C choosing
r p 0) at grievance g. A strategy profile j is a pair j p
(jC; jP). Finally, Vj

i (g) denotes i’s continuation value from
beginning the game at grievance g when both actors subse-
quently play according to profile j. Appendix A (apps. A–I are
available online) contains formal statements of expected utilities
and the equilibrium definition.

Before proceeding, several remarks on the game’s setup
are in order. First, the cost of repression enters separably
into the Center’s payoff rather than multiplicatively (as in
Acemoglu and Robinson 2006; Shadmehr 2014). The latter
approach effectively constrains the cost of repression to fall
between 0 andpC

C . As I show below, larger costs of repression,
kC 1 pC

C , are necessary for the Center to grant independence
and for cycles of repression and mobilization to emerge.

Second, the Center’s per period payoff after failed mobi-
lization is equal to its payoff after no mobilization. Instead I
could allow the Center to incur cost w regardless of mo-
bilization’s outcome, in which case w would be interpreted as
the Center’s cost of secessionist mobilization rather than
successful secession. With this alteration, the substantive
behavior in equilibrium would not change, although the
specific functional form of the equilibrium cutpoints would.
What is key in the subsequent analysis is that the Center is
not indifferent between granting independence today (payoff
of zero) and the outcome arising from successful mobiliza-
tion (payoff of 2w). This strict preference is required for the
Center to grant independence with positive probability,
and I choose the current specification to best highlight this
connection.11

Third, grievances decrease after the government abstains
from repression even after failed mobilization. As discussed in

the “Modeling Grievance” section, this reflects work demon-
strating that actions such as lifting curfews in the Palestinian
territories or avoiding floggings in the British Navy reduce
intergroup resentment. Similarly, if the Periphery stages a
secessionist movement but fails because of a lack of local
turnout, then regional support for secession could decrease in
the future.12 Finally, the substantive features of equilibria
would not change if this assumption were relaxed to some
degree; for example, grievances depreciate with probability
b ∈ (0; 1" after failed mobilization. The main assumptions
driving the results are that (a) grievances are unlikely to in-
crease after the center abstains from repression and that
(b) they decrease with positive probability.

EVOLUTION OF GRIEVANCES
To explicate the relationship between grievances and equilib-
rium behavior, I partition grievances into three levels, small,
medium, and large, and detail behavior within each level.
Subsequently, I summarize the results and describe the sub-
stantive implications.

Small grievances
Grievances are small when successful mobilization is so
unlikely that the Periphery chooses not to mobilize regardless
of the Center’s strategy. Mobilization cannot be optimal at
grievance g if its costs exceeds its relative benefits:

kP 1 F(g)|{z}
Pr success

pP
P

1 2 d

zffl}|ffl{Value of secession

2pC
P 2 dVj

P(maxfg 2 1; 0g)|fflfflfflfflfflfflfflfflfflfflfflfflfflfflfflfflfflfflfflfflffl{zfflfflfflfflfflfflfflfflfflfflfflfflfflfflfflfflfflfflfflfflffl}
Value of union

2

6664

3

7775:

ð1Þ

The right-hand side of the inequality denotes the relative
benefits of mobilization at grievance g, where the Periphery
compares its value of successful secession to its value of re-
maining in the country and weights this difference by the
probability of success. Because the Periphery is always guar-
anteed at least pC

P in every period, its continuation value
V j

P(g 0) at grievance g 0 is bounded below by pC
P=(1 2 d) in any

equilibrium j. Combining this lower bound with equation (1)
means that the cutpoint between small and moderate griev-
ances can be defined as

11. Similarly, the qualitative nature of the equilibria would not change
if the Periphery received a cost of secession wP 1 0 after successful mo-
bilization. This addition would have an effect similar to increasing the
costs of mobilization.

12. Notice that diminished grievances can have relatively minor
consequences: even though grievance decrease after failed mobilization,
the change from F( g) to F(g 2 1) may be small or even zero.
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g2 ≡ max

(

g ∈ N0 

""""" kP ≥ F(g)
pP

P 2 pC
P

1 2 d

)

;

which exists when the Periphery values autonomy.13

Proposition 1. If grievances are small, then the Pe-
riphery never mobilizes, the Center neither represses
nor grants independence, and grievances dissipate on
the equilibrium path. That is, g ≤ g2 implies jP(g) p 0
and jC(0; g) p 1 in every equilibrium j.

The proof (and subsequent proofs) is in the appendix,
but the intuition here is straightforward. At small grievances,
there is no desire for mobilization. It is not likely to succeed so
the Periphery does not attempt to secede. Anticipating this,
the Center adopts a hands-off approach, which decreases
grievances and ensures that the peaceful interaction between
the two actors is self-enforcing. If assumption 1 fails, then all
grievances are essentially small, in which case the proposition
characterizes all equilibria.

Moderate grievances
When grievances are larger than g2, the probability of suc-
cessful mobilization is substantial enough that the Periphery
may rally for secession. When the Center expects mobiliza-
tion, it faces a dynamic trade-off. On the one hand, the Center
wants to achieve the long-term benefits of small grievances
and a lasting peace by allowing grievances to diminish to
peaceful levels below g2. On the other hand, the Center aims
to minimize the security risks that occur when the Periphery
mobilizes and potentially secedes from the country. The risk
of secession is short term in the sense that, if the Center
tolerates mobilization for a finite number of periods, then
(with positive probability) secession will not occur, griev-
ances will dissipate to peaceful levels, and national unity will
emerge.

The magnitude of this trade-off depends on current
grievances, specifically, on the number of periods required
for grievances to dissipate to peaceful levels. To quantify the
trade-off, consider the Center’s continuation value, ṼC(g),
from beginning at grievance g and continuing to neither re-
press nor grant independence in all future periods while the
Periphery mobilizes if and only if g 1 g2. Thus, ṼC(g) takes
the form

~VC(g) p

pC
C

1 2 d
if g ≤ g2

2F(g)w|fflfflfflffl{zfflfflfflffl}
Mobilization succeeds

1 (1 2 F(g))(pC
C 1 d~VC(g 2 1))|fflfflfflfflfflfflfflfflfflfflfflfflfflfflfflfflfflfflfflfflfflfflfflfflffl{zfflfflfflfflfflfflfflfflfflfflfflfflfflfflfflfflfflfflfflfflfflfflfflfflffl}

Mobilization fails

if g 1 g2:

8
>><

>>:

ð2Þ

In other words, ṼC(g) denotes the Center’s expected utility
from gambling for unity at grievance g, that is, from tolerating
secessionist mobilization until grievances reach peaceful
levels. This expected utility is strictly decreasing in the cur-
rent level of grievance when g ≥ g2 because larger grievances
imply that the Center will need to wait additional periods
before a lasting peace emerges, thereby raising the risk suc-
cessful mobilization in the gambling for unity dynamic. Un-
der assumption 2, limg→∞ṼC(g) ! maxf½(pC

C 2 kC)=(1 2 d)";
0g, which is the Center’s payoff from choosing between in-
definite repression or granting independence. Thus, there
exists a cutpoint g1 ∈ N0 such that

g ! g1 if and only if ṼC(g) 1 max

#
pC

C 2 kC
1 2 d

; 0
$
: ð3Þ

Equation (3) says that when grievances are moderate
(g2 ! g ! g1), the Center’s desire for a lasting peace domi-
nates its security concerns about short-term mobilization.
Although it always has independence or repression as a po-
tential recourse, the Center refrains form using these tactics in
order to reduce grievances to peaceful levels. For large griev-
ances (g ≥ g1), however, the Center would prefer either
repressing indefinitely or granting independence to the gam-
bling for unity dynamic.

Proposition 2. If grievances are moderate, then the
Periphery always mobilizes, the Center neither re-
presses nor grants independence, and grievances dis-
sipate on the equilibrium path. That is, g ∈ (g2; g1)
implies jP(g) p 1 and jC(0; g) p 1 in every equilib-
rium j.

Thus, (g2, g1) denotes the gambling for unity interval
where the Center tolerates some secessionist mobilization in
hopes that grievances will dissipate to peaceful levels before
losing control of the region. Furthermore, lemma 3 in the
appendix demonstrates that if assumption 1 holds but as-
sumption 2 does not, then all grievances are either moderate
or small, in which case propositions 1 and 2 characterize all
equilibria.

Large grievances
Grievances are large above g1. In this case equation (3) says
that the Center prefers to either use indefinite repression or
grant independence rather than gamble for unity with the

13. When defining g2, I am implicitly considering generic cases in which
kP 1 F(g2)½(pP

P 2 pC
P )=(1 2 d)"; otherwise, the Periphery is indifferent be-

tween mobilizing and not at g2 if the expression held with equality.
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Periphery. This creates a selection effect at large grievances
where the government preempts secessionist mobilization,
and the Periphery may not have the opportunity to mo-
bilize precisely because it has large grievances.

How the Center avoids gambling for unity depends on
whether it can effectively repress the regional minority. To
distinguish two cases, say the regime has high (low) repres-
sion capacity if the cost of repression is small (large); that is,
kC ! pC

C (kC 1 pC
C). The cost of repression varies across

countries depending on a host of factors including the
Center’s military capabilities or the country’s regime type, as
autocrats may more easily repress than leaders of democra-
cies because of lower executive constraints. The next prop-
osition characterizes equilibrium behavior in both high- and
low-capacity regimes at large grievances.14

Proposition 3. If grievances are large (g ≥ g1), then
the following items hold.

1. With high repression capacity (kC ! pC
C), the

Center always represses, the Periphery always
mobilizes, and grievances grow on the equilib-
rium path. That is, jC(1; g) p 1 and jP(g ) p 1
in every equilibrium j.

2. With low repression capacity (kC 1 pC
C), the Cen-

ter grants independence with positive probabil-
ity on the equilibrium path, the equilibrium path
never transitions to small or moderate grievances
g 0 ! g1, and the Periphery eventually gains con-
trol over its territory in every equilibrium.

With high repression capacity, the Center uses indefinite
repression to prevent mobilization at large grievances, in-
creasing grievances and ensuring repression is used in sub-
sequent interactions. Notice that the Periphery certainly
mobilizes, but mobilization occurs off the equilibrium path.
That is, the Periphery has the desire to mobilize but not the
opportunity because of repression.

When the Center has higher repression costs, equilibrium
behavior is more complicated, however. Notice that there is
some indeterminacy in proposition 3.2, and the Periphery
may be mobilizing on the equilibrium path with positive
probability depending on specific parameter values—I ex-
amine this possibility below. Nonetheless, proposition 3.2
still produces clear substantive predictions. With low re-
pression capacity and large grievances, the equilibrium path
never transitions to moderate or small grievances. The

Center must grant independence with positive probability,
and the Periphery ultimately gains control over its own ter-
ritory, although it may arise from secessionist mobilization
or Center-granted independence.

Dynamics and implications
There exists considerable path dependence in center-periphery
relationships. To see this, figure 2 summarizes the dynamics
of the baseline model. Its horizontal axis denotes the exog-
enous cost of repression, and its vertical axis denotes the
endogenous grievance levels. The remaining lines carve out
the state and parameter spaces, where the solid line repre-
sents the cutpoint g1 as a function of repression’s cost. The
labels describe behavior emerging under their respective
area. As described above, there is some indeterminacy in the
region labeled by independence, which corresponds to low
repression capacity in proposition 3. In this region, the Pe-
riphery will ultimately gain independence, but it can be
peacefully granted by the Center or won through successful
mobilization.

Small changes in initial grievances can have large effects on
the long-term evolution of grievances and the Center’s treat-
ment of the regional minority.15 The cutpoint g1 demarcates
two basins of attraction. When grievances are initially small
or moderate, they evolve toward zero in equilibrium as the
Center tolerates mobilization. If initial grievances are mod-
erate, then the Center gambles for unity even though the
dynamic entails losing the region with positive probability. In
contrast, when grievances are large, they remain large and
never dissipate to peaceful levels. Perpetual repression, which
eliminates the possibility of secession, emerges in regimes
with high repression capacity, whereas the Periphery ulti-
mately gains independence in regimes with low capacity.

The relationship between grievances and secessionist con-
flict can be nonmonotonic. This is seen in figure 3, which
graphs the equilibrium path in high-capacity regimes. Notice
that the probability of secession is only positive when
grievances are moderate and the government gambles for
unity. When grievances are small, there is no desire for
mobilization from the Periphery even though the govern-
ment tolerates the possibility. When grievances are large, the
Center represses, suppressing the opportunity for mobiliza-
tion. This matches patterns in Lacina (2014, 733), who
investigates ethnic violence in India and concludes that “a

14. As with small grievances, the result is stated for the generic case
when ṼC(g1) 1 maxf½(pC

C 2 kC)=(1 2 d)"; 0g.

15. There are several sources of grievances apart from repression
because they reflect policies of past regimes, the success of nation-building
exercises, and the strength of the regional identity, for example. These
factors vary across countries and regions within countries, and this vari-
ation can be captured in the model with initial grievances, g1.
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linear relationship between objective measures of grievance
and militancy is therefore thwarted by governments’ credible
threat of repression against the most marginal, aggrieved
interests.”

More broadly, this relates to the elusive empirical rela-
tionship between grievances and civil conflict (Collier and
Hoeffler 2004; Fearon and Laitin 2003). Although others
have illustrated that macromeasures of grievances have em-
pirical shortcomings (Cederman et al. 2011), the analysis
here suggests that reduced-form correlations would generally
underestimate the effects of grievances on secessionist con-
flict even if grievances were perfectly observable. When
grievances are small or moderate, grievances are essentially
positively correlated with the risk of secessionism. Below g1,
smaller grievances decrease the Periphery’s mobilization
capacity, and it becomes less likely to mobilize in equilib-
rium. If grievances are large, then the relationship is more

complicated, as the Center’s equilibrium strategy generally
prevents mobilization with repression or independence.
Here, these observations have minority groups with con-
siderable grievances and mobilization capacity, but the op-
portunity for mobilization is limited. The correlation be-
tween grievances and civil conflict is attenuated when data
fall above the gambling for unity interval.

A final implication of this discussion is that the Pe-
riphery’s expected utility has a nonmonotonic relationship
with grievances and therefore its mobilization capacity. As-
suming the gambling for unity interval is nonempty (g1 2
g2 1 1) and high repression capacity, the Periphery’s equi-
librium continuation value Vj

P(g) is uniquely maximized at
grievance g1 2 1 because this level permits mobilization for
the greatest number of periods and with the highest capacity
on the equilibrium path. Hence, regional activists who at-
tempt to stir up grievances face an important risk in regimes

Figure 2. Summary of the dynamics in the baseline model

Figure 3. Equilibrium path in regimes with high repression capacity, kC ! pC
C
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with high repression capacity. There is a window of oppor-
tunity for regional grievances to be effective and secession to
occur with positive probability. If they create too much re-
sentment in the regional population, then the government
represses and eliminates the possibility of independence.

Repression in low-capacity regimes
Can repression occur in regimes even when it is not per pe-
riod profitable? Say an equilibrium j supports long-term re-
pression if there exists grievance g such that the Center
represses with positive probability for all grievances larger
than g; that is, jC(1; g 0) 1 0 for all g 0 ≥ g. Say an equilibrium j

supports cycles of repression and mobilization if there exists
grievance g such that (a) the Center represses with positive
probability at g (i.e., jC(1; g) 1 0), (b) the Periphery mobi-
lizes with positive probability along the equilibrium path at
g 1 1 (i.e., jC(0; g 1 1)jP(g 1 1) 1 0), and (c) mobilization
can fail at g 1 1 (i.e., F(g 1 1) ! 1). If j supports cycles at
grievance g, then the equilibrium path can alternate between
repression at grievance g and mobilization at g 1 1 for a finite
number of periods with positive probability.

Proposition 4.

1. In low capacity regimes (kC 1 pC
C), no equilib-

rium supports long-term repression.
2. If kC 1 (1 1 d)pC

C , then the Center never represses
with positive probability in any equilibrium.

3. There exists a set of parameters such that the
regime has low capacity, and an equilibrium
exists that supports cycles of repression and
mobilization.

Thus, long-term repression is not possible in regimes with
low repression capacity, but the Center may use more short-
term repression in a cycle. Why does the Center repress in
equilibrium even when its per period repression payoff is
negative? The answer involves mixed strategies. In appen-
dix G, I detail a numerical example in which the equilibrium
path of play cycles between grievances g1 and g1 1 1. At
grievance g1, the Center mixes between repression and
granting independence while the Periphery mobilizes with
certainty off the equilibrium path. At grievance g1 1 1, the
Center tolerates mobilization with certainty, and the Periph-
ery mobilizes with probability strictly between zero and one.

In the appendix, I demonstrate that such behavior is part
of an equilibrium under nontrivial parameters, but the in-
tuition for mixing involves intertemporal incentives. The
Center mixes at grievance g1 to make the Periphery indif-
ferent between mobilizing and staying at home at grievance

g1 1 1. With positive probability the Center grants inde-
pendence at g1, depressing incentives for mobilization at
g1 1 1 because the Periphery expects concessions in the fu-
ture and mobilization is costly. With positive probability the
Center represses, increasing incentives for mobilization at
g1 1 1 because the Periphery does not expect concessions.
The Periphery then mixes at grievance g1 1 1 to make the
Center indifferent at g1. It mobilizes with positive proba-
bility, thereby increasing the Center’s incentives to cut its
losses and run via independence (at g1), and it stays at home
with positive probability increasing the Center’s incentive to
repress. Although the Center incurs a negative per period
payoff by repressing at g1, tomorrow, at grievance g1 1 1, it
expects a positive payoff because the Periphery stays at home
with probability sufficiently large.16

Substantively, cycles capture patterns between govern-
ment repression and popular mobilization that emerge in
well-documented empirical cases including the Iranian Rev-
olution (Rasler 1996) and the Israeli-Palestinian conflict
(Haushofer et al. 2010), among others (Carey 2006). Al-
though these cycles are often attributed to tit-for-tat behav-
ior, they arise in this setting where Markov perfect equilibria
exclude punishment strategies. Finally, the model uncovers
two necessary conditions for cycles to emerge on the equi-
librium path: repression is costly but not overwhelmingly
prohibitive, pC

C ! kC ! (1 1 d)pC
C , and initial grievances are

large, g1 ≥ g1.

DECENTRALIZATION AND PROSPECTS FOR PEACE
I now use the model to study the relationship between de-
centralization and mobilization and illustrate how grievances
mediate the relationship. The exercise helps reconcile com-
peting findings in the literature that suggest decentralization
both encourages and discourages secessionism. To do this, I
simplify the model’s payoffs assuming that complete control
over the region is worth p to both actors. The parameter
d ∈ ½0;p" denotes the degree of decentralization. If the
country remains together at the end of a period, then the
Center receives p2 d and the Periphery receives d, regard-
less of the actions chosen in the period.17 If the Periphery

16. Specifically, the Center’s indifference condition at g1 is 0 p
pC

C 2 kC 1 dV j
C(g1 1 1). Note that the logic above explains how to construct

the indifference equations and why they might be satisfied, but the proof
rules out additional profitable deviations, e.g., the Center repressing at
g1 1 1 or the Periphery not mobilizing at g1 in the off-the-path scenario.

17. It could be the case that when the Center represses, its per period
payoff is p2 kC rather than p2 d 2 kC , in which case repression extracts
the entire value of the region. For d 1 0, this is isomorphic to reducing the
cost of repression, an assumption that seems unappealing given the sub-
stantive literature.
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gains independence, then the Center and Periphery receive
0 and p in every remaining period, respectively. In terms of
the other parameters, this means a shift to pC

C p p2 d and
pC

P p d, while pP
C p 0 and pP

P p p.
Two comments are in order before proceeding. First, I

consider credible decentralization when the Center can cred-
ibly commit to a transfer d ∈ ½0;p" throughout the interac-
tion. Rudolph and Thompsom (1985) discuss how decen-
tralization better deters ethnoterritorial mobilization than
one-off policies, and Alonso (2012) accredits this to decen-
tralization’s ability to overcome commitment problems. The
assumption captures the idea that devolved or decentralized
political powers are externally enforced through protected
institutions such as constitutions.

Second, decentralization does not affect the Periphery’s
mobilization ability, F, either directly or through the Pe-
riphery’s grievances. There exist competing a priori expecta-
tions connecting decentralization and minority mobilization.
Decentralization could increase the Periphery’s mobilization
technology through the allocation of fiscal and symbolic re-
sources (Cornell 2002). Yet decentralization could also de-
crease the Periphery’s antipathy toward the Center (and hence
mobilization ability) because power-sharing institutions rep-
resent major policy and symbolic concessions. I sidestep these
issues by treating decentralization as a division of the re-
gional benefit. As such, the results below demonstrate that
decentralization can still encourage mobilization in equilib-
rium even though it has no direct effect on the Periphery’s
mobilization capacity. In addition, the Center may still op-
timally decentralize even though such concessions carry no
grievance-reducing benefit.

Exogenous decentralization
In this section, I treat decentralization as an exogenous pa-
rameter and illustrate comparative statics. Decentralization
affects the two cutpoints defining the gambling for unity
interval, g2[d] and g1[d], which are now parameterized by
the degree of decentralization d ∈ ½0;p".18 The key effect of
decentralization is that larger values decrease the relative
gains of controlling the territory for both actors. When the
stakes of conflict decrease, the Center and the Periphery have
less incentive to take costly actions to maintain or win ter-
ritorial control, respectively. By decreasing the Periphery’s
relative benefit of secessionist mobilization, decentralization
expands the set of small grievances.

Observation 1. Decentralization (weakly) increases
the cutpoint between small and moderate grievances,
g2. If d ≥ p2 ½(1 2 d)kP=p", then all grievances are
small.

Decentralization’s effect on the cutpoint between moderate
and large grievances is more nuanced. Because decentraliza-
tion increases the region of small grievances, it also decreases
the security risks associated with gambling for unity. That is,
at larger degrees of decentralization, the Center would wait
fewer periods for grievances to dissipate to peaceful levels
than at smaller degrees, making gambling for unity more at-
tractive. This is one reason why decentralization may increase
the cutpoint g1. Decentralization also decreases the Center’s
benefits of regional control, however. Thus, the Center’s in-
centives to gamble for unity or use costly repression decrease
with more decentralization. All together, the former effect
suggests that more decentralization should decrease g1, but the
latter suggests that more decentralization should increase this
cutpoint.

Observation 2. Decentralization has countervailing
effects on the cutpoint between moderate and large
grievances, g1.

Figure 4 graphs the gambling for unity interval as a
function of decentralization whenw is large (fig. 4A) and small
(fig. 4B). Below p2 kC , more decentralization increases the
lower bound of large grievances through two forces. First,
gambling for unity becomes relatively more attractive as
grievances take fewer periods to depreciate to peaceful levels,
and second, perpetual repression becomes less attractive as
the Center’s benefit of regional control relative to its cost of
repression decreases. Immediately above p2 kC, however,
greater decentralization first decreases the cutpoint as the
Center becomes more hesitant to gamble for unity when de-
centralization allocates a substantial amount of concessions
to the Periphery. Ultimately, g1 increases to positive infinity
with very large levels of decentralization because the costs of
mobilization drown out the Periphery’s relative benefits of
regional control, making all grievances small.

How does this discussion relate to the likelihood of seces-
sionist mobilization? Consider initial grievances g1 in figure 4.
When decentralization is small, initial grievances fall above
the gambling for unity interval (g1 ≥ g1½d"). As such, per-
petual repression prevents mobilization. When decentrali-
zation is large, initial grievances fall below the interval
(g1 ≤ g2½d"), and national unity emerges because decentral-
ization is large enough so the Periphery will not mobilize.
Finally when decentralization is moderate, initial grievances

18. If assumption 1 does not hold at level d, then all grievances are
essentially small, and I write g2½d" p ∞. If assumption 2 does not hold at
level d, then there are no large grievances, and I write g1½d" p ∞.
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fall in the gambling for unity interval, and secession occurs
with positive probability.19 Thus, the relationship between
decentralization and secessionist mobilization can be non-
monotonic, and the next proposition establishes this more
generally.

Proposition 5. Assume the regime has a high ca-
pacity for repression (kC ! p) and initial grievances
are large (g1 ≥ g1½0"). There exist cutpoints d and d
such that 0 ≤ d ! d ! 1 and secession occurs with
positive probability on the equilibrium path only if
decentralization is moderate (i.e., d ! d ! d ).

In other words, moderate levels of decentralization are
particularly prone to mobilization when grievances are large
and the regime has high repression capacity. As in the ex-
ample, increases in decentralization, especially moderate ones,
may lead to a greater risk of mobilization if they move the
country into the gambling unity interval from above. If these
increases are sufficiently large, then national unity emerges as
the country moves below the gambling for unity interval, in
which case secessionist mobilization would not arise.

Endogenous decentralization
Would forward-looking governments ever choose decen-
tralization levels that encourage gambling for unity? To
answer this, consider a game when the Center chooses a
decentralization level d＊ ∈ ½0;p" once in period t p 0.

Subsequently in periods t 1 0, the Center and Periphery play
the game as described above with decentralization fixed at d*.
An equilibrium is a level of decentralization d* and collection
of strategy profiles j p (jd) for each d ∈ ½0; 1".20

Define a cutpoint d̂(g) that denotes the minimum level
of decentralization at which grievance g is small (i.e., d ∈
½0;p" such that g2½d" ≤ g). Thus, d̂ takes the form

d̂(g) p max

#
p2

(1 2 d)kP
F(g)

; 0
$

if F(g) 1 0

0 otherwise:

8
<

: ð4Þ

The next proposition characterizes the dynamics arising
after the Center optimally decentralizes. Note that it restricts
attention to cases in which repression and decentralization
are substitutes. As such, it demonstrates that decentraliza-
tion can emerge endogenously even in the most discour-
aging environments.

Proposition 6. If repression is not too costly (i.e.,
kC ! maxf(p=2);p2 d̂(g1)g), thenthe following items
hold.

1. If the Center decentralizes (d＊ 1 0) in equilib-
rium (d*, j), then it neither represses nor grants
independence along the equilibrium path.

2. There exists a set of parameters in which the
government decentralizes (d＊ 1 0) and no mo-
bilization occurs along the path of play in the
unique equilibrium (d*, j).

Figure 4. Decentralization and the gambling for unity interval: g2[d] and g1[d] (Y-axis) for a fixed decentralization level (X-axis), with a large cost of secession

w p 3p=2 (A) and a small cost w p p=2 (B). The remaining parameters take on the following values: p p 100, kC p 50, kP p 50, d p 0:95, and
F(g) p 1 2 (0:01g 1 0:001g2 2 1)21.

19. Figure 6 (available online) graphs the probability of secessionist
conflict as a function of decentralization when the equilibrium path starts
at g1, using the numerical example in fig. 4.

20. If (d*, j) is an equilibrium, then for all d ∈ ½0;p" profile jd is
characterized by propositions 1–4.
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3. There exists a set of parameters in which the
government decentralizes (d＊ 1 0) and gambling
for unity occurs along the path of play in the
unique equilibrium (d*, j).

Why is endogenous decentralization sometimes followed
by a long-term peace and other times by mobilization? A
commitment problem emerges in the model even though the
Center can credibly commit to decentralization throughout
the interaction. When the government decentralizes, it
anticipates that grievances and thus the Periphery’s capacity
to mobilize will decrease along the equilibrium path (prop-
osition 6.1). Decentralization is persistent, but grievances are
transitory, however. Thus, the Center has an incentive to
choose a relatively small degree of decentralization that
appeases moderately aggrieved groups tomorrow but does
not prevent mobilization today. If the country survives the
temporary mobilization, then the Center will enjoy the long-
term benefits of peace with a more favorable decentralization
arrangement. Of course, a larger degree of decentralization
would deter mobilization today, but tomorrow it would leave
the Center with a power-sharing arrangement that is overly
gracious to the Periphery once its grievances diminish.

It is difficult to derive necessary and sufficient conditions
describing when the Center would take such a risk, but the
examples used to construct the equilibria in propositions 6.2
and 6.3 are illuminating (see app. I). Across the two examples,
the payoff parameters and initial grievances are identical, but
F, the mapping between grievances and mobilization capacity,
changes. In proposition 6.2, F is constructed such that
F(g) p c 1 0 for all g ∈ f1; ::: ; g1g, where g1 1 1 is the initial
level of grievance. Under the numerical parameters provided,
the Center chooses decentralization d＊ p d̂½g1" and the Pe-
riphery does not mobilize along the subsequent path of play in
equilibrium. In proposition 6.3, however, F is constructed
such that there is a sharp increase from g1 2 1 to g1. Now,
F(g) p c for g ∈ f1; ::: ; g1 2 1g, butF(g1) p 3c. The Center
chooses decentralization level d＊ p d̂½g1 2 1" in equilibrium,
in which case the Periphery mobilizes once along the subse-
quent path of play. If mobilization fails, grievances dissipate to
peaceful levels and unity emerges. Thus, when the Periphery’s
capacity for mobilization decreases sufficiently quickly vis–à-
vis a drop in grievance, the Center may risk mobilization today
in order to achieve a more favorable decentralization arrange-
ment in the long term.

ILLUSTRATION: BASQUE SEPARATISM
Although an empirical analysis of the model is beyond this
article’s scope, it is useful nonetheless to see how the model’s
dynamics map onto a historical example. Patterns of seces-

sionist violence associated with Basque nationalism before
and after Spanish democratization illustrate the model’s pre-
dictions and comparative statics.

Spanish democratization led to two key structural changes.
First, executive constraints increase as Spain transitions to
democracy from autocracy. According to the Polity IV data-
base, Franco is among the most unconstrained autocrats, and
the Spanish prime minister is either on par with or subordi-
nate to the legislature after democratization. In addition, the
new constitution guarantees minority (e.g., Basque and Cat-
alan) representation in both legislative chambers, and its ju-
diciary consistently scores among the most independent in the
world (Linzer and Staton 2015).

Second, Spain adopts relatively moderate degrees of de-
centralization. On one hand, the new constitution fast-tracks
the Basque’s route to autonomy, establishing the territory’s
regional legislature. On the other hand, the central govern-
ment retains exclusive policy-making authority over a vari-
ety of issues including labor, trade, immigration, civil rights,
and the administration of justice. “Although creating a
federation was not the original desire or intent of most of the
‘framers,’ ” writes Agranoff (1996, 385), “neither was a highly
centralized unitary system.” To some degree, Spain’s con-
stitutional court maintains the state of affairs. In 1984, it
declares unconstitutional a law requiring regional legislators
to seek prior approval from the national government before
enacting new policies, and it blocks a regional independence
referendum in 2017.

In the context of the model, both structural changes
suggest that, all else equal, Franco will be more likely to use
perpetual repression as a strategy for dealing with aggrieved
regional groups, whereas democrats in Spain will be more
likely to gamble for unity. Stronger executive constraints
lead to higher costs of repression (Hill and Jones 2014), and
the cost of repression strictly increases the cutpoint between
moderate and large grievances, thereby expanding the
gambling for unity interval. As for decentralization, propo-
sition 5 and the example above demonstrates that moderate
levels of decentralization are particularly prone to gambling
for unity when grievances—like those the Basques accrued
during the Franco years—are large.21

21. One might be concerned that Basque grievances dissipate after
decentralization. Generally, these concerns are not warranted given the
case. As Conversi (1997, 149) writes, “Since the Spanish state was still
perceived as the main enemy, the whole democratization process was seen
merely as a facade disguising the perennial Spanish attempt to eliminate
the Basque identity.” The political party Batasuna was intimately related to
the ETA and continued to receive 10%–20% of votes in the Basque re-
gional legislature until the mid-1990s.
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How do these predictions relate to observed behavior?
Before democratization the Basque country suffered under a
regime of constant repression. During the Spanish Civil
War, several Basque provinces are labeled traitor regions
and lose their regional autonomy. State-sponsored oppres-
sion culminates in the bombing of Guernica on a day when
civilians routinely gather to trade. After the war, Franco’s
dictatorship imprisons more than 4,000 Basque individuals
on the pretext of separatism and bans the Basque language
(Conversi 1997). The Basque government along with more
than 100,000 civilians flees in exile (Legarreta 1984). During
the 1960s, the ETA emerges as the leading Basque separatist
group, completing its first assassination in 1968. Historians
trace the rise of the ETA to grievances arising during
Franco’s repression (Conversi 1997; Lecours 2007).

After Franco’s death in 1975, Spain holds general elec-
tions in 1977, adopting a democratic constitution and rec-
ognizing the Basques as a protected nationality in 1978. A
year later Madrid cedes partial control over the local police
force in the Guernica statutes. In 1987 the central govern-
ment ends its use of death squads created to fight the ETA,
and the interior minister is later convicted for overseeing
their use.

The model makes two predictions about the evolution of
secessionist violence before and after democratization. These
predictions are illustrated in figure 5A, which graphs the
model’s predicted risk of secession

jC(0; gt)jP(gt)F(gt)

given the hypothesized strategies before and after democ-
ratization. Before democratization, the model predicts a
constant, small rate of secessionist activities due to perpetual

repression during the Franco regime, even though griev-
ances were large; that is, jC(1; gt) p 1, and jC(0; gt) p 0.
Postdemocratization, the regime’s cost of repression in-
creases, and a moderate level of decentralization is adopted.
As Basque grievances accrued during Franco’s dictatorship,
they would not be trivially small to prevent mobilization.
Faced with large grievances and higher costs of repression,
the Center would adopt a gambling for unity strategy when
dealing with secessionist mobilization. That is, jP(gt) p 1,
and jC(0; gt) p 1. The model predicts that secessionist ac-
tivities peak right after democratization and decrease there-
after as the democratic government generally refrains from
repression and grievances diminish.

An albeit cursory examination of ETA-attributed violence
indicates that the model’s predictions fit empirical patterns.
Figure 5B graphs the number of terrorist attacks attributed
to the ETA from the Global Terrorism Database, which con-
tains data between 1970 and 2010.22 There are 35 recorded
ETA attacks in 1975 (Franco’s death). This number jumps
to 132 attacks in 1978 (democratization) and dissipates to
zero in 2010. Not shown in the graph are the anti-ETA pro-
tests throughout the Basque country in 1997. The ETA then
suspends operations in 2010–11 and disarms in 2017.

More broadly, this exercise illustrates how the non-
monotonic relationship between grievances and secession-
ist activities can appear in observational data. Namely, the
government’s repression strategy creates a selection effect in
which the peripheral minority only has the opportunity to
mobilize at small and moderate levels of grievances, which

Figure 5. Predictions and data before and after Spanish democratization. A, Predicted risk of secessionism from Spain’s Basque region, jC(0; gt)jP(gt)F(gt) in

the model. B, Number of terrorist attacks in Spain attributed to the ETA by the Global Terrorism Database. The predemocratization predictions are calibrated

assuming a constant rate of violence to match the mean in the data. The postdemocratization slope and y-intercept were calibrated using least squares.

22. Data from 1993 are missing; I linearly interpolate using the 1992
and 1994 values.
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explains the relatively low number of attacks in Franco’s
Spain. In contrast after Franco dies and Spain democratizes,
grievances may have depreciated, but the new constitution
encourages gambling for unity by increasing the cost of
repression and by adopting moderate decentralization levels.
Overall, scholars should generally think twice before using
observed levels of mobilization to proxy resentment toward
the government. Repression may suppress mobilization by
the most aggrieved groups.

CONCLUSION
This article presents a new theory of center-periphery re-
lations and focuses on a dynamic tension that arises when
repression has short-term security benefits but long-term
costs through its effects on the repressed group’s grievances.
The model demonstrates that path dependence is inherent
in ethnic conflict: if initial grievances are moderate, then
they dissipate over time, although temporary secessionism
may erupt. If they are large, however, then they remain so
and entail either perpetual repression or the breakup of the
country.

The model also illustrates that moderate decentralization
levels encourage gambling for unity and thus secessionist
violence. With more decentralization, minority groups with
smaller grievances are less likely to mobilize for secession.
Because of this, decentralization decreases the time required
for grievances to reach peaceful levels, thereby attenuating
the security costs associated with gambling for unity. This
creates a second effect, where decentralization incentivizes
the government to avoid repression and to lay the foundation
for a lasting peace by tolerating unrest in the interim. Thus,
depending on initial levels and the magnitude of the changes,
greater decentralization may foster or dampen secessionism.

The theory highlights the interaction between latent
grievance and the majority’s long-run policy choices in de-
termining a country’s evolution toward or away from peace.
This generates intricate relationships among phenomena of
interest, hindering efforts to correctly specify a reduced-form
empirical model even with appropriate measures of griev-
ance. Because different grievance levels produce different
probability distributions over mobilization, repression, and
the granting of independence, one possibility is to treat
grievances and their law of motion as parameters to be esti-
mated in a structural exercise. This motivates future empir-
ical work to study the relationship between grievances and
conflict using a sufficiently theoretical analysis.

Although the model is explicitly designed to study center-
periphery relations with endogenous grievances, future work
could more thoroughly incorporate other factors that may af-
fect opportunities for insurgency—that is, the greed factors

in the comparative politics literature. One complication that
arises, however, is that these factors may affect several of the
model’s parameters simultaneously. For example, secessionist
leaders may have a favorable geography of rebellion because
their region may be mountainous or far from the nation’s cap-
ital (Fearon and Laitin 2003). In these cases, the Periphery’s
costs of mobilization may be smaller and the Center’s costs of
repression may be larger. Furthermore, if greed factors (along
with grievances) also affect the Periphery’s mobilization ca-
pacity, then one particularly pressing concern is whether ca-
pacity satisfies increasing or decreasing differences with respect
to greed and grievance. Answering this question would require
modeling a specific mechanism connecting repression to future
mobilization capacity.
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A Continuation Values and Expected Utilities

Let V̄i denote i’s continuation value after a history in which the Periphery was won control

of the territory. These values are independent of a strategy profile � and take the form

V̄C = 0 and V̄P =
⇡P
P

1�� .

Let V �
i (g) denotes i’s continuation value from beginning the game with grievance g

when the Periphery has not won control of its territory and actors subsequently playing

according to profile �. In a similar vein, U�
C(r; g) and U�

P (m; g) denote the Center and

Periphery’s dynamic payo↵s from choosing r 2 {?, 0, 1} and m 2 {0, 1} given grievance g

when actors subsequently play according to profile �. For the Center, U�
C(r; g) takes the

following form:

U�
C(r; g) =

8
>>><

>>>:

0 if = ?

⇡CC � C + �V �
C (g + 1) if r = 1

��P (g)F (g) + (1� �P (g)F (g))
�
⇡CC + �V �

C (max{g � 1, 0})
�

if r = 0.

1



For the Periphery, U�
P (m; g) denotes the its dynamic payo↵ conditional on having reached

its decision node, i.e., the Center chooses r = 0, in state g. Thus, U�
P (m; g) takes the form

U�
P (m; g) =

8
<

:
�P + F (g)V̄P + (1� F (g))

�
⇡CP + �V �

P (max{g � 1, 0})
�

if m = 1

⇡CP + �V �
P (max{g � 1, 0}) if m = 0.

(5)

With this notation in hand, the next definition states the equilibrium conditions.

Definition 1 Strategy profile � is an equilibrium if the following hold:

�C(r; g) > 0 =) U�
C(r; g) � U�

C(r
0; g),

�P (g) > 0 =) U�
P (1; g) � U�

P (0; g), and

�P (g) < 1 =) U�
P (0; g) � U�

P (1; g)

for all grievance g and polices r, r0 2 {?, 0, 1}.

Because the game is a dynamic game with a countable state space and a finite number

of actions, an equilibrium from Definition 1 exists in mixed strategies. Notice that for some

grievance g, the Center’s continuation value, V �
C (g), takes the form

V �
C (g) =

X

r2{?,0,1}

�(r; g)U�
C(r; g).

Thus, if � is an equilibrium and �(r; g) > 0 for some grievance g and action r 2 {?, 0, 1},
then V �

C (g) = U�
C(r; g) or else C has a deviation by playing some r0 2 {?, 0, 1}.

B Proof of Proposition 1

Proposition 1 If grievances are small, then the Periphery never mobilizes, the Center

neither represses nor grants independence, and grievances dissipate on the equilibrium path.

That is, g  g� implies �P (g) = 0 and �C(0; g) = 1 in every equilibrium �.

Proof. The proof that g  g� implies the Periphery does not mobilize with positive proba-

bility is covered in the main text. We prove that g  g� implies the Center does not repress

or grant independence with positive probability. To see this, suppose �C(r; g) > 0 for some

g  g�, r 6= 0, and equilibrium �. There are two cases.

2



Case 1: r = 1, repression. Then, C’s expected utility is

U�
C(1; g) = ⇡C � C + �V �

C (g + 1)

 ⇡C � C + �
⇡CC
1� �

<
⇡CC
1� �

.

However,
⇡C
C

1�� is C’s continuation value if it takes action r = 0 in all future periods because

grievances will never increase and P will never mobilize with positive probability along the

subsequent path of play. Hence, taking action r = 0 in all future periods is a profitable

deviation, a contradiction.

Case 2: r = ?, independence. Then, C’s expected utility is

U�
C(?; g) = 0 <

⇡CC
1� �

.

As in Case 1, this inequality implies taking action r = 0 in all future periods is a profitable

deviation, a contradiction.

C Properties of ṼC

We first state and prove three Lemmas concerning properties of ṼC .

Lemma 1 1. ṼC(g) >
�F (g) +(1�F (g))⇡C

C
1�(1�F (g))� for all g such that F (g) > 0.

2. ṼC(g � 1) > ṼC(g) for all g > g�.

3. If Assumption 1 holds, then limg!1 ṼC(g) =
�p +(1�p)⇡C

C
1�(1�p)� .

Proof. To show (1), consider some g such that F (g) > 0 and F (g0) = 0 for all g0 < g. Such

a g exists because F (0) = 0 and limg!1 F (g) = p > 0. In addition, F (g) < 1 because there

exists at least one g such that F (g) 2 (0, 1) by assumption. Then we have

ṼC(g) = �F (g) + (1� F (g))

✓
⇡CC + �

⇡CC
1� �

◆

= (1� (1� F (g))�)
�F (g) + (1� F (g))⇡CC

1� (1� F (g))�
+ (1� F (g))�

⇡CC
1� �

>
�F (g) + (1� F (g))⇡CC

1� (1� F (g))�
,

3



where the strict inequality follows because F (g) 2 (0, 1)

For induction, consider some g such that F (g) > 0 and F (g � 1) > 0, which implies

g � 1 > 0. Suppose the inequality holds for all g0 < g such that F (g0) > 0. Then we have

ṼC(g) = �F (g) + (1� F (g))(⇡CC + �ṼC(g � 1))

> �F (g) + (1� F (g))

✓
⇡CC + �

�F (g � 1) + (1� F (g � 1))⇡CC
1� (1� F (g � 1))�

◆

� �F (g) + (1� F (g))

✓
⇡CC + �

�F (g) + (1� F (g))⇡CC
1� (1� F (g))�

◆

=
�F (g) + (1� F (g))⇡CC

1� (1� F (g))�
,

where the third line follows because the fraction
�F (g) +(1�F (g))⇡C

C
1�(1�F (g))� is decreasing in F (g).

To show (2), note that it must hold when g = g� + 1, because  > 0 and F (g) > 0

as g > g�. Now consider some g > g� + 1. For induction, suppose ṼC(g0 � 1) > ṼC(g0) for

all g0 such that g� < g0 < g. Then

ṼC(g) = �F (g) + (1� F (g))(⇡CC + �ṼC(g � 1))

 �F (g � 1) + (1� F (g � 1))(⇡CC + �ṼC(g � 1))

< �F (g � 1) + (1� F (g � 1))(⇡CC + �ṼC(g � 2))

= ṼC(g � 1),

where the second line follows because

ṼC(g) >
�F (g) + (1� F (g))⇡CC

1� (1� F (g))�
� � 

and F (g) is increasing in g.

To prove (3), consider a sequence {gn}1n=1 such that limn!1 gn = 1 and gn < gn+1.

Then the sequence
n
ṼC(gn)

o1

n=1
is weakly decreasing due to above arguments. In addition,

n
ṼC(gn)

o1

n=1
is bounded below because C’s payo↵s are finite and C discounts with rate

� < 1. Thus,
n
ṼC(gn)

o1

n=1
has a limit, call it L. If the Periphery does value independence,

the we have

L = lim
n!1

ṼC(gn)

= lim
n!1

F (gn)(� ) + lim
n!1

(1� F (gn))(⇡
C
C + �ṼC(gn � 1))

= �p + (1� p)
�
⇡CC + �L

�
,

4



which implies L =
�p +(1�p)⇡C

C
1�(1�p)� .

The next Lemma demonstrates that C’s gambling for unity utility, ṼC is a lower

bound on its equilibrium expected utility, V �
C .

Lemma 2 For all grievances g, V �
C (g) � ṼC(g) in every equilibrium �.

Proof. To see this, suppose not. That is, suppose there exist grievance g and equilibrium

� such that V �
C (g) < ṼC(g). Then by the construction of ṼC and Proposition 1, g > g�, or

else V �
C (g) =

⇡C
C

1�� = ṼC .

Next consider a deviation for C, labeled �0C , such that �0C(0; g
0) = 1 for all g0  g. I

now demonstrate that V �0
C (g) � ṼC(g), where �0 = (�0C ,�P ), which implies �0C is a profitable

deviation because ṼC(g) > V �
C (g) by supposition.

The proof is by induction. The inequality, V �0
C (g0) � ṼC(g0), holds when g0  g�

by the construction of ṼC and Proposition 1. Now consider some g0 > g� and suppose

V �0
C (g00) � ṼC(g00) for all g00 < g0. Then we have

V �0
C (g0) = ��P (g0)F (g0) + (1� �P (g

0)F (g0))
⇣
⇡CC + �V �0

C (g0 � 1)
⌘

� ��P (g0)F (g0) + (1� �P (g
0)F (g0))

⇣
⇡CC + �ṼC(g

0 � 1)
⌘

� �F (g0) + (1� F (g0))
⇣
⇡CC + �ṼC(g

0 � 1)
⌘

= ṼC(g
0).

Hence, V �0
C (g) � ṼC(g) as required.

The final Lemma demonstrates that the cutpoint g+ exists if and only if Assumptions

1 and 2 hold.

Lemma 3 The cutpoint g+ solving Equation (3) exists if and only if the Periphery values
independence (Assumption 1) and secession is costly (Assumption 2).

Proof. For necessity, suppose Assumptions 1 and 2 hold. Then Lemma 1 and Assumption

1 imply that ṼC(g) is weakly decreasing in g and converges to

lim
g!1

ṼC(g) =
�p + (1� p)⇡CC

1� (1� p)�
.

5



Because ṼC(g) =
⇡C
C

1�� > 0 for all g  g� and ṼC(g) is strictly decreasing in g when g > g�,

we require

�p + (1� p)⇡CC
1� (1� p)�

< max

⇢
⇡CC � C
1� �

, 0

�
. (6)

We now demonstrate that the inequality in Equation (6) holds when ⇡CC > C , the

proof when ⇡CC < C is identical. Suppose ⇡CC � C > 0. Then Equation (6) reduces to

�p + (1� p)⇡CC
1� (1� p)�

<
⇡CC � C
1� �

,

which is equivalent to

 >
(1� �)C � p(⇡CC � �C)

p(1� �)
.

Because ⇡CC � C > 0, Assumption 2 reduces to

 > min

⇢
⇡CC (1� p)

p
,
(1� �)C � p(⇡CC � �C)

p(1� �)

�
=

(1� �)C � p(⇡CC � �C)

p(1� �)
.

Thus, the inequality in Equation (6) holds, and therefore g+ exists.

For su�ciency, suppose Assumption 1 does not hold, then P � F (g)
⇡P
P �⇡C

P
1�� for all

grievances g. Thus, ṼC(g) =
⇡C
C

1�� > max
n
⇡C
C�C
1�� , 0

o
for all grievances g. Now suppose

Assumption 1 holds but not Assumption 2. Then Lemma 1 implies that, for all g

ṼC(g) �
�p + (1� p)⇡CC

1� (1� p)�
� max

⇢
⇡CC � C
1� �

, 0

�
.

D Preliminary Results

In this section, we state and prove two technical results that are essential to charac-

terize equilibria in the remainder of the paper.

Lemma 4 If �C(1; g) > 0 and �C(0; g + 1) = 1 for some grievance g, then �P (g + 1) < 1
in every equilibrium �.
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Proof. Suppose not. Then there exists a g such that �C(1; g) > 1, �C(0; g + 1) = 1 and

�P (g + 1) = 1 in equilibrium �. We can write V �
C (g + 1) as

V �
C (g + 1) = �F (g + 1) � (1� F (g + 1))

�
⇡CC + �V �

C (g)
�

= �F (g + 1) � (1� F (g + 1))
�
⇡CC + �U�

C(1; g)
�

= �F (g + 1) � (1� F (g + 1))
�
⇡CC + �

�
⇡CC � C + �V �

C (g + 1)
��

.

Solving reveals that

V �
C (g + 1) =

(1� F (g + 1))(⇡(1 + �)� �C)� F (g + 1) 

1� (1� F (g + 1))�2
.

By Lemma 2, V �
C (g + 1) � ṼC(g + 1). By Lemma 1.1,

ṼC(g) >
(1� F (g + 1))⇡CC � F (g + 1) 

1� (1� F (g + 1)�)
.

Stringing these two inequalities together,

V �
C (g + 1) >

(1� F (g + 1))⇡CC � F (g + 1) 

1� (1� F (g + 1)�)
.

Substituting the closed form solution for V �
C (g + 1) into the inequality above and solving

for C reveals that

C <
F (g + 1)(⇡CC +  (1� �))

1� (1� F (g + 1))�
.

To derive a contradiction, consider a deviation in which C plays r = 1 with probability

1 in all future periods beginning at grievance g + 1. This is a profitable deviation if and

only if

V �
C (g + 1) <

⇡CC � C
1� �

() C <
F (g + 1)(⇡CC +  (1� �))

1� (1� F (g + 1))�
.

However, C <
F (g+1)(⇡C

C+ (1��))
1�(1�F (g+1))� as shown above. Hence, C can profitably deviate by

repressing in all future periods.

Lemma 5 Consider some g > g� and equilibrium �. If (a) �C(0; g�1) = 1 or �C(0; g) = 1
and (b) �C(?; g0) = 0 for all g0 < g, then �P (g) = 1.

Proof. Suppose not. That is, consider some equilibrium � and grievance g > g� such that

(a) �C(0; g � 1) = 1 or �C(0; g) = 1,

(b) �C(?; g0) = 0 for all g0 < g, and
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(c) �P (g) < 1.

Because � is an equilibrium, we require U�
P (0; g) � U�

P (1; g) to rule out profitable deviations,

which is equivalent to

P � F (g)
⇥
V̄P � ⇡CP � �V �

P (g � 1)
⇤
.

Because �C(0; g�1) = 1 or �C(0; g) = 1, the path of play will never reach a grievance larger

than g. Because �C(?; g0) = 0 for all g0  g, the Center will never grant independence along

the subsequent path of play. Recall that when the C represses, P stage payo↵ is ⇡CP , which

is its payo↵ if it chooses not to mobilize, and even if C does repress with positive probability

at some g0 < g, the subsequent path of play will still never reach a grievance larger than g.

Then g > g� implies V �
P (g � 1) is bounded above by

F (g)V̄P + (1� F (g))⇡CP � P
1� (1� F (g))�

,

which is P ’s payo↵ if its grievance never depreciates along the path of play, C never represses,

and P always mobilizes. Combining these two inequalities, we require

P � F (g)
⇥
V̄P � ⇡CP � �V �

P (g � 1)
⇤

� F (g)


V̄P � ⇡CP � �

F (g)V̄P + (1� F (g))⇡CP � P
1� (1� F (g))�

�
.

Solving for P implies

P � F (g)
⇡PP � ⇡CP
1� �

,

that is, g  g�. But this contradicts the assumption g > g�.

E Proof of Proposition 2

This section characterizes equilibrium behavior at moderate grievances.

We now prove that g < g+ implies �C(0; g) = 1 in every equilibrium �, that is,

the Center neither represses nor grants independence with moderate grievances. The re-

sult requires preliminary lemmas. Notice that if either Assumption 1 or 2 does not hold,

ṼC(g) > max
n
⇡C
C�C
1�� , 0

o
for all g, and we can set g+ = 1 in the subsequent results.

Lemma 6 If g < g+, then �C(?; g) = 0 in every equilibrium �.
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Proof. If not, then V �
C (g) = U�

C(?; g) = 0. If g < g+, this contradicts Lemma 2 because

ṼC(g) > 0 = V �
C (g).

Lemma 7 For all g, �(r; g) > 0 imply �(?; g + 1) = 0 in every equilibrium �.

Proof. First, if C < ⇡CC , then C cannot grant independence with positive probability in

any equilibrium. Doing so would result in a payo↵ of 0, but C could repress for all future

periods, giving a payo↵ of
⇡C
C�C
1�� > 0. Thus, consider the case where ⇡CC �C < 0. Suppose

�C(r; g) > 0 for some g and �C(?; g + 1) > 0. Then

V �
C (g) = U�

C(r; g)

= ⇡CC � C + �V �
C (g + 1)

= ⇡CC � C + �U�
C(?; g)

= ⇡CC � C < 0,

but this means C can profitably deviate at g by granting independence, i.e., � is not an

equilibrium.

Lemma 8 Fix an equilibrium �. Then there does not exist a g < g+ such that �C(1; g0) > 0
for all g0 � g.

Proof. Suppose not and consider such a g < g+ where �C(1; g0) > 0 for all g0 � g in

equilibrium �. Then

V �
C (g) = U�

C(1; g) = ⇡CC � C + �V �
C (g + 1).

Because VC(g0) = U�
C(r; g

0) for all g0 such that �C(r; g0) > 0, similar substitutions imply

V �
C (g) =

⇡C
C�C
1�� . However, g < g+ implies

ṼC(g) >
⇡CC � C
1� �

= V �
C (g),

by Equation(3). However, ṼC(g) > V �
C (g) contradicts Lemma 2.

With these lemmas in hand, we now state the main result of the section.

Proposition 2 If grievances are moderate, then the Periphery always mobilizes, the Center

neither represses nor grants independence, and grievances dissipate on the equilibrium path.

That is, g 2 (g�, g+) implies �P (g) = 1 and �C(0; g) = 1 in every equilibrium �.
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Proof. We first prove prove that �C(0; g) = 1 when g 2 (g�, g+) and � is an equilibrium.

Suppose not. By Lemma 6, �C(1; g) > 0. Furthermore, C represses with positive probability

for at most some finite k periods by Lemma 8. That is, there exists a ḡ such that �C(1; g0) >

0 for g0 = g, ..., ḡ and �C(1; ḡ + 1) = 0. By Lemma 7, this implies �C(0; ḡ + 1) = 1. In

addition, Proposition 1 and Lemma 7 imply �C(?; g0) = 0 for all g0 < ḡ. Thus, Lemma 5

and �C(1; ḡ + 1) = 0 imply P mobilizes at ḡ + 1 with probability 1. However, �C(1; ḡ) > 0,

�C(0; ḡ + 1) = 1, and �P (ḡ + 1) = 1 contradict Lemma 4. To pin down P ’s strategy at

g 2 (g�, g+), note that �C(0; g0) = 1 for all g0 < g+. Then Lemma 5 implies �P (g) = 1.

F Proof of Proposition 3

We now characterize equilibrium behavior at large grievances (g � g+). We consider

the generic case in which there does not exist g 2 N0 such that ṼC(g) = max
n
⇡C
C�C
1�� , 0

o
,

that is ṼC(g+) < max
n
⇡C
C�C
1�� , 0

o
, where the inequality from Equation (3) holds strictly.

If this held with equality, the Center would be indi↵erent leading to trivial indeterminacy.

We consider high- and low-capacity regimes separately because the proof techniques vary

dramatically between the two cases.

F.1 High repression capacity: C < ⇡C
C

Lemma 9 In high-capacity regimes, �C(?; g) = 0 for every grievance g and in every equi-
librium �.

The proof is straightforward and omitted.

Lemma 10 In high-capacity regimes, �C(1; g+) = 1 and �C(1; g) > 0 for all g > g+ in
every equilibrium �.

Proof. The proof is by induction. First, we demonstrate that �C(1; g+) = 1. To see this,

suppose �C(1; g+) < 1. Then Lemma 9 implies �C(0; g+) > 0, in which case we have

U�
C(0; g

+) = ṼC(g
+) <

⇡CC � C
1� �

.

This means C can profitably deviate at grievance g+ by repressing for an infinite number

of periods, a contradiction.

For induction, consider some g > g+ and assume �C(1; g � 1) > 0. To derive a

contradiction, assume �C(1; g) = 0. By Lemma 9, �C(0; g) = 1. Likewise, Lemma 9
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guarantees C does not grant independence in any equilibrium, so Lemma 5 implies P

mobilizes at g with probability 1. But then this contradicts Lemma 4.

Lemma 11 In high-capacity regimes, g � g+ implies V �
C (g) =

⇡C
C�C
1�� in every equilibrium

�.

Proof. If g � g+, then Lemma 10 implies �C(1; g0) > 0 for all g0 � g. The remainder of the

proof follows from an identical argument as the one in Lemma 8.

Lemma 12 In high-capacity regimes, g > g+ and �C(0; g) > 0 imply �P (g) < 1 in every
equilibrium �.

Proof. Suppose not. Then there exists g > g+ such that �C(0; g) > 0 and �P (g) = 1.

Because g > g+, g � 1 � g+. Likewise, �C(1; g) > 0 by Lemma 10, so it must be the case

that U�
C(0; g) = U�

C(1; g). Then we have

U�
C(0; g) = U�

C(1; g) () �F (g) + (1� F (g))(⇡CC + �V �
C (g � 1)) = ⇡ � C + �V �

C (g + 1)

() �F (g) + (1� F (g))

✓
⇡CC + �

⇡ � C
1� �

◆
=
⇡ � C
1� �

() C =
F (g)(⇡CC + (1� �) )

1(1� F (g))�
,

where we use Lemma 11 and g � 1 � g+ to substitute for values V �
C (g � 1) and V �

C (g + 1).

Because � is an equilibrium, we require U�
C(1; g) = V �

C (g) � ṼC(g), by Lemma 2.

Then Lemma 1.1 implies

U�
C(1; g) >

�F (g) + (1� F (g))⇡CC
1� (1� F (g))�

() ⇡CC � C
1� �

>
�F (g) + (1� F (g))⇡CC

1� (1� F (g))�

() C <
F (g)(⇡CC + (1� �) )

1(1� F (g))�
,

which establishes the desired contradiction.

Lemma 13 In high-capacity regimes, there exists cutpoint ḡ 2 R such that if g > ḡ, then
�P (g) = 1 and �C(1; g) = 1 in every equilibrium �.

Proof. The proof is constructive. Define ḡ 2 N0 to be a number that satisfies

g � ḡ =) P < F (g)


V̄P � ⇡CP � �

pV̄P + (1� p)⇡CP � P
1� (1� p)�

�
.
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Such a ḡ exists because F (g)
h
V̄P � ⇡CP � �

pV̄P+(1�p)⇡C
P

1�(1�p)�

i
is positive and strictly increasing

in g. Furthermore,

lim
g!1

F (g)


V̄P � ⇡CP � �

pV̄P + (1� p)⇡CP
1� (1� p)�

�
= p

⇡PP � ⇡CP
1� �

,

and Assumption 1 implies

P < p
⇡PP � ⇡CP
1� �

.

We first show that �P (g) = 1 for g � ḡ. Suppose not; then there exists g � ḡ such

that �P (g) < 1. To rule out profitable deviations, we require U�
P (0; g) � U�

P (1; g), which is

equivalent to

P � F (g)
⇥
V̄P � ⇡CP � �V �

P (g � 1)
⇤
.

Because the Center never grants independence in strong regimes, V �
P (g � 1) is bounded

above by
pV̄P+(1�p)⇡C

P �P
1�(1�p)� , which is the Periphery’s dynamic payo↵ if it mobilizes in every

period at maximum capacity, p. Combining these two inequalities gives us

P � F (g)
⇥
V̄P � ⇡CP � �V �

P (g � 1)
⇤

� F (g)


V̄P � ⇡CP � �

pV̄P + (1� p)⇡CP � P
1� (1� p)�

�
,

but this implies g < ḡ, which is contradiction. Thus, �P (g) = 1. Then Lemma 10 and the

contrapositive of Lemma 12 imply �C(1; g) = 1, as required.

Lemma 14 In high-capacity regimes, if g � g+, then �P (g) = 1 in every equilibrium �.

Proof. Suppose there exists g � g+ such that �P (g) < 1. Lemma 13 implies that there

exists grievance g† � g such that �P (g†) < 1 and �P (g0) = �C(1; g0) = 1 for all g0 > g†. To

rule out profitable deviations, we require U�
P (0; g

†) � U�
P (1; g

†). This implies

P � F (g†)
h
V̄P � ⇡CP � �V �

P (g† � 1)
i
.

Because P will never be able to mobilize at a larger grievance than g† along the path of

play and C never grants independence, V �
C (g† � 1) is bounded above by

F (g†)V̄P + (1� F (g†))⇡CP � P
1� (1� F (g†)�)

.
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Then we have

P � F (g†)
h
V̄P � ⇡CP � �V �

P (g† � 1)
i

� F (g†)


V̄P � ⇡CP � �

F (g†)V̄P + (1� F (g†))⇡CP � P
1� (1� F (g†)�)

�

= F (g†)
⇡PP � ⇡CP
1� �

,

which implies g†  g�  g+, a contradiction.

We now prove Proposition 3.1, which characterizes equilibria in regimes with large

grievances when ⇡CC > C .

Proof of Proposition 3.1. If g � g+, then Lemma 14 implies �P (g) = 1. Because g > g+

implies �P (g) = 1. Lemma 10 and the contrapositive of Lemma 12 imply �C(1; g) = 1, as

required.

F.2 Low repression capacity: C > ⇡C
C

Lemma 15 Fix an equilibrium �. In low-capacity regimes, the there does not exist grievance
g such that �C(1; g0) > 0 for all g0 � g.

Proof. The result follows from the inequality ⇡CC�C < 0 and the argument proving Lemma

8.

Lemma 16 In low-capacity regimes, �P (g+) = 1, �C(0; g+) = 0, and �C(?; g+) > 0 in
ever equilibrium �.

Proof. First, P mobilizes at g+ by Lemma 5 and Proposition 2.

Second, �C(0; g+) = 0. If not, then with positive probability the Center chooses to

enter the path of play into moderate grievance levels. That is, V �
C (g+) = U�

C(0; g
+) =

ṼC(g+). But then V �
C (g+) < 0 because the regime has low capacity, so C can profitably

deviate by granting independence at g+.

Third, �C(1; g+) < 1. To see this, suppose not, i.e., suppose �C(1; g+) = 1. By

Lemma 15, there exists g† � g+ such that �C(1; g† + 1) = 0 and �C(1; g†) > 0 for all

g0 = g+, ..., g†. Then by Lemma 7, �C(?; g0) = 0 for all g0 = g+, .., g†+1. By Proposition 2,

�C(0; g0) = 1 for all g0 < g+. Then Lemma 5 implies �P (g†+1) = 1. However, �C(1; g†) > 0,

�C(0; g† + 1) = 1, and �P (g† + 1) = 1 contradict Lemma 4. Thus, �C(1; g+) < 1, which

implies �C(?; g+) > 0 by the previous paragraph.
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Before proving the last technical lemma of this section, consider the following defini-

tions. The set G ✓ N0 is an absorbing set with respect to profile � if once the path of play

enters grievance level g such that g 2 G, it never transitions to a grievance g0 such that

g0 /2 G with positive probability. The set G is an irreducible absorbing set with respect to �

if G is an absorbing set with respect to � and there does not exist a proper subset G0 ( G
such that G0 is an absorbing set with respect to �.

Lemma 17 Consider an equilibrium � and some grievance g � g+. Then the following
hold:

1. beginning at grievance g, the path of play enters an irreducible absorbing set G with
respect to �,

2. maxG exists,

3. g+  minG, and

4. there exists g0 2 G such that �C(?; g) > 0.

Proof. To prove (1), consider g � g+ and two cases. If �C(1; g) = 0, then the path of play

enters the set {g+, ..., g}, which is an absorbing set because �C(0; g+) = 0 by Lemma 16.

So the set {g+, ..., g} has a irreducible absorbing set, G. If �C(1; g) > 0, then Lemma 15

implies there exists g† � g such that �C(1; g0) > 0 for all g0 = g, ..., g† and �C(1; g† +1) = 0

from Lemma 7. Then the path of play enters the set {g+, ..., g† +1}, which is an absorbing

set as well.

The proof of (2) and (3) follow immediately from the existence of G and Lemmas 15

and 16, respectively.

To prove (4), suppose not. Suppose �C(?; g0) = 0 for all g0 2 G. I first claim that

it must be the case that #G > 1. Suppose the contrary. Then G = {g0}, and C cannot

be repressing with positive probability at g, or else G is not absorbing. Also, if G = {g0}
and �C(0; g0) > 0, then F (g) = 1 and �P (g) = 1 or else the path of play would transition

to g � 1 with positive probability. In this case, UC(0; g0) = � < 0, but this means C

has a profitable deviation by granting independence at g0. Thus, #G > 2 and as such

maxG � 1 2 G.
Second, because G is irreducible, �C(1;maxG � 1) > 0, or else G \ {maxG} would be

absorbing as well. Furthermore, �C(1;maxG) = 0 or else the path of play would transition

with positive probability to maxG+1. Because �C(1;maxG�1) > 0 and �C(1;maxG) = 0,

Lemma 7 implies �C(0;maxG) = 1 Because the path of play never leaves G nor transitions

to grievance g0 > maxG and C never grants independence along the path of play starting

from maxG, then �P (maxG) = 1, which follows from an identical argument as the one in

Lemma 5. However, this contradicts Lemma 4.
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The proof of Proposition 3.2 follows from Lemma 17.

G Proof of Proposition 4

First, the result in Proposition 4.1 follows immediately form Lemma 15. Second, the

result in Proposition 4.2 is proved below in Lemma 18. Third, I construct an equilibrium

that supports cycles of repression and mobilization, as described in Proposition 4.3, in

Example 1. As part of this construction, I need a new result in Lemma 19.

Lemma 18 If C > (1 + �)⇡CC , then the Center never represses in any equilibrium �, i.e.,
�C(1; g) = 0 for every grievances g and every equilibrium �.

Proof. To derive a contradiction, suppose the contrary. That is, suppose C > (1 + �)⇡CC
and the Center represses in equilibrium �. Thus, the regime is has low capacity, and

there exist some g such that �C(1; g) > 0. By Lemma 15, there exists g† � g such that

�C(1; g† + 1) = 0 and �C(1; g0) > 0 for all g0 = g, ..., g†. Then by Lemma 7, �C(?; g0) = 0

for all g0 = g + 1, .., g† + 1. Hence, �C(0; g† + 1) = 1. We can compute C’s continuation

value at g† as

V �
C (g†) = �C(1; g

†)U�
C(1; g

†) + �C(0; g
†)U�

C(0; g
†) = U�

C(1; g
†)

= ⇡CC � C + �V �
C (g† + 1)

= ⇡CC � C + �
h
�P (g

† + 1)
⇣
�F (g† + 1) + (1� F (g† + 1))(⇡CC + �V �

C (g†)
⌘
+

(1� �P (g
† + 1))

⇣
⇡CC + �V �

C (g†)
⌘i

,

where the second equality follows because � is an equilibrium and �C(1; g†) > 0. Solving

for V �
C (g†) reveals that

V �
C (g†) =

⇡CC (1 + (1� F (g† + 1)�P (g† + 1))�)� C � F (g† + 1)�P (g† + 1)� 

1� (1� �P (g† + 1)F (g† + 1))�2
,

which is decreasing in �P (g† + 1). Because �P (g† + 1) � 0, then

V �
C (g†)  ⇡CC (1 + �)� C

1� �2

Thus, C > (1 + �)⇡CC implies V �
C (g†) < 0. But this implies C can profitably deviate at g†

by granting independence and guaranteeing itself a payo↵ of zero.
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Lemma 19 In low-capacity regimes, if F (g)(⇡PP � ⇡CP ) > P and g � g+, then �P (g0) = 1
and �C(1; g0) = 0 for all g0 � g in every equilibrium �.

Proof. By Equation (1), P mobilizes at g0 if

C < F (g0)
⇥
V̄P � ⇡CP � �V �

P (g0 � 1)
⇤
.

An upper bound on V �
P (g0�1) is

⇡P
P

1�� , which is the discounted sum of P ’s largest per-period

payo↵. Combining these two inequalities implies P mobilizes when F (g0)(⇡PP � ⇡CP ) > P ,

which holds because F (g)(⇡PP � ⇡CP ) > P , and F is increasing.

Second, I claim that �C(1; g0) = 0 for all g0 � g. Suppose not. Then there exists

a g† such that �C(1; g†) > 0 and �C(0; g† + 1) = 1 by Lemmas 7 and 15. The previous

paragraph demonstrates that P mobilizes with probability 1 with grievance g†+1. But this

contradicts Lemma 4.

Example 1 In this example, I assume ⇡CC = ⇡PP = 1, and ⇡CP = 0. In addition, C = 1.2

and P = .25. This implies that the regime has low repression capacity. Finally, � = .9,

 = 6, and F takes the form:

F (g) =

8
>>><

>>>:

0 if g = 0

g
700 + 33

175 if g � 1 and g  8

1 otherwise.

Thus, g� = 0, and g+ = 7, because ṼC(6) ⇡ .33 and ṼC(7) ⇡ �.15. By Proposition 2,

the Periphery mobilizes with probability one for all g 2 {1, 2, ..., 7} and the Center neither

represses nor grants independence for all g 2 {0, 1, 2, ..., 6}. Note that F (9)(⇡PP �⇡CP ) > P ,

so Lemma 19 implies the Periphery mobilizes for all grievances g � 9 and the Center does

not repress at grievance g � 9.

We specify remaining behavior as follows.

1. At grievance g = 7, the Periphery mobilizes with probability 1 and the Center mixes

between repression and granting independence, �C(1; 7) + �C(?; 7) = 1

2. At grievance g = 8, the Center neither represses nor grants independence, i.e., �C(0; 8) =

1 and the Periphery mobilizes with probability �P (8).
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We first characterize mixing probabilities, �C(1; 7), �C(?; 7), and �P (8), such that the

following hold:

�C(1; 7) + �C(?; 7) = 1

U�
C(1; 7) = U�

C(?; 7)

U�
P (1; 8) = U�

P (0; 8).

The first equation says the Center mixes between repression and granting independence

at g = 7 = g+. The second and third equations are C and P ’s indi↵erence conditions,

respectively. Because U�
C(?; 7) = 0, C’s indi↵erence equations takes the form:

⇡CC � C + �V �
C (8) = 0, (7)

where

V �
C (8) = �P (8)

⇥
�F (8) + (1� F (8))

�
⇡CC + �V �

C (7)
�⇤

+ (1� �P (8))
⇥
⇡CC + �V �

C (7)
⇤
.

In equilibrium, V �
C (7) = U�

C(?; 7) = 0. Thus, we have

V �
C (8) = �P (8)

⇥
�F (8) + (1� F (8))⇡CC

⇤
+ (1� �P (8))⇡

C
C .

Substituting the above equality into Equation (7), C’s indi↵erence condition takes the form:

⇡CC � C + �
�
�P (8)

⇥
�F (8) + (1� F (8))⇡CC

⇤
+ (1� �P (8))⇡

C
C

�
= 0. (8)

Next, consider P ’s indi↵erence equation, U�
P (1; 8) = U�

P (0; 8), which takes the form

�P + F (8)
⇡PP
1� �

+ (1� F (8))
�
⇡CP + �V �

P (7)
�
= ⇡CP + �V �

P (7), (9)

where

V �
P (7) = �C(?; 7)

⇡PP
1� �

+ �C(1; 7)
⇥
⇡CP + �V �

P (8)
⇤

= �C(?; 7)
⇡PP
1� �

+ �C(1; 7)
⇥
⇡CP + �U�

P (0; 8)
⇤

= �C(?; 7)
⇡PP
1� �

+ �C(1; 7)
⇥
⇡CP + �

�
⇡CP + �V �

P (7)
�⇤
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Here the second equality follows because �C(0; 8) = 1. Solving Equations (8) and (9) with

the constraint �C(?; 7) + �C(1; 7) = 1 reveals that

�P (8) =
(1 + �)⇡CC � C
(⇡CC +  )�F (8)

⇡ .56

and

�C(1; 7) =
P � F (8)(⇡PP � ⇡CP )

�2P + �F (8)(⇡PP � ⇡CP )
⇡ .13.

Finally, we check profitable deviations. First, P ’s indi↵erence condition precludes

profitable deviations at g = 8. Second, C does not have a profitable deviation at g = 7 due

to its indi↵erence equation and because U�
C(0; 7) = ṼC(7) < 0. Also, C has no profitable

deviation at g = 8, because VC(8) > 0. To see this, note that U�
C(1; 7) = ⇡CC�C+�V �

C (8) =

0 by Equation (7), and ⇡CC �C < 0. If C deviates by granting independence at g = 8, then

its payo↵ is zero. Likewise, if C deviates by repressing, its payo↵ is ⇡CC � C + �V �
C (9),

which reduces to ⇡CC � C < 0 because C is granting independence when g = 9. Lemma 19

implies that C cannot profitably deviate by using repression, at grievances g � 9. Thus, we

only need to verify that C cannot profitably deviate by choosing to refrain from repression

or granting independence, at grievances g � 9. Because the Periphery mobilizes at g � 9

and F (g) = 1, mobilization surely succeeds, implying U�
C(0; g) = � for all g � 9 which is

strictly less than C’s utility from following its equilibrium strategy of granting independence.

H Exogenous Decentralization

In this section, I continue to analyze the numerical example in Figure 4 and prove

Proposition 5.

From, the example in Figure 4, I compute the probability that the country breaks

apart due to secessionist mobilization —labeled probability of secession hereafter—as a

function of decentralization. For a fixed d, three potential paths of play emerge at initial

grievance g1 in equilibrium. First, if g1 < g+[d], the Center neither represses nor grants

independence, and the probability secession is

8
<

:
0 if g1  g�[d]

1�
Q

g0:g†[d]<g0g1 (1� F (g0)) otherwise.

Second, if g1 � g+[d] and the regime has high capacity (⇡ � d > C), then the Center

represses in all future periods, and the probability of secession is zero. Third, if g1 � g+[d]

and the regime has low capacity (⇡ � d < C), the probability of secession is undefined.
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Figure 6: Decentralization and comparative statics
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Notes: The panels graph the probability of secession (vertical axis) for a fixed decentrlaization level
(horizontal axis) with a large cost of secession  = 3⇡

2 (left) and a small cost  = ⇡
2 (right). The remaining

parameters take on the following valules: ⇡ = 100, C = 50, P = 50, � = 0.95, and and F (g) = 1 ��
0.01g + 0.001g2 � 1

��1
.

Although the Periphery will eventually gain control of its territory (Proposition 3.2), this

may arise either from secessionist mobilization or Center-granted independence. This third

case does not arise in the numerical example. As seen in Figure 4, if g1 � g+[d] for some d,

then the regime has high capacity.

Figure 6 graphs the probability of secession decentralization varies. When d is small,

g1 > g+[d] so the high-capacity regime represses and the probability of secession is zero.

When d is large, g1 < g�, so grievances are small and a lasting peace emerges. When d

is moderate, then the Center gambles for unity and secession occurs with positive prob-

ability. When  is large (left panel), all decentralization levels below d = 44 result in

long-term repression and a zero probability of secession. When  is small (right panel), all

decentralization levels below d = 38 result in long-term repression and a zero probability of

secession.

Proposition 5 Assume the regime has a high capacity for repression (C < ⇡) and initial

grievances are large (g1 � g+[0]). There exist cutpoints d and d such that 0  d < d < 1

and secession occurs with positive probability on the equilibrium path only if decentralization

is moderate, i.e., d < d < d.

19



Proof. Set d = 0. The regime has high repression capacity by assumption, and g1 � g+[d]

implies that C represses with probability one in all future periods when the game begins at

grievance g1. As such the probability of secession is zero.

In addition, we can set d̄ as follows

d̄ = d̂(g1) + ✏

where d̂ is defined in Equation (4) above and ✏ 2 R is such that 0 < ✏ < max{ (1��)P
F (g1) , 1}.

Note that the fraction (1��)P
F (g1) is well defined because F (g1) 6= 0. If F (g1) = 0 then

g1  g�[0] < g+[0], a contradiction.

It su�ces to show that g1  g�
⇥
d̄
⇤
because this inequality implies that g1 is small

at decentralization level d̄ and g� is strictly increasing in d. As such, g1 is small at decen-

tralization levels d > d̄. In addition, when g1  g� no mobilization occurs along the path

of play by Proposition 1. When ⇡CP = d and ⇡PP = ⇡, then we can write g�[d] as

g�[d] = max

⇢
g 2 N0

���� P > F (g)
⇡ � d

1� �

�
.

Thus, g1  g�
⇥
d̄
⇤
, as required.

I Proof of Proposition 6

We first prove Proposition 6.1 and then present two numerical examples that establish

Propositions 6.2 and 6.3.

Proof of 6.1. Consider equilibrium (d⇤,�). We first prove that d⇤  min{d̂(g1),C}. First,
d⇤  C . To see this, note that V �

C (g; d⇤)  ⇡�d⇤

1�� . Thus, if C chooses d⇤ > C , then

V �
C (g; d⇤) < ⇡�C

1�� , which means C can profitably deviate by choosing d⇤ = 0 and repressing

in all future periods.

Second, d⇤  d̂(g1). When C chooses d⇤ > d̂(g1), then g1  g�[d⇤], which implies

that V �
C (g1; d⇤) = ⇡�d⇤

1�� , which is strictly decreasing in d⇤. So C has a profitable deviation

by choosing decentralization d = d⇤ � ✏ for ✏ > 0 but close to zero. This establishes the

desired result.

Finally, we prove that if C < max
n
⇡
2 ,⇡ � d̂(g1)

o
and d⇤ > 0, then g1 < g+[d⇤], i.e.,

C never represses nor grants independence along the subsequent path of play. To do this

suppose not and consider two relevant cases.

Case 1 : ⇡ � d⇤ � C > 0. Then V �
C (g1; d⇤) = ⇡�d⇤�C

1�� , and C can profitably deviate

by choosing d⇤ = 0 and repressing in all future periods.

20



Case 2 : ⇡ � d⇤ � C  0. If C < ⇡
2 , then

d⇤ � ⇡ � C > ⇡ � ⇡

2
> C ,

which contradicts the upper bound described above. If C < ⇡ � d̂(g1), then we have

d⇤ � ⇡ � C

> ⇡ �
⇣
⇡ � d̂(g1)

⌘

= ⇡ �
✓
(1� �)P
1� �

◆

= d̂(g1),

which contradicts the upper bound described above.

The next example illustrates that the Center decentralizes in equilibrium (d⇤,�) and

the subsequent interaction entails gambling for unity.

Example 2 For the exogenous parameters, we consider ⇡ = 100,  = 100, C = 40,

P = 95 and � = 0.9. In addition, F takes the form:

F (g) =

8
>>>>>><

>>>>>>:

0 if g = 0

1
10 if g 2 {1, . . . , 100}
3
10 if g = 101

1 if g � 102.

and initial grievances are g1 = 101.

Note that C < ⇡
2 , so Proposition 6.1 implies that if C decentralizes in an equilibrium

(d⇤,�), then it chooses to neither repress nor grant independence in all future periods, in

which case, C’s expected utility is ṼC(g1; d⇤). Thus, if C chooses d⇤ > 0, it will choose a d⇤

that solves

F (g0)
⇡ � d⇤

1� �
� P = 0

for some g0 > g�[0] and g0  g1. In words, if C decentralizes, it will choose a decentralization

level that makes the Periphery (at some grievance level g1) indi↵erent between mobilizing

and not along the subsequent path of play. If not, C can profitably deviate by o↵ering slightly

less decentralization without changing the Periphery’s strategy in states g  g1.

Given this discussion and the construction of F , there are three possible decentraliza-

tion levels to consider: {0, d̂(1), d̂(101)}. Note that d̂(101) = 205
3 > C . As such, the upper
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bound in the previous proof shows that d⇤ 6= d̂(101) in any equilibrium. Thus, there are only

two possible decentralization levels in equilibrium: {0, d̂(1)}.
If C chooses d⇤ = 0, then g�[0] = 0 and g+[0] = 6. Because g1 > g+[0], if C chooses

d⇤ = 0, then long-term repression is the equilibrium outcome, which implies C’s dynamic

payo↵ is ⇡�C
1�� = 600.

If C chooses d⇤ = d̂(1) = 5, then g�[d⇤] = 100 and g+[0] = 102. Because g1 < g+[d⇤],

if C chooses d⇤ = d̂(1), then one period of gambling for unity is the equlibrium path of play,

in which case C’s expected utility is

�F (g1) + (1� F (g1))


⇡ � d⇤ + �

⇡ � d⇤

1� �

�
= 635.

As such, C chooses to decentralize, d⇤ = d̂(1) > 0 and gambling for unity occurs along the

subsequent equilibrium path of play.

The next example illustrates that the Center decentralizes in equilibrium (d⇤,�) and

the a long-term peace emerges in the subsequent interaction.

Example 3 The payo↵ parameters match those from Example 2, but now F takes the form:

F (g) =

8
>>><

>>>:

0 if g = 0

1
10 if g 2 {1, . . . , 101}

1 if g � 102.

and initial grievances are g1 = 101. Following the logic in the previous example, there

are two potential levels of decentralization in equilibrium: {0, d̂(1)}. If C chooses d⇤ = 0,

then its payo↵ is ⇡�C
1�� = 600 for reasons described above. If C choses d⇤ = d̂(1), then

g�[d⇤] = 101 = g1 and its equilibrium payo↵ is ⇡�d⇤

1�� = 950. As such, C chooses to

decentralizes and a long-term peace emerges.
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