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Ongoing, spirited debates from around the globe over statues, street names, symbols, and textbooks
call for a greater understanding of the political effects of different historical representations. In
this paper, we theorize that inclusive (exclusive) historical representations can increase (decrease)

marginalized group members’ perceived centrality to the nation, entitlement to speak on its behalf, and
likelihood of becoming leaders. In an online experiment in India (N ¼ 1, 592 ), we randomly assign
participants exercises sourced from official state textbooks containing either an exclusive, inclusive, or a
neutral representation of history. We subsequently assess the supply of and demand forMuslim leadership
using both an original, incentivized game and additional survey and behavioral measures. We find that
inclusive historical narratives increase Muslim participants’ perceived centrality and entitlement, desire to
lead, and demand for real-world Muslim leaders. Battles over history can carry consequences for the
leadership ambitions of marginalized individuals, for themselves and their communities.

INTRODUCTION

“I did not get history rewritten. I just got it rectified.”
–Murli Manohar Joshi, as quoted in Pathak (2019)

Shortly following Hindu nationalist Bharatiya Janata
Party’s rise to power in India in 1998, observers noted an
elemental and sweeping shift in the state’s educational
content: secular narratives of the nation’s history that
highlighted its pluralism had in many places been
replaced with accounts that portrayed India as a funda-
mentally Hindu nation to whichMuslims had arrived as
a “foreign” and “invading” force. Critics alleged that
the changes were part of a radical effort by Education
Minister Murli Manohar Joshi and his hand-picked
allies at the National Council for Education Research
and Training to rewrite Indian history to fall in line with
Hindutva, a nationalist ideology to which Joshi sub-
scribed grounded in notions of Hindu supremacy
(Thobani 2019). In the series of “education wars” that
followed, Joshi and his defenders in turn responded that
they were merely correcting the historical account.
As in India, activists and leaders across many coun-

tries today are locked in battles over which version of
history should be promoted by the state and thereby
which groups should be remembered, and how, in
collective memory. Particularly visible are debates in
the United States and in Europe over statues, street

names, and public symbols that honor leaders and
movements that committed atrocities against marginal-
ized communities (Tharoor 2020). These politics of the
past suggest that there are different ways a country can
portray its history and that political actors have a stake
in presenting a particular narrative (Nussbaum 2009;
Reicher and Hopkins 2001). Yet even as battles inten-
sify, mobilizing passionate supporters on both sides, we
still know little about the political effects of different
historical representations.

Do different representations of a nation’s history
affect which social groups seek out, and ultimately
obtain, positions of power? In particular, can historical
narratives that exclude marginalized communities
deepen their underrepresentation in leadership roles?
And could highlighting marginalized group members’
historical contributions to the nation encourage their
political inclusion? We provide a theoretical framework
and an empirical test aimed at increasing extant under-
standings of the link between historical representations
and the marginalization of historically disadvantaged
groups, such as ethnic minorities.1 We hypothesize that
exclusionary historical representations can undercut
marginalized communities’perceived claim to the nation
and entitlement to speak on behalf of its “unquestioned”
members, and thus make marginalized individuals less
willing to seek out leadership positions (supply channel)
and greater society less disposed to support them when
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1 Our theory and research design focus in particular on how historical
representations might affect the take-up of leadership roles by indi-
viduals from marginalized ethnic minority communities, which are
often both underrepresented in leadership roles and omitted from the
nation’s official historical narrative or ascribed a negative role.
However, we expect our hypotheses to generalize to other margin-
alized identity categories sharing these characteristics. We refer to
such groups as “marginalized” or “historically disadvantaged.”
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they do (demand channel). Consistently, we posit that an
inclusive representation can serve to increase marginal-
ized group members’ perceived belonging and entitle-
ment to make decisions that affect others in the nation.
We expect our theory to potentially apply to minority
representation in all positions that require leaders to
speak on behalf of social groups whose belonging to the
nation is “beyond question” and not only political
offices.
Our theory is rooted in the notion that history serves

a crucial function in defining and legitimizing bound-
aries of national belonging and can therefore be used to
promote politics of inclusion or exclusion (Liu and
Hilton 2005; Sibley et al. 2008). According to Wodak
(2009, 25), “Historical memory […] is an indispensable
prerequisite for national identity […] The further into
the past, the real or imaginary memories reach, the
more securely national identity is supported.” Tying
together insights from literatures on history and the
nation with work on entitlement and leadership emer-
gence, we posit that history has both a descriptive and a
prescriptive dimension: by describing who has partici-
pated in and contributed to the nation historically,
prescriptions regarding who is entitled to make deci-
sions on its behalf can be derived. Historical narratives
that depict a group as having long-standing ties to a
nation and positively contributing to its development
might cast that group as part of the nation’s core
constituency endowed with a mandate to lead. In con-
trast, individuals from groups depicted as negative and
“foreign” entities could be classified as peripheral with
a mandate to follow.
We test our theory through a pre-registered, incen-

tivized online experiment with 1,592 respondents in
India, where Muslims are heavily underrepresented
across a wide range of important civil society, eco-
nomic, and political leadership positions and there is
an active movement to minimize Muslim historical
contributions and recast the country as a Hindu nation.
In our experiment, Hindu and Muslim participants are
tasked with completing several exercises sourced from
real, official Indian school textbook material, for which
they can earn additional incentives. We randomly
assign participants a history exercise that either high-
lights the plural nature of Indian history and Muslims’
historical contributions to the nation (inclusive repre-
sentation treatment, promoted by the secular left),
describes a glorious Hindu past and a dark period of
Muslim invasions (exclusive representation treatment,
endorsed by the Hindu right), or which details unre-
lated history on topics such as agriculture and the
railway system (baseline condition, not advocated for
by one more than the other).
Following the history exercise, participants are ran-

domlymatched in groups of three and are told theymust
complete two additional school exercises with payoffs
determined by group performance and all members
earning an equal share. While they will complete both
additional exercises, only onewill count for payment for
all group members, in accordance with the decision of a
group representative. Our central outcomes of interest
from this set of decisions are a participant’s

(1) willingness to volunteer as group representative
(supply channel, elicited before participants became
aware that the game had a demand component) and
(2) their preference ranking of their group partners as
group representative (demand channel). Our rich set of
outcome data allow us to evaluate our theory using both
stated and revealed preferences, and using both an
incentivized outcome over which we have a high degree
of experimenter control as well as outcomes over which
we have less control but which offer more clear real-
world corollaries.

To evaluate our hypotheses, we consider whether,
and how, views about individuals from a marginalized
group (Muslims) and their suitability for leadership
roles, as well as their willingness to seek out and of
society to grant them such roles, change depending on
respondents’ random assignment to a historical repre-
sentation (inclusive, exclusive, or baseline). Our find-
ings reveal that historical representations can affect the
perceived centrality of different groups to the nation:
while exclusive renderings of history increase the per-
ceived centrality of Hindus to the Indian nation, inclu-
sive renderings increase the perceived centrality of
Muslims. We also observe that historical representa-
tions can affect the supply of and demand for ethnic
minorities in leadership positions. Muslim respondents
who are exposed to inclusive representations of
national history are more eager to take on a leadership
role than areMuslim respondents exposed to an exclu-
sive or a more neutral version of history. Inclusive
representations also positively affect Muslim respon-
dents’ perceptions about their own and real-world
Muslim politicians’ entitlement to lead, and their
demand for real-world Muslim politicians. While these
findings highlight the potential of inclusive narratives
to increase minorities’ leadership aspirations for them-
selves and members of their community, Hindus are
largely unmoved by the inclusive treatment in their
demand for Muslim leaders. We conclude that shifting
majority groups’ views on minority leadership may be
particularly challenging.

To the best of our knowledge, our study represents
the first quantitative assessment of the link between
historical narratives and the supply of and demand for
historically disadvantaged groups in leadership posi-
tions. As such, our paper sheds new light on the
tangible consequences of symbolic politics, a topic of
interest far beyond the Indian context with implica-
tions for ongoing real-world debates. Previous and
ongoing work examines the effects of changes to sym-
bols and narratives of nationhood—conveyed via
mediums including textbooks, statues, street names,
and flags—on national identity (Chen, Lin, and Yang
2023; Durrani and Dunne 2010), political attitudes and
beliefs (Balcells, Palanza, and Voytas 2022; Cantoni
et al. 2017; Rahnama 2021), criminal activity
(Rahnama 2021), electoral outcomes (Rozenas and
Vlasenko 2022; Villamil and Balcells 2021), and even
housing prices (Green et al. 2022). We contribute to
this growing literature by exploring whether different
state-sponsored historical narratives shape marginal-
ized group members’ leadership aspirations, and
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greater society’s acceptance of their leadership. In a
time of rising ethnonationalism across the globe, where
majorities claim fusion with the nation and use the
power of the state to exclude minorities from symbolic
representations of nationhood, this question could not
be more pressing.
Our research provides both theoretical and methodo-

logical contributions. By tying together heretofore
distinct lines of study on social representations of history
(Liu and Hilton 2005; Reicher and Hopkins 2001; Sibley
et al. 2008), entitlement (Liddle and Michielsens 2000;
O’Brien and Major 2009), and leader emergence
(Conroy and Green 2020; Norris and Lovenduski
1995), our theory offers new insights into the mecha-
nisms throughwhichhistorical representations can shape
the supply of—and demand for—marginalized groups in
leadership roles. Our experimental design employs inno-
vativemethods to explore thesemechanisms empirically,
through the use of incentivized exercises and group tasks
among participants represented by religiously identifi-
able avatars. In doing so, we follow recent calls to make
surveys more engaging for participants by making them
more “game-like” (Salganik 2019).
Finally, our paper contributes to additional strands

of literature rarely in conversation. First, our research
speaks towork on the consequences of different found-
ing narratives of nationhood (Mylonas and Kuo 2017;
Singh and Vom Hau 2016; Straus 2015), in particular,
as conveyed through school content. For instance,
King (2013) presents qualitative evidence indicating
that school content—especially history curricula—can
produce and amplify exclusive identities, potentially
enhancing social divisions and promoting violence.We
build on this literature by examining the effects of
exclusive and inclusive historical narratives, conveyed
through textbook material, on minorities’ leadership
aspirations and greater society’s acceptance of minor-
ity leadership. Second, we add to work examining
exclusion, national belonging, and political behavior
among ethnic minorities. Our findings offer new and
important insights into how minorities respond, socio-
politically, to dynamics of exclusion (Abdelgadir and
Fouka 2020; Simonsen 2021), under what conditions
exclusion mobilizes or demobilizes (Hobbs and Laje-
vardi 2019; Oskooii 2020; Weiss, Siegel, and Romney,
2022), and how minority inclusion can be encouraged
(Alrababa’h et al. 2021; Williamson et al. 2021). Third,
we extend research on the underrepresentation of
historically disadvantaged groups by theorizing a new
factor that might contribute to the sustaining
(or reversal) of marginalization: historical representa-
tions (Bueno and Dunning 2017; Dancygier et al. 2019;
Portmann and Stojanović 2019). We test for both
supply and demand channels driving underrepresenta-
tion, an advance on a body of research that has pri-
marily focused on demand-side explanations. We
speak to a growing literature exploring how supply-
side channels such as socialization (Bos et al. 2022),
ambition (Bonneau and Kanthak 2020; Fox and Law-
less 2014), confidence (Wolak 2020), and election
aversion (Kanthak and Woon 2015) might explain
marginalized group underrepresentation.

THEORY AND HYPOTHESES

Do different portrayals of a nation’s history affect
whether members of historically marginalized groups
seek out, and ultimately obtain, positions of power? A
large literature has identified a number of demand- and
supply-side factors that influence, both independently
and in interaction with each other, who becomes a
leader (Gulzar 2021; Holman and Schneider 2018).
This literature has produced valuable insights but fur-
ther questions remain, in particular, as the underrep-
resentation of marginalized groups in leadership
positions persists despite changes in theorized relevant
factors such as the prevalence of overt discrimination,
political party and organizational gatekeepers, institu-
tional barriers, and the composition of the electorate
(Gulzar 2021; Lawless 2015).

In this paper, we propose an additional factor that we
hypothesize may contribute to representation out-
comes through both demand- and supply-side channels:
historical representations. Specifically, we argue that
historical representations—namely, if and how differ-
ent groups are represented in collective memory—can
alter which individuals are perceived as belonging to a
nation’s core constituency, entitled to represent the
interests of other members of the nation. As a conse-
quence, we posit, historical representations can have
important implications for who is willing to seek out
leadership positions, as well as who is more likely to be
accepted and supported as a leader by greater society.
Taken together, our theoretical framework suggests
that different depictions of history can serve as one
contributing factor affecting the level of descriptive
representation of various social groups in positions of
power.

In this section, we present our theory and pre-
registered hypotheses.2 First, we detail how historical
representations can affect understandings of different
groups’ place in the nation. Second, we explain how the
degree to which marginalized groups are viewed as
“peripheral” to the nation can carry consequences for
whether their members are perceived as entitled to
speak on behalf of the nation’s “core” constituency.
Finally, we argue that these developments can affect
whether marginalized individuals ultimately adopt
leadership positions requiring them to speak on behalf
of “core”members of the nation through two channels:
first, through affecting these individuals’ desire to lead
(supply channel), and second, by influencing greater
society’s willingness to support them as leaders
(demand channel).

Historical Representations, the Nation, and
Who Can Claim It

The first component of our theory asserts that historical
representations can play a critical role in defining
current conceptions of national identity and different

2 Figure E15 in the Supplementary Material contains a visual repre-
sentation of our theoretical argument.
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groups’ perceived claims to the nation, especially when
reinforced or promoted by entities exerting authority
over the nation (e.g., the state and its representatives).
History is recognized by many scholars as a key ingre-
dient in the creation and maintenance of the imagined
community of nationhood, as well as for other socially
constructed identity categories (Anderson 1983; Hobs-
bawn 1990). While nations may differ in the degree to
which formal membership is explicitly tied to the past
(notably, some countries ascribe citizenship by descent,
others by civic criteria; see Brubaker 1992; Chandra
2012), most if not all boast an origin story and historical
narrative that helps to define a national identity and
distinguish “us” from “them” (Brubaker et al. 2006;
Horowitz 1985; Straus 2015). Indeed, initial claims for
nationhood were often justified by the assertion of
“historic rights” (Brubaker et al. 2006) or a shared
“mythic history” (Laitin 1995).3
Building on this literature, we understand historical

representations as one way that people draw bound-
aries between the nation’s “core” (the essential, natu-
ral, and unquestioned members) and those relegated to
the “periphery”; those “who might be allowed to be
part of the nation, but ‘never quite’” (Pandey 1999,
608).4 We identify two main pathways through which
history can affect different groups’ perceived
“centrality” to the nation, and thus, their right to claim
membership in its core community.5
First, through the incorporation of certain groups

(and not others) into stories of national identity, histor-
ical narratives can define who is a “prototypical”
in-group member and who is not (Reicher and Hopkins
2001; Sibley et al. 2008). Narratives can further delineate
these groups by establishing “foundational myths” that
endow prototypical in-group members with a shared
ancestry, common traits, or a “golden age” (Guichard
2010). Second, by highlighting or downplaying different
groups’ contributions to the nation, historical narratives
can legitimize or delegitimize a society’s current or pro-
jected social and political arrangements, including which
groups are thought to have a “right” to coremembership
(Khan et al. 2017; Straus 2015). For instance, narratives
that undermine a group’s historical contributions, omit
thementirely, or depict themas “enemies of the nation,”

can justify that group’s exclusion from the national
community (Khan et al. 2017). Faced with such narra-
tives, individuals might internalize and accept the view
that presently dominant groups are coremembers of the
nation, and that marginalized communities are periph-
eral. Historical narratives can thus act as “legitimizing
myths,” providing intellectual and moral justifications
for unequal social practices and helping to rationalize
power differences between groups in society (Jost,
Banaji, and Nosek 2004; Sidanius and Pratto 1999). As
suggested by Social Dominance Theory (Jost, Banaji,
and Nosek 2004), disadvantaged group members often
search for precisely such justifications of the existing
social order and, upon finding them, internalize a sense
of inferiority.6

In sum, we posit that narratives can affect perceptions
of whether individuals frommarginalized groups “truly”
belong to the nation through either of two main path-
ways: one, by affecting whether they are thought to fit
the criteria formembership, and the second, by affecting
whether they are believed to have “earned” the right to
be part of its core community. An inclusive historical
representation that makes space for a social group in the
nation and positively highlights its contributions estab-
lishes that group’s centrality to the nation and the
belonging of its individuals as core, or full, members.
In contrast, an exclusive historical retelling that omits or
actively attributes a group a negative role in the nation’s
history suggests that individuals from that group either
do not belong in the nation or do not belong fully
(i.e., are situated outside the national identity boundary
or inside but on the “periphery”).

H1 : Historical representations can shape the per-
ceived prototypicality and historical contributions
(“centrality”) of different social groups to the nation.
Specifically:

(a) Exclusive historical representations will reduce the
perceived centrality of marginalized groups to the
nation.

(b) Inclusive historical representations will increase the
perceived centrality of marginalized groups to the
nation.

Claim to the Nation and Entitlement

The foregoing discussion brings us to our central theo-
retical claim: we posit that through shaping perceptions
of who is a prototypical member of the nation and who
has contributed to the nation, historical representations

3 Different schools of thought conceptualize different roles of history
as regards the nation (seeKundra 2019 for a helpful overview).While
we focus on history as one often used and effective strategy for
establishing national identity boundaries, we do not claim that it is
the only, or indeed most desirable, tool available.
4 Note that the concept of a “founding narrative” described by Straus
(2015) captures a similar intuition. Straus (2015, 63) suggests that
certain narratives are foundational “in that they define the identity of
a primary national political community and the core values and goals
of the nation and state.” These narratives craft a story about the
nation, where it comes from, whom it serves, and who should rule;
they thereby construct implicit hierarchies between a primary citizen
class whom the state should serve and a secondary citizen class. See
also Mylonas (2013) for a conceptual distinction between national
“core” and “non-core” groups.
5 Figure E16 in the Supplementary Material shows how history can
shape a group’s perceived centrality to the nation through these two
pathways.

6 Where an existing social order is viewed as legitimate, we expect
that bothmembers of the nation’s core and the periphery are likely to
accept the status quo system. This relates to the concept of “consen-
sual discrimination” or a “self-policing system” where dominant and
marginalized communities both adhere to the prevailing hierarchy.
As described by Tajfel and Turner (1986, 280), under such circum-
stances, “subordinate groups often seem to internalize a wider social
evaluation of themselves as ‘inferior’ or ‘second class.’” Research
indicates that a feeling of national belonging is learned, not innate,
and is not dichotomous (I belong or I do not) but continuous (how
much I feel I belong) and varies with time and context (Kundra 2019).
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can alter perceptions of who is entitled to speak on
behalf of the nation’s “core” constituency. We define
“entitlement” as the notion that a person, or category of
people, should enjoy a particular set of rights by virtue
of who they are (O’Brien andMajor 2009). One can feel
entitled to a nation’s material resources such as welfare
or jobs and also to less tangible psycho-social benefits,
such as the right to judge others’ behavior or make
decisions that will affect other members of the nation
(Skey 2014).
Qualitative research provides suggestive support for

our posited tie between a group’s perceived centrality
to the nation (their prototypicality and recognized
historical contributions) and whether its members are
viewed, and view themselves, as entitled to speak on
the nation’s behalf. Reicher and Hopkins (2001) posit
that the more an individual conforms to a prototypical
group member in terms of traits, norms, and behavior,
the greater their perceived right to speak in the group’s
name. Debates on immigration routinely feature argu-
ments that certain citizens “deserve” more than others
due to their prior contributions to the nation (Sainsbury
2012) and ethnic minorities themselves have been
found to link their status within the nation with their
willingness to voice critical reflections on society
(Hopkins and Blackwood 2011; King 2013; Simonsen
2022). In particular, disadvantaged groups who view
national hierarchies as legitimate often come to exhibit
a depressed sense of entitlement relative tomembers of
advantaged groups (Jost, Banaji, and Nosek 2004;
Major 1994). Narratives that call into question a
group’s historical contributions could therefore “create
group differences in perceived entitlement by enhanc-
ing the degree to which differential outcomes are seen
as legitimate reflections of differential inputs” (O’Brien
and Major 2009, 433). In sum, by affecting perceived
belonging, historical representations may affect differ-
ent social groups’ perceived entitlement, “so that ‘I
belongmore than you’ also means ‘I deservemore than
you’” (Skey 2014, 327).
H2 : Historical representations can shape the per-

ceived entitlement of different social groups to speak
on behalf of the nation. Specifically:

(a) Exclusive historical representations will reduce the
perceived entitlement of marginalized groups to
speak on behalf of the nation.

(b) Inclusive historical representations will increase the
perceived entitlement of marginalized groups to
speak on behalf of the nation.

Entitlement and Leadership

The final building block of our theory posits that per-
ceived entitlement to speak for the nation may have
consequences for who ultimately does speak for the
nation. Specifically, we theorize that entitlement can
affect individuals’ willingness to seek out leadership
positions (supply mechanism), and of society to grant
them the opportunity to lead (demand mechanism).
Our theory draws on studies of leader emergence,

which indicate that individuals who are perceived or
perceive themselves as less entitled to lead can face
significant internal and external hurdles when consid-
ering or attempting to obtain such leadership roles.

Individuals perceived as less entitled to leadmay face
questions about their legitimacy and deservingness to
serve in leadership roles, thus weakening their incen-
tives to put themselves forward as candidates. Research
suggests that aspiring leaders who do not view them-
selves as “natural leaders” struggle to gain acceptance
in representative roles. As Liddle and Michielsens
(2000, 128) note, if entitlement is not self-evident, “a
sense of entitlement has to be both constructed for the
self and publicly presented to others before the author-
ity to exercise power is recognized.” Relatedly, indi-
viduals who perceive themselves as less entitled often
experience doubts about their competence as leaders.
Norris and Lovenduski (1995) observe that a lack of
self-confidence in the ability to lead or feelings of being
“unqualified” can weaken marginalized group mem-
bers’ willingness to seek out leadership positions.

Perceptions of entitlement are also expected to shape
greater society’s acceptance of marginalized groups in
leadership roles. We suggest that dominant groups
should be less likely to accept decisions made by mar-
ginalized groupmembers when these groups are cast as
less central to national identity and thereby less entitled
to speak on their behalf. As a result, marginalized
group members should also find less support among
greater society when pursuing leadership roles, if per-
ceived as less entitled. For instance, beliefs about
deservingness often underlie arguments against affir-
mative action policies aiming to increase the represen-
tation of marginalized communities: critics among
greater society often contend that empowered individ-
uals would be less competent leaders, implying that
there are not enough marginalized community mem-
bers suited to fill government or other positions
(Gulzar, Haas, and Pasquale 2020; Jensenius 2015).

In sum, we expect that historical representations can
endow certain groups with a greater claim to the nation,
distinguishing “those who are recognised as having a
legitimate entitlement to judge who and what is appro-
priate within the bounded territory of the nation,” from
those who are not (Skey 2014, 109). As a result, we
propose that exclusive (inclusive) historical represen-
tations and resultant effects on belonging and entitle-
ment could contribute to there being fewer (more)
disadvantaged group members in leadership roles both
through altering marginalized group members’ willing-
ness to lead and by changing greater society’s receptiv-
ity to their leadership.7

7 Our term “greater society” is inclusive of both minority and major-
ity individuals, both because the receptivity of both groups may be
relevant to whether minority individuals ultimately become leaders
and because studies suggest that both sets of individuals often
internalize similar perceptions regarding where groups fall on the
social hierarchy and their fitness as leaders (Gündemir et al. 2014;
Tajfel and Turner 1986).
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H3 : Exclusive historical representations will reduce
the presence of marginalized group members in lead-
ership roles by:

(a) reducing the willingness of marginalized group
members to seek out leadership roles (supply
channel),

(b) reducing the willingness of greater society to grant
them such roles (demand channel).

H4 : Inclusive historical representations will increase
the presence of marginalized group members in lead-
ership roles by:

(a) increasing thewillingness ofmarginalized groupmem-
bers to seek out leadership roles (supply channel),

(b) increasing the willingness of greater society to
grant them such roles (demand channel).

According to our theory, the effects of historical
representations operate primarily through changing
perceptions of who is a “core” member of the nation,
and thus who is entitled to take decisions on behalf of
such “true” members. Since historical representations
are expected to alter perceived hierarchies of belong-
ing, changes in marginalized group members’ willing-
ness to lead should mainly be observed when they are
asked to speak on behalf of members of a different
perceived “rank” within the nation. Our final hypoth-
esis reflects this expectation.
H5 (Group Composition): Effects of historical rep-

resentations on marginalized group members’ willing-
ness to seek out leadership roles will be greater when
the leadership position requires that marginalized
group members speak on behalf of “unquestioned”
core members of the nation, than where the position
requires that they speak only on behalf of other mar-
ginalized group members.

Summing Up: Historical Narratives and Who
Speaks for the Nation

As textbooks are re-written, streets are renamed, and
different heroes are celebrated, new imaginedboundaries

of the nation crystallize. We argue that this can have
implications forwho seeks out, andwhoobtains, positions
of power. Table 1 summarizes our central hypotheses and
illustrates how we expect exclusive and inclusive render-
ings of history to affect the perceived centrality,
entitlement, supply of, and demand for leaders from
marginalized communities, among both marginalized
and dominant group members.8

SETTING: NATIONALISM, REVISIONISM, AND
LEADERSHIP IN INDIA

We conduct an experimental test of our theoretical
argument in India, where Muslims are both underrep-
resented in important leadership positions and their
role in the nation’s history and the national community
are under active contestation.

The Rise of Hindu Nationalism and Historical
Revisionism

In India, two radically different, yet fully developed
accounts of the nation’s history coexist uneasily. On the
one end, many on the secular left (notably, the Indian
Congress Party [INC]) have long defended a version of
history that emphasizes the plural nature of the Indian
nation. This historical narrative has served to promote
an inclusive conceptualization of the Indian nation,
based on civic values (such as tolerance and respect
for democratic principles) rather than ethnic traits, as
well as a common history and the shared goal of
modernity. This secular (or “Nehruvian”) tradition
embraces the heterogeneity of India’s traditions and
perceives it as central to Indian identity—constituting a
strength rather than a weakness (Nussbaum 2009). On

TABLE 1. Summary of Hypotheses

Treatment

Predicted effects on ――― of/for
marginalized groups Population

Exclusive
history

Inclusive
history

Core member(s)
present

Centrality (H1) All ↓ ↑
Entitlement (H2) All ↓ ↑
Supply (H3a,H4a,H5) Marginalized ↓ ↑ ↑ *
Demand (H3b,H4b) All ↓ ↑

Note: Table presents a summary of our hypotheses and associated empirical predictions. Our theory does not result in fully symmetric
empirical expectations for marginalized and dominant groups. As explained in footnote 7, references to “greater society” in demand
hypotheses H3b and H4b refer to the full population, inclusive of both marginalized and non-marginalized individuals; predicted effects for
these hypotheses are thus labeled as relevant for “all” individuals. * refers to the moderating effect predicted by H5 , that historical
representations will have a larger effect on marginalized individuals’ supply of leadership where a leadership position requires that they
speak on behalf of “core” members of the nation.

8 Section G.7 of the Supplementary Material contains a list of addi-
tional empirical expectations and our reasoning behind them. While
these expectations are not directly derived from our theoretical
framework, they nevertheless address questions of import, such as
whether and how we should expect historical narratives to affect the
supply of and demand for dominant group members in leadership
roles.
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the other end, members of the Hindu right (promi-
nently today, the ruling Bharatiya Janata Party [BJP])
promote a version of history in which Hindus have a
unique claim to the Indian nation and which excludes
and vilifies the country’s Muslim minority population
(Thobani 2019). This narrative has served to undergird
an exclusionary, “ethnic” understanding of India
according to which Hindu and national identity per-
fectly overlap.9

The “Textbook Controversy”

While we expect our theory to apply to historical
narratives conveyed through a number of different
possible mediums, we elected to study the effects of
content taken from school textbooks for a few reasons.
First, textbooks can offer a special lens into narratives
advocated for by state actors—changes under different
educational regimes, when documented properly, can
show differing visions at a granular level (Goldstein
2020). Second, as schools are one of the central, earli-
est, and most sustained pathways through which the
state interacts with its citizens, it is especially in the area
of education that we might expect state-promoted nar-
ratives to shape public understandings of national iden-
tity. Third, these stylized facts can generally be applied
tomany if not all states, which widely advocate for their
preferred vision of history through some form of offi-
cial school curriculum.
In India, textbooks have been targeted since at least

the 1990s both by the secular left and the Hindu right,
with each accusing the other of re-writing content when
in power to advance political aims. Textbooks promoted
by the Hindu right “construct a particular imagined
community: one defined according to Hindu cultural
similarity,” while those advanced by the secular left
aim to “promote the building of a secular national
identity” (Guichard 2010, 56). Debates regarding text-
book content thus mirror the larger ideological “battle
over history” which “pits a Nehruvian narrative of
India’s past, which stresses plurality, complexity, and
tension, against a Hindutva narrative, which stresses
internal purity and external danger” (Nussbaum 2009,
261). Changes to textbooks produced by the National
Council for Education Research and Training
(NCERT)—a federal institution in charge of developing
curricula and preparing model textbooks—reflect the
push and pull of the “education war” era: textbooks
written in the 1990s under INCwere replaced in 2002 by
a BJP-led coalition, only to be changed in 2006 and 2008
when INC took back control, and heavily modified once
again when BJP returned to power in 2014 (Guichard
2010). Similar patterns are visible with state-specific
textbooks, which have been markedly revised in recent
years alone (Traub 2018).
We use excerpts from official history textbooks as our

experimental treatments. The selected passages provide

clear, state-sponsored narratives corresponding to the
two main historical visions summarized above. Further,
because our treatments reflect real-world content, we
connect them to school, andwe identify the state as their
source, we are more confident in their ecological valid-
ity.10 Our treatments do not fully approximate how
individuals engagewith textbookmaterial, but we argue
that they do so better than available alternative
approaches, for instance, if we had simply invented
our own content and labeled it “hypothetical” textbook
material.11 Lastly, while we aim to maximize the eco-
logical validity of our textbook treatments, we note that
our ultimate focus in this paper concerns the effects of
narratives—not the medium through which they are
conveyed.12

Religion and Leadership

Muslims, who constitute India’s largest minority group
at approximately 14% of the country’s population and
two hundred million people, are heavily underrepre-
sented in the country’s leadership positions (Adeney
and Swenden 2019; Jaffrelot 2021; Khan 2020).
They are estimated to make up under 3% of directors
and senior executives at the country’s largest five hun-
dred companies, only 5% of its government sector
employees and an even smaller portion of its civil
servants, disproportionately small fractions of the labor
force and employers and employees in key economic
sectors, and a small fraction of its representatives in
political institutions—including under 5% of parlia-
mentarians (Adeney and Swenden 2019; Jaffrelot
2021; Khan 2020). Among minority groups, Muslims
are indeed the most underrepresented in many of these
institutions and organizations, with trends pointing
toward their deepening exclusion (Adeney and Swen-
den 2019; Jaffrelot 2021; Khan 2020).

We believe that our theory is of import and relevance
toMuslim representation for a few reasons. First, many
of the leadership positions in whichMuslims are under-
represented—as business executives, trade union
leaders, bureaucrats, newspaper editors, and politi-
cians—require speaking on behalf both ofmarginalized

9 In our “Discussion” section, we discuss whether the recent domi-
nance of theBJP’s narrative in the public domain affected participants’
responses to our experimental treatment of that same narrative.

10 In Section G.6 of the Supplementary Material, we also present
evidence from a pre-test indicating that a majority of respondents felt
that the treatment texts were similar to the types of lessons that they
might have learned in school.
11 Onemight speculate that the effects we estimate, while speaking to
the real world, are conservative in that they would be stronger as part
of a developed curriculum providing sustained exposure.
12 Note that these narratives of nationhood differ from more general
political arguments and messages in that they come from supposedly
neutral and reliable sources, providing readers with fact-like infor-
mation about the nation’s origin, its character and its core values and
goals (Straus 2015). States lend authority to these narratives and
“although they may be constructed histories, they do not present
themselves as such. Indeed, they are presented more as revelations
than as interpretations” (Reicher and Hopkins 2001, 23). Narratives
of nationhood are not explicitly political or ideological, but present
themselves “as the only story that could be told” (Reicher and
Hopkins 2001, 23). This is also why these narratives are thought to
be particularly powerful in legitimizing different groups’ claims to
core membership in the nation.
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and dominant group members. Second, many of these
positions, including ones in economic and civil society
organizations, have been found to be critical to political
outcomes in India. For instance, Varshney (2003) dem-
onstrates that Hindu–Muslim violence was less likely
where intercommunal civic networks were stronger.
Towns with a high degree of “interreligious interaction
in nondenominational organizations” ranging from art
to trade associations—and with religious diversity in
their leadership—developed peace committees and
media campaigns that prevented rioting (Varshney
2003, 127).
Third, scholars have tied the rise of Hindu national-

ism to increasing Muslim underrepresentation across a
wide range of positions, in sectors ranging from media
organizations to business and politics, and have noted
the close relationship between national-level debates
and local-level political outcomes (Adeney and Swen-
den 2019; Jaffrelot 2001; Khan 2020; Varshney 2003).13
Fourth, scholars have highlighted the importance of
both demand- and supply-side factors in informing
representational outcomes in India (Auerbach et al.
2022; Goyal 2020).

RESEARCH DESIGN

We test our theory through an incentivized online
experiment conducted with 1,592 Indian Muslim and
Hindu respondents between June andAugust 2021.We
randomly assign participants to either complete a his-
tory exercise with an exclusive, inclusive, or a “neutral”
(baseline) historical narrative.14 Our main outcomes
are the perceived centrality of Hindus and Muslims to
the nation, as well as the perceived entitlement of,
supply of, and demand for members of the Muslim
minority in leadership positions.

Sample

Participants were recruited using an online panel from
the market research company Lucid, which creates its
panel by aggregating across a number of survey panels.
Lucid is increasingly popular with social scientists, and
validation efforts from the United States indicate that
respondents recruited on the platform approximate
national benchmarks, both demographically and
behaviorally (Coppock and McClellan 2019). To
ensure high data quality, we use pre-treatment atten-
tion checks suggested by Aronow et al. (2020) in a
recent paper on inattentiveness among Lucid survey
respondents (see Section G.4 of the Supplementary
Material), and we exclude respondents who take the

survey very quickly (i.e., less than half the median soft
launch completion time) or very slowly (i.e., more than
twice the median time).15

Our sample includes respondents from four Indian
states: Delhi, Gujarat, Maharashtra, andUttar Pradesh.
India is an enormous, diverse country, and restricting
sampling to a few states allows us to maintain some
control over the sociopolitical contexts in which respon-
dents are embedded. Section G.3 of the Supplementary
Material describes the criteria we used when selecting
these four states in detail. We screen out non-Muslims
and non-Hindus, and we set quotas for each religious
identity category as well as for men and women. Partic-
ipants could complete the study in English or Hindi and
receive a participation fee, along with additional earn-
ings based on their decisions, the decisions of others,
and chance, in the form of e-rewards/e-currency. Our
sample—which was more urban and educated than the
general population—appears similar to other online
samples of Indian respondents recruited through a
variety of platforms such as Facebook, MTurk, and
Qualtrics (Boas, Christenson, and Glick 2020; Guess
et al. 2020).While our sample is seemingly not an outlier
as regards other online samples collected in India,
behavior in online samples—an important demographic
in their own right—often, but not always, generalizes to
the broader population. Our results may thus be best
interpreted as speaking to Indian Internet users, who
more often reside in urban areas and are more edu-
cated.

Study Stages, Experiment Treatments, and
Measurement

Figure 1 summarizes the four stages of our study (see
Section F of the Supplementary Material for experi-
ment materials).

Stage 1

In the first stage, participants complete a short demo-
graphic questionnaire, at the end of which they are
asked to choose an avatar, which is visibly Hindu or
Muslim, to represent them at a later stage in the study.
Respondents are given a choice between three gender
and religion congruent avatars, which we selected from
a larger set due to their popularity with respondents and
their high degree of religious identifiability in a pre-test
(N ¼ 189) we conducted in October and November
2020. To reduce the likelihood that respondents might

13 On the tie between local and national politics, Varshney (2003,
106) writes, “State (and national) politics provide the context within
which the local mechanisms linked with violence are activated.”
14 Results indicate that randomization was effectively implemented,
as participants are balanced across treatments on observable charac-
teristics (see Table A1 in the Supplementary Material).

15 When designing and pre-registering our experiment, we decided to
flag and remove time outliers, an approach that has been adopted by
many researchers as standard protocol (Atzori et al. 2021; Fodeman,
Snook, and Horgan 2020; Jedinger 2018; Matjašič, Vehovar, and
Manfreda 2018). There has been some scholarly debate regarding
the consequences of excluding time outliers, in particular, since
inattentive respondents have been found to be different (younger
and less educated) than the broader population (Alvarez et al. 2019;
Berinsky, Margolis, and Sances 2014). We explore the consequences
of excluding these time outliers in greater detail in Section G.5 of the
Supplementary Material and find that their exclusion did not alter
our substantive findings.
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have a negative reaction or feel that they were forced
into being represented by a religious stereotype, we
included some variation in avatars’ style of dress
(in particular, modern versus traditional); importantly,
we found in the pre-test that respondents overwhelm-
ingly chose identity-congruent avatars when also given
the option of identity-incongruent ones, and did not
voice any concerns with avatars or the selection task
(see Section D.1 of the Supplementary Material).

Stage 2

In the second stage, participants are informed that the
theme of the study is “Back to School.” They are
randomly assigned a history text, sourced from real
official school textbook material, that either highlights
the plural nature of Indian history and Muslims’ his-
torical contributions to the nation (inclusive represen-
tation treatment), describes a glorious Hindu past and a
dark period of Muslim invasions (exclusive representa-
tion treatment), or which details history on non-
politicized topics such as agriculture (baseline condi-
tion). Respondents are informed that the material
comes from textbooks “approved by government edu-
cational boards in India.” Passages are followed by
comprehension questions designed to highlight the
critical elements of the texts and for which correct
answers contribute to participants’ payoffs.
When identifying young adult textbook material

using the websites of the NCERT and state educational
boards, we tried to choose passages that clearly illus-
trated the strategies different sides pursue to shape their
preferred notion of nationhood, as summarized in
Table 2 and further detailed in Section E.2 of the

Supplementary Material (Guichard 2010; Khan et al.
2017; Nussbaum 2009). In particular, we focused on two
periods, ancient and medieval India, that constitute
critical historical moments and are interpreted very
differently by the two competing narratives. For the
Hindu right, Ancient India provides an opportunity to
establish a Hindu “foundational myth” (Khan et al.
2017). According to this account, Hindus are the direct
descendants of the indigenous Indo-Aryans, who—
prior to Muslim invasions and colonial conquest—
enjoyed a “golden age” of peace, harmony, cultural
and scientific innovation, and prosperity (Guichard
2010). Medieval India, on the other hand, is described
as a dark period of Muslim invasion, destruction, vio-
lence, and Hindu subjugation.

The secular left offers a radically different version of
Indian history in whichAncient Indiawas characterized
by significant heterogeneity and the coexistence of
multiple religions. According to this version, the
Mughal rulers of Medieval India positively contributed
to the nation through their embrace of syncretic culture,
contributions to the arts (poetry, architecture, and cui-
sine), techniques of governance, and tradition of reli-
gious tolerance. Table 2 summarizes key characteristics
and events associated with these two time periods
according to the secular (inclusive representation treat-
ment) and the Hindu nationalist (exclusive representa-
tion treatment) versions of history, and as detailed in our
experimental treatments.16

FIGURE 1. Sequence of Study Stages

16 See Section E.2 of the Supplementary Material for more on the
renderings of history which inform our experimental treatments.
Given the political nature of these different historical narratives, a
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To increase the salience of our treatments and main-
tain it through later stages of the study, as well as to
make the study appear more natural to respondents by
highlighting the topic matter, we additionally include as
a banner content that a studentmight see in a classroom
andwhich corresponds to our treatmentmaterial. Thus,
in the exclusive treatment, subjects see images of Hindu
historical figures on every page beginning in Stage
2, whereas in the inclusive treatment subjects see
images of Mughal art. These images also come from
real history textbooks (see Figure F19 in the Supple-
mentary Material).
Following the texts and comprehension questions,

respondents answer two questions designed tomeasure
the perceived centrality (prototypicality and historical
contributions) ofHindus andMuslims to the nation (H1
). To measure perceived contributions, we ask respon-
dents to select from a list which groups they believe
most contributed in a positive way to the development
of the Indian nation. Participants are asked to pick a
total of five words from a list of 19. In our analysis, we
count how many of the selected words are distinctly
“Hindu” or “Muslim” in nature, with variables there-
fore ranging from 0 to 5 where “0” indicates that no
Hindu/Muslim words were selected and “5” indicates
that all words selected were Hindu/Muslim in nature.
To measure prototypicality, we ask respondents to
what extent they agree with the following two state-
ments: (1) “I think it would be accurate if someone
described me as a typical Indian” and (2) “I feel similar
to other Indians.”The order in which the two questions
appear is randomized.

Stage 3

Following Stage 2, participants are matched in groups
of three and shown the religiously-identifiable avatars
of their partners, who they are told were drawn “from a
pool of participants that was chosen be broadly repre-
sentative of the Indian nation (though certain commu-
nities may appear more or less than others).”17 They
learn that they must complete two additional school
exercises on geography and sociology, but only one of
them will count for payment.18 Payoffs are determined
by group performance and all members will earn an
equal share: 1,000 Indian rupees (INR) for each correct
answer.19 While respondents complete both additional
exercises, a group representative will pick which of the
two exercises will count for payment for all group
members. We elicit individuals’ desire to be group
representative by asking them to state from 1 to 4 their
willingness to be group representative. Following Coff-
man (2014), we explain this decision in terms of reserv-
ing a “place in line” relative to one’s group partners,
where “1”means that a respondent wishes to be first in
line to be group representative and “4” means they do
not even wish to be in line. After stating their number,
participants are asked to rank from 1 to 3 (including
themselves) their preference for which group member
should be group representative, which they are told will

TABLE 2. Historical Representations

Time period Hindu right Secular left

Ancient India Antiquity of unitary Hindu culture Migrations and ancient cities
Glory of “golden” Vedic age Aryan migration theory
Aryan civilization indigenous Classes and conflict

Medieval India Muslim religious invasion Trade and cultural exchange
Akbar the destructor Akbar the great
Maharana Pratap and resistance Tolerance during the Mughal Empire

possible concern is that respondents may perceive the history exer-
cises not as factual accounts, but as ideologically biased narratives. If
respondents view the history treatments as factually incorrect, the
treatments are unlikely to produce the expected effects and more
likely to produce backlash. For instance, Muslim respondents may
respond to the exclusive treatment by mobilizing politically rather
than retreating from decision-making roles. In such an event, we
might estimate a positive effect of our exclusive treatment onMuslim
participants’ leadership ambitions. To deal with this concern, we
asked respondents in our pre-test to read the history treatments
and answer several questions about them, including whether or
not they perceived the text as factually correct. As shown in
Figure D12 in the Supplementary Material, the vast majority of
respondents view the texts as “completely correct” or “mostly
correct.” Participants also did not refer to historical revisionism or
politics in their open-ended responses about the texts.

17 We assign men and women to separate groups to control for
potential gender interactions that might occur in mixed-gender
groups, such as men (women) feeling more (less) entitled to take
decisions over women (men). Participants are either randomly
assigned to (1) a homogeneous group (all Hindu or all Muslim,
40% of compositions), (2) a Hindu-majority group (2 Hindus and
1 Muslim, 40%), or (3) a Muslim-majority group (2 Muslims and
1 Hindu, 20%). We oversample the first two compositions to ensure
sufficient power to make our central comparisons of interest, and
because in a Hindu-majority country, we might view the Muslim-
majority composition as the least ecologically valid of the three.
Within a composition, avatars and the order in which they appear
are random.We compare effect sizes across homogeneous andmixed
groups to evaluate H5.
18 We pre-tested different topics and chose geography and sociology
because groups did not appear to be stereotyped as better or worse in
these areas (Coffman 2014).
19 Participants could earn up to 3,400 INR in additional incentives:
100 INR for each correct answer to a comprehension question (stage
2), and 1,000 INR for each correct answer by a group member in the
topic area selected for payment by the group representative (stage 3).
We then randomly selected 1 out of every 20 participants to receive
their additional earnings, as the amount was substantial: 3,400 INR
was equivalent to approximately USD $46 as of September 2021.
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be determinative in the event that multiple group
members are equally most willing to be group repre-
sentative.
The incentivized group task yields two outcomes that

we use to evaluate the supply of and demand for
different types of leaders (H3 –H5), with leadership
operationalized as taking a decision that will affect
others (in a group broadly representative of the
Indian nation): one that measures participants’ willing-
ness to become group representative (supply) and a
second that captures participants’ willingness to see
other group members as representative (demand).20
We expect these outcomes to be less vulnerable to
social desirability bias than are stated preference ques-
tions, both because it is less clear what a socially
desirable answer is and because the decisions are finan-
cially incentivized; they also offer a relatively high
degree of experimenter control, as differences in inter-
pretations and predispositions are less likely than in an
area over which individuals already have established
opinions or views.
While the “lab-like” group task thus offers some

distinctive benefits, we also collect supplementary
revealed and stated preference outcomes that relate
more directly to real-world behavior of import. To
capture our supply-side channel, we explore the extent
to which the different narratives affect participants’
willingness to seek out information on how to become
engaged in politics. After informing respondents that
recent studies on leadership and political engagement
in India indicate that many people lack information
about how to become politically active, we ask whether
theywould like to receive information on platforms and
programs that work toward empowering citizens to
participate in democratic and governance processes.
Later, respondents who answer “yes” to this question
receive a link to a website where, after entering their
unique ID number, they are shown the promised infor-
mation.
In order to further capture the demand side, we

explore how exposure to the different representations
of history affect evaluations of real Hindu and Muslim
politicians. Several NGOs in India track politicians’

performance and publish “report cards” in order to
improve accountability. We randomly assign respon-
dents a report card issued by an NGO in Maharashtra
for either a Hindu or a Muslim politician with a similar
rating.21 Respondents are asked to rate the politician
on several different dimensions, such as qualification
and deservingness for the office and how representa-
tive they are of India.

In Stage 3, we also measure perceived entitlement to
speak on behalf of others in the nation (H2 ) in two
ways. First, we use two criteria on which respondents
were asked to evaluate the Muslim politician in the
report card exercise: perceived deservingness and qual-
ification for office. Second, we ask respondents to share
whether they feel (1) worthy and (2) qualified to be a
group leader in the group task. These measures corre-
spond closely to our conceptualization of entitlement as
reflecting a person’s perceived deservingness as well as
their perceived ability to be a group representative, by
virtue of who they are. All item answers are elicited on
5-point agree-disagree scales. See Section F.3.3 of the
Supplementary Material for more details on Stage
3 measurement.

Stage 4

In the study’s final stage, participants complete the
geography and the sociology exercises and, subse-
quently, receive information about payment. To sim-
plify our design, we allocate participants to groups, and
calculate payments, ex post; we implement quotas for
Muslims and Hindus so that there is no deception and
individuals are assigned to groups with the members
theywere shown during the study. These design choices
free us from having to conduct the study with simulta-
neous decision-making, which due to attrition and
other challenges associated with an online experiment,
would be challenging. Participants receive their partic-
ipation fee and are given the details of a webpage
where, after all participants have completed the study,
they can redeem any additional gift card amount
earned by entering a unique survey code. The experi-
ment is thus entirely anonymous and does not require
the collection of participants’ personal information at
any point.

EMPIRICAL STRATEGY AND ETHICS

Empirical Strategy

In ourmain analysis, we run a series of OLS regressions
where we investigate effects of our exclusive and inclu-
sive treatments (relative to the baseline), both for the
overall respondent population, and—as is most rele-
vant for evaluating our hypotheses—separately for
Muslim and Hindu respondents. To evaluate H5 , we

20 Becausewillingness to lead (supply) is elicited prior to anymention
of the ranking (demand) exercise, we are able to measure respon-
dents’ supply of leadership absent considerations such as anticipated
discrimination. This design decision is consistent with our conceptu-
alization of whether one aspires to hold office as a first step in the
representation pipeline that is distinct from whether one formally
seeks to hold office, with research indicating that perceived entitle-
ment is often critical for the former and that anticipated discrimina-
tion more often becomes relevant, if at all, for the latter decision (see
Section E.4 of the Supplementary Material and Figure E17 in the
Supplementary Material). Decoupling leadership ambition from
considerations of demand thus helps us to avoid potentially making
a type 2 error, or incorrectly concluding that narratives cannot affect
leadership ambition. Our approach allows us to evaluate if narratives
can at least under some circumstances affect this first step in the
representation pipeline, and facilitates future exploration of whether
other factors such as anticipated discrimination complicate this rela-
tionship or the likelihood that ambition translates into greater rep-
resentation. See our “Discussion” section.

21 Report cards are from the NGO Praja (see https://www.praja.org/
report-card). Both politicians have an average rating (neither good
nor bad) and both come from the same district (Mumbai Suburbs).
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consider treatment effects conditional on the religious
composition of a participant’s randomly assigned
group. See Section G.1 of the Supplementary Material
for our pre-specified model specifications.
In order to evaluate the study design and to inform

our power analysis, we conducted pilot sessions
between December 2020 and March 2021 (N ¼ 402).
Using means and standard deviations from the pilot
and from a study on a different subject that used a
similar group task outcome (Coffman 2014), our esti-
mated sample size varied from as little as N ≈
400 respondents to as many as N ≈ 1,100, depending
on the data source and outcome (see Section G.2 of the
Supplementary Material). We took a conservative
approach and sampled N ¼ 1, 592 respondents.

Ethics

Given the sensitive nature of the topic under study, we
took several steps to ensure that our design met a high
ethical standard. First, in a post-experiment debrief, we
explained to participants the purpose of our study and
noted that the depictions they were shown are con-
tested and should not be taken as fact. Second, we
shared our pre-analysis plan with Muslim and Hindu
faculty at Indian institutions to receive their input on
the study’s ethics. Third, we chose to use treatment
material sourced from real Indian textbooks not only to
further the study’s ecological validity, but also because
we felt it would increase the likelihood that participants
had seen similar material in the real world. Fourth, in
addition to probing possible negative effects of exclu-
sive representations, our study also considered whether
inclusive representations can have positive impacts.
The study received IRB approval from the ethical
board at Aarhus University.
We discuss these steps and our reasoning at greater

length in Section G.6 of the Supplementary Material.
We also present evidence from a pre-test (N ¼ 189 ,
October–November 2020) and our full study indicating
that participants did not find our experimental treat-
ments upsetting. We find that respondents overwhelm-
ingly report positive perceptions of the study and say
that treatment material was similar to the types of
lessons they might have learned at school; importantly,
we do not detect statistically distinguishable differences
by treatment text (inclusive, exclusive, or control) or
respondent religion (Hindu or Muslim). We thus
believe that our research design, including our exclu-
sive historical treatment text, was unlikely to expose
participants to psychological costs higher than those
they might experience in real life.

RESULTS

We organize the presentation of results around our
stated hypotheses. We thus begin with an analysis of
perceived centrality to the nation, before considering
perceived entitlement to lead, the demand for and
supply of different types of leaders, and the effects of
different group compositions. Lastly, we evaluate our

assumptions and interpretation of results using partici-
pants’ open-ended responses. Our sample containsN ¼
839 Hindus (53%) and N ¼ 753 ð47%Þ Muslims. We
present coefficient plots andpoint estimates of themean
levels of our outcomes of interest. Tables reporting
regression model output can be found in Section C of
the Supplementary Material.

Perceived Centrality to the Nation

Our first hypothesis states that historical representa-
tions shape the perceived centrality (historical contri-
butions and prototypicality) of different groups to the
nation, with exclusive narratives reducing the perceived
centrality of marginalized groups (H1a ) and inclusive
narratives increasing their perceived centrality (H1b).
Figure 2 shows effects of our inclusive and exclusive
treatments (relative to the baseline), overall and split
by respondent religion. We consider as outcomes per-
ceived relative historical contributions of Muslims (top
left panel), perceived contributions of Muslims (top
right panel), perceived contributions of Hindus (bot-
tom left panel), and individuals’ self-assessed prototy-
picality (averaged over two survey items on similarity
to others and a typical Indian).

Results are largely supportive ofH1. Beginning with
the top left panel, we observe that the exclusive treat-
ment results in a decrease in the relative perceived
centrality of Muslims (H1a ; 95% confidence interval
(CI) [−0.59,−0.16]), whereas the inclusive treatment
results in an increase in their relative perceived cen-
trality (H1b; 95% CI [0.01, 0.43]). Shifts in perceptions
are starkest where they reflect a positive shift in the
relative centrality of an individual’s group: overall
increases in relative Muslim centrality under the inclu-
sive treatment are driven by Muslim respondents, and
overall increases in relative Hindu centrality under the
exclusive treatment are driven by Hindu participants.
However, as the panels on perceivedMuslim (top right)
and Hindu (bottom left) contributions demonstrate,
both groups respond to the treatments, evaluating
Muslim centrality as higher under the inclusive treat-
ment andHindu centrality as higher under the exclusive
treatment. Effect sizes are often of substantial magni-
tude: the number of Hindu groups chosen by Hindu
respondents, for instance, jumps from an average of
1.76 in the baseline treatment to an average of 2.33 in
the exclusive treatment, an increase of nearly a third.22

While our findings indicate that our treatments
affected perceived contributions in the expected direc-
tion, we find little evidence for corresponding shifts in
perceived prototypicality of different groups to the

22 Recall that this variable ranges from zero groups to a maximum of
five groups in total. Because only a portion of items coded as Hindu
or Muslim were explicitly mentioned in the treatment texts (see
Section F.3 of the Supplementary Material), we are able to run
additional analyses reported in Section C of the Supplementary
Material which indicate that our treatment effects do not reflect
respondents simply reporting whichever items were explicitly men-
tioned in their assigned text but rather, as we posit, an increased
salience of either Hindu or Muslim historical contributions.
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nation (bottom right panel). While we can only specu-
late as to the reasons for this difference, one could be
the framing of our questions: whereas our contributions
question asked explicitly about perceived contributions
of different groups to the nation, our prototypicality
questions asked respondents to evaluate their own
prototypicality to the nation. Explicit self-assessments
might be more difficult to shift in the short-term, and
might not fully capture the idea of perceived group-
level prototypicality; the personal nature of the ques-
tions also may have provoked unexpected responses.
An item capturing more implicit associations of groups
and the Indian nation may very well have produced
different results.23

Perceived Entitlement to Lead

According to our second hypothesis, historical repre-
sentations will shape perceived entitlement of different
groups in the nation, in particular, by reducing margin-
alized group members’ perceived entitlement where a
representation is exclusive (H2a ) and increasing their
perceived entitlement where a representation is inclu-
sive (H2b). Figure 3 shows results, with the top row
corresponding to individuals’ evaluations of whether
the Muslim MLA politician shown in the report card is
qualified and deserving of office, and the bottom row
corresponding to participants’ self-assessments of their
own qualifications and worthiness of serving as group
representative. As before, we display treatment effects
overall and by respondent religion.

We find weak support for H2. In particular, we
observe that Muslim respondents in the inclusive treat-
ment are significantly more likely to evaluate the Mus-
lim MLA as qualified for office (H2b ; 95% CI [0.04,
0.42]) and deserving of office (H2b ; 90% CI [−0.00,
0.31]).We also observe thatMuslim respondents report

FIGURE 2. Perceived Centrality

(c) Perceived Hindu 
Contributions

(d) Self−assessed 
Prototypicality

(a) Muslim−Hindu 
Contributions

(b) Perceived Muslim 
Contributions
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Note: Figure shows treatment effects of historical representations on relative perceived historical contributions of Muslims versus Hindus
(panel a), perceived contributions of Muslims (panel b), perceived contributions of Hindus (panel c), as well as on respondents’ self-
assessed prototypicality (panel d; prototypicality is the average of the two survey items). We display both overall results, and results split by
respondent religion. Here, 95% (thin line) and 90% (thick line) confidence intervals are shown. See Table B5 in the Supplementary Material
for full regression model output.

23 In Section C of the Supplementary Material, we consider whether
the lack of a treatment effect on prototypicality could be attributable
not as we suggest to differences inmeasurement but instead the lower
weighting by some respondents of their religious identity. However,
our analysis does not support this alternative explanation.
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feeling more deserving (“worthy”) to act as group
representative, though this difference—an increase
from 4.42 on average in the baseline condition to 4.53
in the inclusive condition—is not statistically distin-
guishable from zero at conventional levels (p ¼ 0:15).
Lastly, Hindu respondents become less likely to view
theMuslimMLA as qualified in the inclusive treatment
(p ¼ 0:08), a shift potentially consistent with backlash
(though results overall are more consistent with a null
effect, see our “Discussion” section).24

Who Becomes Leader? Considering Effects
on Supply and Demand

Thus far, we have found that historical representa-
tions can affect perceived historical contributions of
different groups to society (their “centrality”) as well
as their perceived qualifications (their “entitlement”)
to lead. Next, we consider whether and how historical
representations affect the supply of and demand for
different types of leaders (H3 and H4 ), and to what
degree patterns are conditional on the composition of
the group one would be tasked with leading (H5). We

first evaluate effects on leadership using our incentiv-
ized group task outcomes, before turning to addi-
tional questions with more explicit ties to real-world
behavior.

Incentivized Behavior in the “Lab”

Supply of Leadership. Beginning first with the supply-
side, H3a predicted that exclusive historical narratives
should decrease the willingness of marginalized group
members to assume a leadership role, whereas H4a
predicted that inclusive narratives should increase
their willingness. Results are reported in Figure 4.
We find strong support for H4a: exposure to an inclu-
sive narrative significantly increases Muslim respon-
dents’willingness to volunteer as group representative
(95% CI [0.06, 0.27]). Muslims in the inclusive treat-
ment are even more willing to lead than are Hindus.25
Results are not consistent with history as a “zero sum”

game: while greater historical inclusion of marginal-
ized groups increases the supply of potential leaders
from those communities (Muslims), it does not have
any discernible effect on the supply of the dominant
group (Hindus). Indeed, we observe that the increase

FIGURE 3. Perceived Entitlement

(c) Self: 
Qualified

(d) Self: 
Deserving

(a) Muslim MLA: 
Qualified

(b) Muslim MLA: 
Deserving
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Note: Figure shows treatment effects of historical representations on whether individuals perceived the Muslim MLA shown in the report
card as qualified (panel a) or deserving (panel b) of office, as well as whether individuals perceived themselves as qualified (panel c) or
deserving (panel d) of serving as group leader. We display both overall results, and results split by respondent religion. Here, 95% (thin line)
and 90% (thick line) confidence intervals are shown. See Table B6 in the Supplementary Material for full regression model output.

24 Figure C2 in the Supplementary Material shows that, as expected,
we observe no treatment effects on the perceived entitlement of
Hindu MLAs.

25 3.80 versus 3.66; the t-statistic using a two-tailed test is 2.65, Pr <
0.01.
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in Muslims’ willingness to volunteer as representative
is sufficiently large that it results in an overall increase
in respondent willingness to lead (95% CI [0.00,
0.15]).26

While the inclusive history treatment positively
affects the supply of minority leadership, we do not
observe the expected outcomes among those exposed
to exclusive renderings of history; the exclusive history
treatment has a small, positive, and statistically indis-
tinguishable from zero effect on minority members’
willingness to lead. Although it is unclear why we do
not observe a negative effect of exclusive history (H3a),
as we elaborate on in our “Discussion” section, one
potential explanation could be that the exclusive his-
torical narrative is currently very salient in Indian
discourse and therefore does not have an equally pow-
erful impact on respondents’ attitudes and behavior.

Demand for Leadership. Hypotheses H3b and H4b
concern the role of historical representations in shaping
demand for Muslim group leaders. We posited that
exclusive renderings of history would negatively affect
demand for Muslim leaders, and inclusive renderings
would positively affect demand. As described, partici-
pants were asked to rank their group members accord-
ing to how much they would like to see each of them as
group leader in the event of a tie. We examine demand
for Muslim group leaders by observing how Hindus
who were randomly matched with one Hindu and one

Muslim partner (in their group of 3) rank their Muslim
group member.

The panel on the left of Figure 5 shows how Hindus
inHindu-majority groups ranked their partners. As can
be observed, Hindu respondents rank their Hindu
partners higher than their Muslim partners in this
exercise.WhereasHindu respondents rank their Hindu
partner last 37% of the time, they rank their Muslim
partner last 53% of the time.27 However, as is clear
from the right panel, we do not find any evidence that
our treatments affect this apparent pro-Hindu bias.
Treatment effects are indistinguishable from zero,
and if anything, point in the opposite direction of what
was expected: point estimates of pro-Hindu bias are
larger in the inclusive treatment group, and smaller in
the exclusive treatment group, as compared with the
baseline condition.28,29

FIGURE 4. Treatment Effects on Supply of Leadership
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Note: Figure displays treatment effects of historical representations on willingness to take on a leadership role, with panel a showingmeans
with 95% intervals and panel b showing output from linear regression models excluding controls (bright colors) and including
sociodemographic controls (dim colors). The outcome variable ranges from 1 (not at all willing) to 4 (very willing). See Table B2 in the
Supplementary Material for full regression model output.

26 Table C9 in Section C of the Supplementary Material reports
results from a regression in which we interact treatment assignment
with respondent religion; we find that differences in treatment effects
for Hindus and Muslims are statistically distinguishable from zero.

27 A two-tailed test of proportions shows a z-statistic = 4.37, Pr = 0.00.
28 These patterns provide suggestive evidence of possible Hindu
backlash to the inclusive treatment. However, as we elaborate on in
our “Discussion” section and show in Figure C3 in the Supplemen-
tary Material, evidence overall is more consistent with a null effect of
our inclusive treatment among Hindus.
29 We focus on Hindus in our evaluation of H3b and H4b firstly
because we are primarily concerned with demand for minority
representation amongst the majority group, and secondly because,
as in the real world and by design in our study, we had more Hindu
majority (N ¼ 654) than Muslim majority (N ¼ 302) groups. How-
ever, treatment effects on pro-Muslim bias can also tell us something
about demand for minorities among greater society. Results with
Muslims provide suggestive evidence consistent with H4b —we
observe that Muslims’ pro-Muslim bias increases in the inclusive
treatment as compared with the baseline (0.04 versus 0.34; one-
tailed test shows t ¼ 1:28, Pr = 0.10)—but we do not find that the
exclusive treatment suppresses demand (H3b).
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Group Composition. According to our theory and the
results presented thus far, historical representations
can affect perceived belonging to the nation and enti-
tlement to speak on the behalf of its “true” members.
Building on this logic, our fifth hypothesis posits that
the effects of historical representations onmarginalized
group members’ willingness to seek out leadership
roles will be greater when the role requires that mar-
ginalized group members speak on behalf of unques-
tioned “core” members of the nation, than where the
position requires that they speak on behalf only of
other marginalized group members. To evaluate this
hypothesis, we randomly assigned participants to either
religiously homogeneous groups or religiously mixed
groups. We expect the effects of both exclusive and
inclusive historical narratives to be stronger where
group compositions are mixed.
Figure 6 shows the relationship between group com-

position, our history treatments, and Muslim respon-
dents’ willingness to lead. The left panel displays
regression output where we interact treatment assign-
ment with either an indicator for whether one was
randomly assigned to a religiously mixed or homoge-
neous group (“binary” column), or with a categorical
variable that additionally distinguishes between
Muslim-majority and Muslim-minority mixed groups
(“full distribution” column). Consistent with H5 , we
can see in the “binary” column that Muslim respon-
dents are particularly likely to supply leadership when

they are assigned both to the inclusive treatment and a
religiously mixed group, a result that is statistically
distinguishable from zero at a 10% level. Interestingly,
the “full distribution” column shows that this effect is
driven by mixed Muslim majority groups (p ¼ 0:01),
which may reflect a higher threshold to increasing
minority individuals’ perceived entitlement to lead
where the majority group constitutes a larger portion
of the population under the leader’s authority. We do
not find much evidence of an interaction effect with the
exclusive treatment, though we do observe thatMuslim
respondents are less willing to lead where they are
randomly assigned both to the exclusive treatment
and a Muslim minority group (p ¼ 0:08).

We further investigate the relationship between the
inclusive treatment and group composition in the right
panel of Figure 6. Specifically, we use results from our
study to simulate sampling distributions of the expected
willingness to lead among Muslim respondents in the
control and inclusive treatment conditions and by
group composition. We see that exposure to inclusive
history does not increase willingness to lead among
Muslim respondents in groups where all members are
Muslim. In mixed groups, however, a clear difference
emerges: respondents in the inclusive history treatment
are significantly more willing to volunteer as group
representative than are respondents in the control
condition. The difference between inclusive treatment
and control increases from 0.05 (95% CI [−0.10; 0.21])

FIGURE 5. Demand for Muslim Leaders among Hindu Respondents
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Note: Panel a shows how Hindus in Hindu-majority groups ranked their Hindu and Muslim group members. The values indicate the
proportion of Hindus who ranked their group member as first, second, or last. Panel b shows expected pro-Hindu bias in the different
treatment conditions which we calculate by subtracting the rank given to a Muslim partner from the rank given to a Hindu partner. The
resulting variable ranges from −2 to 2, with more positive values indicating a stronger preference for Hindu partners. Here, 95% confidence
intervals are shown. See Table B3 in the Supplementary Material for full regression model output.
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in homogeneous groups to 0.24 (95%CI [0.11, 0.36]) in
mixed groups. This lends additional support for H5.

Open-Ended Responses. Answers to follow-up ques-
tions on why participants elected to serve as group
representative or not are consistent with a number of
our assumptions and interpretations. First, they indi-
cate that participants viewed the group representative
position as a leadership role. A number of respondents
said that they wanted to be representative because they
viewed themselves as leaders; the comment by one
participant that they wished to be representative
because “I have leadership qualities” was a common
refrain. Second, in justifying their qualification for the
role, participants often stated their deservingness and
worthiness for the role—matching exactly our concep-
tualization of perceived entitlement to lead.30 One
participant wrote “I am qualified to be group leader
and I am worthy of being group leader.” Another said
they wanted to be group leader “because I think I truly
deserve it.”A lack of perceived entitlement also under-
lied responses for why individuals did not want to be
group leader; as one respondent wrote, “Because I’m
not sure if I’m worthy of it or not.”

Third, there were indications that respondents
viewed entitlement to serve as group representative
as related to the Indian nation, and their perceived
belonging within it. One participant said that they
wanted to be group leader because “as an Indian, I
want to represent my country.” Certain individuals
indicated that they felt that their social group had a
particularly strong claim to the nation’s core commu-
nity. One wrote that they wanted to be representative
because “my group represents India and Indian
religions.” And multiple respondents said that they
wanted to serve as leader simply “because I am
Hindu.”31

Outcomes with Real-World Political Corollaries

In addition to the incentivized game, we also measure
outcomes relating more explicitly to real-world behav-
ior of import. To capture the supply-side channel, we
examine how the history treatments affect respondents’
willingness to seek out information on citizenship

FIGURE 6. Group Composition and Willingness to Lead among Muslims
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Note: Panel a displays regression output where we interact treatment assignment with a binary (“binary” column) or categorical (“full
distribution”) indicator for the religious composition of a participant’s randomly assigned group (homogeneous, mixed Hindu majority, or
mixed Muslim majority). Here, 95% (thin line) and 90% (thick line) confidence intervals are shown. Panel b shows simulated sampling
distributions for respondents in the control and inclusive treatment conditions, by their group composition. We simulate sampling
distributions by taking one thousand random draws from amultivariate normal distribution with means corresponding to the coefficients and
variance corresponding to the variance–covariance matrix. The outcome in both cases is willingness to lead and analysis is limited to
Muslims. See Table B4 in the Supplementary Material for full regression model output.

30 Note that while we asked participants about their perceived
deservingness and worthiness, we did so after the open-ended ques-
tions. This suggests that our survey questions are unlikely to have
primed participants to think along these lines.

31 Section C.3 of the Supplementary Material shows results from a
more systematic analysis of the open-ended responses. As shown in
this section, participants in the study clearly felt that the role of group
representative in our lab-like set-up reflected an actual leadership
position. As shown in Figure C5 in the Supplementary Material, the
most frequently mentionedwords in the open-ended responses relate
to the leadership role (e.g., “representative,” “leadership,” or refer-
ences to leading a “group”) or specific leadership qualities (e.g.,
“good,” “best,” and “know”).

Nicholas Haas and Emmy Lindstam

1794

ht
tp

s:
//

do
i.o

rg
/1

0.
10

17
/S

00
03

05
54

23
00

11
7X

 P
ub

lis
he

d 
on

lin
e 

by
 C

am
br

id
ge

 U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 P

re
ss

https://doi.org/10.1017/S000305542300117X


participation; to capture the demand-side channel, we
assess how exposure to different representations of
history affect evaluations of real Hindu and Muslim
politicians.

Supply of Leadership (Willingness to Seek Out
Information on Citizen Participation). To measure
the supply of leadership, we offer participants informa-
tion on how to become politically involved and provide
a website at the end of the study to those requesting
information. Figure 7 shows treatment effects on the
likelihood that respondents elected to receive the infor-
mation. We find that the exclusive treatment has a
small, negative effect on Muslims’ willingness to seek
out political information (95% CI [−0.08,−0.00]); while
95% of Muslim respondents request information in the
control condition, this percentage declines to 91% in
the exclusive treatment. While political interest is very
high in our sample overall, the findings nevertheless
lend support to the theoretical argument that exclusive
renderings of history could reduce political participa-
tion among marginalized group members by discour-
aging them from taking the first necessary steps in the
process of becoming politically engaged (H3a). How-
ever, we find no corresponding effect with inclusive
representations and willingness to receive information,
potentially because willingness is very high at the base-
line.32

Demand for Leadership (Evaluation of Politicians). As
an additional measure of demand, we randomly
assigned participants report cards for either a real
Hindu or Muslim politician and asked them to evaluate
the politician on seven different dimensions. These
dimensions include whether the politician is perceived
as qualified, deserving of office, representative of his
constituents, representative of India, popular, typical
(similar to other politicians) and whether respondents
report feeling comfortable being represented by this
politician. The Hindu and Muslim politicians in this
exercise both have a similar rating (see Section F.3.3
of the Supplementary Material for details). Using
inverse covariance weighting (Anderson 2008), we cre-
ate an index (“overall evaluation”) capturing to what
extent respondents evaluated a politician positively.

As shown in Figure 8, the history treatments did not
affect how respondents evaluated the Hindu politician.

FIGURE 7. Treatment Effects on Willingness to Seek Out Information
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Note: Figure displays treatment effects of historical representations on willingness to receive information on how to become politically
involved (dummy 0–1). Panel a shows means with 95% intervals and Panel b shows output from linear regression models excluding (bright
colors) and including (dim colors) sociodemographic controls. See Table B7 in the Supplementary Material for full regression model output.

32 We consider openness to receiving political information an impor-
tant precondition to the development of more active political engage-
ment and expect minorities who do not feel entitled to speak on
behalf of “unquestioned”members of the nation to be less interested

in such information. However, this openness does not necessarily
reflect a desire to become engaged in politics. Indeed, it is not costly
to say that one would like to receive information, which may account
for the high observed baseline levels of accepting information and
accordingly the lack of a significant inclusive treatment effect due to
ceiling effects. For a more in-depth discussion on how to interpret the
findings for this particular outcome measure, see Section C4 of the
Supplementary Material. We were able to use individuals’ randomly
generated survey ID codes to track whether they visited the website
with political information, as they were required to provide this code
to enter. Although quite a few respondents visited this website
(13%), we find no evidence that our experiment treatments affected
their probability of doing so (see Table C10 in Section C of the
Supplementary Material).
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However, we do observe a significant increase in pos-
itive evaluations of the Muslim politician among Mus-
lim respondents assigned to the inclusive treatment
(95% CI [0.02, 0.30]): being exposed to an inclusive
history enhances ratings of the Muslim candidate from
an overall evaluation of 4.22 (95% CI [4.12; 4.31]) to
4.37 (95% CI [4.28; 4.47]) on a 1–5 scale. These results
offer additional support for H4b.33

DISCUSSION

Thus far, we have presented evidence consistent with a
number of our theoretical expectations. We observed
that historical representations can affect the perceived
centrality of different groups to the nation (H1), found
inconsistent evidence that representations can affect
perceived entitlement to lead (H2), and saw support for
our expectation that representations can affect the
supply of and demand formarginalized groupmembers
in leadership positions (H3 andH4)—particularly those
that demand leadership over ethnically heterogeneous
groups (H5). We find the strongest support for our
theory when considering the inclusive treatment among
Muslim respondents, which led to increases in the
perceived centrality and entitlement of Muslims,
increases in their supply of leadership (especially in

mixed groups), and increases in demand for their lead-
ership (as measured by evaluations of Muslim politi-
cians). We observe lesser effects among Hindus and in
the exclusive treatment—which, while it increases the
perceived centrality of Hindus and diminishes the sup-
ply of leadership (as measured by willingness to seek
out information on citizenship participation) among
Muslim respondents, otherwise has little discernible
impact.

Interpreting Unanticipated Findings

Why did we not observe stronger effects from our
exclusive treatment? We find support for multiple pos-
sible interpretations. We speculate that one potential
explanation for the comparatively weak effects of our
exclusive treatment concerns the status quo. Specifi-
cally, people in India have recently been inundated
with exclusive historical narratives. As we have previ-
ously noted, history has been an active battlefield in
India for some time, and an ambitious revisionist cam-
paign is well underway.34 If people had already been
exposed to exclusive narratives, then our exclusive
treatment may have not provided sufficient new infor-
mation for them to update their beliefs or percep-
tions.35 If true, then we would also expect inclusive

FIGURE 8. Treatment Effects on Politician Evaluations
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Note: Figure displays treatment effects of historical representations on evaluations of Hindu andMuslim politicians (MLAs). Coefficients are
based on linear regression models excluding controls (bright colors) and including sociodemographic controls (dim colors). Here, 95% (thin
line) and 90% (thick line) confidence intervals are shown. The outcome variable ranges from 1 to 5. See Table B8 in the Supplementary
Material for full regression model output.

33 According to H4b , we would also have expected to see a positive
effect of the inclusive treatment on Hindu respondents’ evaluations
of theMuslimMLA. In our “Discussion” section and in SectionC.4 of
the Supplementary Material, we speculate as to why this is not the
case. Figure C.1 in Section C of the Supplementary Material shows
disaggregated index results among Muslim respondents.

34 See also Sections E.3 and G.6 of the Supplementary Material for a
discussion of recent BJP dominance in India.
35 In such an event, then the comparatively high educational attain-
ment of our online sample might contribute to the observed null
effect of our exclusive treatment, whose impact we would expect to
fall more in linewith theoretical expectation in amore representative,
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narratives that differ frommany status quo teachings to
have a greater impact, which is what we observe.36
Why did we not observe stronger effects of our

inclusive treatment on demand among Hindus? Exper-
imental evidence is more consistent with the inclusive
treatment having a null effect among Hindus, as
opposed to provoking backlash: while patterns in a
few cases point toward Hindu respondents responding
negatively to the treatment (see Figures 3 and 5),
differences are not statistically distinguishable from
zero at conventional levels; for the majority of out-
comes, the point estimate approximates zero. Further,
we observe both few Hindus overall registering very
negative reactions to the inclusive treatment, as well as
little difference in this proportion between treatments
(see Figure C4 in the Supplementary Material).

Alternative Explanations

In Section C of the Supplementary Material, we con-
sider some alternative explanations for our findings. In
particular, we evaluate alternative explanations for one
of our central findings that inclusive renderings of
history increase marginalized group members’ willing-
ness to take on leadership positions. Three possible
alternative mechanisms come to mind. First, inclusive
renderings of history may simply improve Muslim
respondents’ overall experience with—and engage-
ment in—the survey. Put differently, Muslim respon-
dents may choose to volunteer as group representative
not because they feel more entitled to take decisions on
behalf of others, but because they are enjoying the
survey and are more eager to participate actively in
it. Second, Muslim respondents may score better in the
inclusive history exercise because they are more

familiar with the material and/or find the correct
responses to be more consistent with their worldview.
If this were the case, Muslim minorities may be more
likely to volunteer because they believe more strongly
in their performance in the exercises. Third, partici-
pants may be inferring that the authors of the study
hold the view advanced by the narrative they are pre-
sented with, and therefore are more likely to give the
answers they think the study’s authors want to hear
(i.e., Muslim respondents volunteer more due to
demand effects).

In order to examine the first two alternative mecha-
nisms, in Table C16 in Section C of the Supplementary
Material, we examine how the history treatments affect
firstly overall engagement with the study measured
through an item asking respondents to what extent they
were involved with the study, and secondly respon-
dents’ score in the history exercises. The findings reveal
that the inclusive history treatment does not increase
Muslim respondents’ overall engagement with the
study. Muslim respondents also did not score better in
the inclusive history exercises. In light of this evidence,
it seems unlikely that engagement or performance
could better explain why minorities volunteer more
when exposed to inclusive history. In order to explore
the third alternative mechanism, we evaluate different
observable implications derived from the argument
about demand effects in Section C.4 of the Supplemen-
tary Material. Overall, we find little support for the
notion that strategic motivations related to demand
effects explain our findings.

Revisiting Implications for Representation
Outcomes

We theorize that inclusive narratives can increase the
descriptive representation of marginalized individuals
by increasing both their willingness to seek out leader-
ship roles (supply channel) and of greater society to
grant them such roles (demand channel). As discussed
above, however, while we find evidence consistent with
inclusive narratives possibly increasing supply in the
form of Muslims’ leadership ambitions, we observe
little support for our expectation that such narratives
would increase Hindu demand for Muslim leadership.
Given observed movement among Muslim but not
Hindu respondents, what are the possible implications
of our findings for representation outcomes?

In answering this question, it is important to first
contextualize ambition to lead as one, albeit critical,
component of a longer leadership “pipeline.”37 For
example, in politics, one might imagine this pipeline
beginning with a pool of candidates eligible to run for
office (“potential aspirants”) and ending with the sub-
set elected for office (“elected aspirants”), with a num-
ber of steps—and obstacles—contained therein.
Through this lens, we might interpret our treatment

less educated group of respondents with less prior exposure to
exclusive content.
36 An alternative possibility is that, contrary to our stated hypotheses,
exclusive representations might serve to mobilize a subset of minor-
ities who are outraged or upset by the depiction, thus diminishing the
predicted overall demobilizing effect of the treatment. We pre-
registered an empirical expectation that such a response might occur
among individuals with a strong sense of “group consciousness” (see
Section G.7 of the Supplementary Material for the expectation, and
Section E.3 of the Supplementary Material for further reflections on
when marginalized groups may mobilize as a response to exclusion).
Nonetheless, results reported in Table C18 in the Supplementary
Material show no evidence of amoderating effect of group conscious-
ness on Muslim minorities’ willingness to seek out leadership posi-
tions. Consistently, Figure C4 in the Supplementary Material, which
plots treatment effects alongside respondent distributions, provides
evidence that the lack of an exclusive treatment effect does not
appear to be due to an increased number of respondents at high
and low values “canceling each other out,” but rather to little
movement across outcome categories relative to the baseline condi-
tion. Finally, in Section C of the SupplementaryMaterial, we conduct
exploratory analyses into whether, as our favored interpretation
would suggest, treatment effects vary with (a proxy for) a respon-
dent’s real-world exposure to either the exclusive or inclusive histor-
ical narrative. Results suggest a possible pattern whereby
participants’ real-world experiences affect how receptive they are
not to all narratives, but only those narratives that display a positive
bias toward their social group (see Figure C11 in the Supplementary
Material).

37 For a longer discussion of possible consequences of our findings for
representation outcomes, including a visualization of the so-called
“leaky pipeline,” see Section E.4 of the Supplementary Material.
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as increasing the proportion of Muslim potential aspi-
rants who develop “nascent ambition,” or “a professed
desire to hold office” (Bernhard, Shames, and Teele
2021, 380). A large body of literature testifies to the
importance of increasing marginalized individuals’
leadership ambitions and argues that doing so can carry
significant implications for marginalized group descrip-
tive representation (Bos et al. 2022; Clayton, O’Brien,
and Piscopo 2023; Fox and Lawless 2005). Indeed, even
those scholars who argue that more attention should be
paid to structural, demand-side factors typically recog-
nize that increases in marginalized groups’ nascent
ambition are necessary, even if not sufficient, to efforts
to increase their levels of descriptive representation
(Bernhard, Shames, and Teele 2021; Piscopo 2018).
It thus appears that the outcome—“nascent

ambition”—on which we observe treatment effects
constitutes an initial, key stage in the representation
pipeline. Under what conditions might we expect Mus-
lims’ nascent ambition to translate into their
“expressed ambition” (“actually competing in an
election,” Bernhard, Shames, and Teele 2021, 380)
and subsequently to them being chosen to stand and
winning election? In Section E.4 of the Supplementary
Material, we review theorized obstacles to marginal-
ized group underrepresentation, as well as which are
most likely to cause pipeline leakage for Muslims in
India and under what conditions.38
Based on this investigation, we speculate that regions

with larger and more socio-economically privileged
Muslim populations, more favorable social attitudes
toward Muslims, and which feature a greater number
of viable parties competing for Muslims’ votes, will be
most likely to see Muslim nascent aspirants overcome
posed obstacles to ultimately become elected leaders.
Where Muslims constitute a greater portion of the
population and individuals hold more favorable views
toward the Muslim community, party gatekeepers and
voters may view Muslim aspirants as more electorally
competitive and desirable and may be more likely to
support their candidacy (Farooqui 2020; Heath, Ver-
niers, and Kumar 2015). We might similarly expect
greater gatekeeper receptivity to Muslim candidates
where there is more party competition over Muslim
votes, as compared with a context where minority votes
are largely “captured” by one party which faces little
real competition (Silva and Skulley 2019). Importantly,
if in these contexts Muslim nascent aspirants in turn
anticipate less discrimination and a higher likelihood of
electoral success, they may also become more likely to
actually run for office. Lastly, we might expect
improved representation outcomes for nascent aspi-
rants in constituencies with more socio-economically
privileged Muslims.39 Research indicates that resource

disadvantages can particularly increase the drop-off
from nascent to expressed ambition amongst margin-
alized individuals, who are often less able and willing to
make the necessary investments—and to draw on the
necessary social and political capital—to successfully
run for office (Bernhard, Shames, and Teele 2021; Fox
and Lawless 2010; Piscopo 2018).

In sum, then, we expect that increases in Muslims’
nascent ambition caused by inclusive narratives are
likely to translate, in the aggregate, to greater Muslim
descriptive representation in leadership positions. Can
we thus conclude that the overall consequences of
inclusive narratives on Muslim descriptive representa-
tion will be positive? Consistent with this conclusion,
we find scant evidence that inclusive narratives produce
any countervailing effects: while they fail to move
Hindu respondents, they also provoke little backlash.40
Of course, there still may be individuals who perceive
negative repercussions from inclusive narratives: for
instance, aspirants encouraged by such narratives who
subsequently fail to secure leadership positions may
become more discouraged than they would have had
they never put themselves forward. But as concerns
descriptive representation, our findings indicate that
inclusive narratives can lead to more underrepresented
individuals in leadership positions. Given strong nor-
mative justifications for descriptive representation as
well as evidence that it results in improvements in
substantive representation, the value of such increases
for an underrepresented community at-large should
not be understated (Arnesen and Peters 2018).

CONCLUSION

Across the world, activists and politicians are engaged
in debates over which version of history should be
enshrined in the official record. In this article, we
propose that historical representations can have impor-
tant implications for which groups are perceived as
central to the nation, and, consequently, whether indi-
viduals from those groups feel entitled to speak on its
behalf. Using real, state-sponsored Indian textbook
material for our experimental treatments, we find sup-
port for our theory: Inclusive historical narratives
increase Muslim participants’ perceived centrality and
entitlement, their willingness to lead, and their demand
for real-world Muslim leaders. These findings indicate
that the deployment of history may carry important,
tangible consequences and should be viewed as more
than empty symbolism. At the same time, we find that

38 Although our discussion focuses on political representation, we
expect many of the same factors—for instance, the demographics of
the constituency choosing a leader—to also apply to other leadership
positions.
39 Importantly, although Muslims are both a minority population in
most constituencies and are on average socio-economically disad-
vantaged, there is wide variation in the community’s population

proportion and resources across regions (Farooqui 2020; Sachar et al.
2006).
40 More generally, while demand-side factors are likely to impact
representation outcomes (see Figure E17 in the Supplementary
Material), research on Muslims in India and on other marginalized
communities around the globe finds little evidence of voter backlash
to marginalized group political aspirants as a central factor driving
their underrepresentation (Carnes and Lupu 2023; Heath, Verniers,
and Kumar 2015; Lawless 2015).
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Hindu participants are largely unaffected in their
demand for Muslim leaders.
To what extent do our findings speak to debates over

other representations of nationhood, such as statues
and street names? Our theoretical and empirical focus
in this paper is the effects of narratives, rather than the
medium through which they are conveyed. There are
many ways through which the state can present itself to
its citizens and attempt to anchor a particular under-
standing of national identity in the public conscious-
ness. We thus expect our findings to potentially speak
not only to narratives conveyed via our specific appli-
cation—textbook content—but also to the conse-
quences of other “symbolic” or “expressive” nation-
building policies such as changes to national symbols,
street names and statues. While we sought to imitate
textbookmaterial to the greatest extent possible, future
work could build on our findings and further extend
their ecological and external validity by embedding
narratives into a developed school curriculum.
Although we can only speculate, we would expect that
our findings would be strengthened under such a
design, as students would receive greater exposure to
treatment content and would have less prior exposure
to alternative narratives.41
Our findings contribute to many lines of research

that, while related, are rarely in conversation, such as
those on candidate emergence (Gulzar 2021; Portmann
and Stojanović 2019), national belonging and behavior
(Abdelgadir and Fouka 2020; Simonsen 2021), and
responses to exclusionary policies (Weiss, Siegel, and
Romney 2022). By shedding light on the behavioral
consequences of different narratives of nationhood,
our findings also improve our understanding of “when,
why and how national narratives of which types hinder
or help democracy” (Mylonas and Tudor 2021, 115)
and speak to a large literature on boundarymaking and
its political consequences (Reicher and Hopkins 2001;
Skey 2014; Wimmer 2013). More broadly, our work
speaks to an important debate on the value of ethnic
recognition, which has informed both philosophical
(Barry 2002; Fraser and Honneth 2003; Kymlicka
1995; Taylor 1992) and empirical work (Cederman,
Gleditsch, and Wucherpfennig 2017; King and Samii
2020), centering largely on how ethnic federalism can
improve efficacy and representation (McGarry and
O’Leary 1994; 2005) and how exclusionary ethnopoli-
tical configurations can cause political violence. For
instance, Wimmer, Cederman, and Min (2009) and
Cederman, Wimmer, and Min (2010) argue that ethnic
nationalism promotes internal conflict and civil war by
marginalizing certain ethnic groups from state power.
While the authors treat variables such as changes in

power structures and the political relevance of different
ethnic categories as exogenously given, our research
describes how the use of different narratives can alter
perceptions of national identity, thereby affecting
groups’ claims to the state.

While our findings represent an important contribu-
tion to the field, additional questions remain. Do our
theory and findings carry across different marginalized
groups and contexts? Can narratives about contempo-
rary, as opposed to historical, contributions to the
nation similarly change perceptions of belonging and
entitlement to lead? Can inclusive narratives be
designed such that dominant groups increase their
demand for marginalized individuals as leaders? Over-
all, more work remains to gain a full understanding of
whether and how different historical representations—
transmitted through textbooks, statues, songs, or sym-
bols—can impact the supply of and demand for margin-
alized individuals in leadership positions.
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