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Abstract
This article explores India’s ‘long wars’ – the counter-insurgency campaigns the state imposed on recalci-
trant populations and territories. Existing critical debates have focused on colonial and imperial counter-
insurgency waged by developedWestern states and empires. Yet these powers hardly command amonopoly
on how these are fought, rationalised, or imagined. Indian counter-insurgency campaigns are a key case
in point. The aftermath of British colonial rule led to a revivification of rather than an end to counter-
insurgency. Indian counter-insurgency thinking betrays similar logics of differentiation to those of the
British. However, an engagement with Indian counter-insurgency archives reveals that the political econ-
omy of (post-)colonial rule results in its own particular sets of inclusions and exclusions. We tease out
these tensions and anxieties that underpin India counter-insurgency by exploring how India’s long wars
in its north-eastern states have been rationalised and explained away among Indian counter-insurgents,
namely through references to ‘diversity’ and ‘democracy’. Such references index a politics premised on a
disavowal of violence, which represents a weapon of war. This disavowal, narrated through exceptionalist
claims,manifests itself through distinctmodalities with their own tensions and even contradictions, leading
to India’s own complicated relationships with notions and practices of coloniality.
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Introduction
The inception of Indian statecraft is often associated with Gandhian ideals of non-violence and the
embrace of a Nehruvian focus on Third-Worldist anti-colonial solidarity in the face of superpower
rivalry in the aftermath of Independence. Yet an image from a 1948 volume of the United Services
Institution (USI) Journal unsettles this narrative (Figure 1). The image pictures a young Mohandas
Gandhi from 1906, whenGandhi, according to the caption ‘raised an IndianAmbulance corps dur-
ing the Zulu rebellion’.1 ‘During the Boer war’, the caption notes, Gandhi ‘mustered an Ambulance
Corps of 1,100, which included some 400 Indians’.2 While the image appears alone and its intended
purpose is left unsaid, it raises salient questions about how the emergent Indian state project is rep-
resented in relation to the violence of Western empire. The Natal Indian Ambulance Corps, which
Gandhi founded, consisted of 300 free Indians and 800 indentured labourers. Gandhi’s valour and
fighting with the Corps earned him many British medals and accolades. What might USI Journal’s
attempt to reclaim Gandhi as imbricated in the exercise of colonial violence imply? In light of
Gandhi’s own condescension towards ‘Untouchables’ in India, and espousal of anti-Black racism

1United Services Institution Journal, ‘Frontpiece: Mahatma Gandhi’, 78 (1948).
2‘Frontpiece: Mahatma Gandhi’.
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Figure 1. Photo of Mahatma Gandhi in USI Journal, 1948.

in Africa, this image betrays the complexity of the post-Independence Indian state – simultane-
ously anti-colonial and invested in the oppressive and racialised logics of colonialism. This image
further offers a point of entry to reinvigorate the questioning of post/colonial rupture anew,3 as well
as interrogating the boundaries between different forms and categories of empire4 through the lens
of counter-insurgency. In this article, we centre the discourse and praxis of counter-insurgency to
interrogate how post-Independence India remains wedded to, and reproduces, colonial logics.

The word ‘counter-insurgency’ connotes particular geographies: the (supposed) peripheries in
the Global South where powerful Western empires and states wage various ‘small’, ‘unconven-
tional’, ‘irregular’, or ‘low-intensity’ campaigns against colonised subjects. British anti-communism
in Malaya, the British Mandate in Palestine, US campaigns in the Philippines and in Vietnam
all fit within this frame. Since the onset of the ‘war on terror’, there has been a wide-ranging
discussion about the ‘long’, even ‘forever’ counter-insurgency wars of the present.5 However, exist-
ing discussions of counter-insurgency within International Relations (IR) show limited interest
in what happened to imperial counter-insurgency projects after formal decolonisation. In other
words, there is less critical attention to the ‘durability’6 of counter-insurgency wars into ostensibly
post-colonial states and how these projects were resituated on nationalist terrain. This occlu-
sion is significant because although Western empires invented modern counter-insurgency as we
know it, they hardly hold a monopoly on how these are fought, rationalised, or imagined. Indeed,
some of the longest contemporary counter-insurgency campaigns have been waged by ostensibly
post-colonial states, in turn shaping counter-insurgency doctrine and practice around the world.

3Somdeep Sen, Decolonizing Palestine: Hamas between the Anticolonial and the Postcolonial (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University
Press, 2020).

4Hafsa Kanjwal, Colonizing Kashmir: State-Building under Indian Occupation (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press,
2023); GoldieOsuri, ‘Imperialism, colonialism and sovereignty in the (post)colony: India andKashmir’,ThirdWorldQuarterly,
38:11 (2017), pp. 2428–43; Desiree Poets, ‘Settler colonialism and/in (urban) Brazil: Black and Indigenous resistances to the
logic of elimination’, Settler Colonial Studies, 11:3 (2021), pp. 271–91.

5Alex Lubin, Never-Ending War on Terror (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2020); Nikhil Pal Singh, Race and
America’s Long War (Oakland: University of California Press, 2017).

6Ann Laura Stoler, Duress: Imperial Durabilities in Our Times (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2016).
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Indian counter-insurgency campaigns are a key case in point.7 India was a central theatre of
British counter-insurgency across the empire.8 India’s formal Independence from Britain in 1947
hardly signalled the end of such campaigns. Since ‘decolonisation’, India has been engaged in
unending counter-insurgency wars across a range of geographies, within its territorial borders and
in disputed territories like Kashmir, as well as abroad in Sri Lanka. While the campaign in Sri
Lanka proved disastrous and Indian forces were forced to withdraw, many of its other campaigns
remain ongoing, with no foreseeable end in sight. These have been waged by a dense array of state
forces spanning the Indian Army and centrally administered paramilitary forces like the Assam
Rifles and Central Reserve Police Force (CRPF) as well as municipal and state police. Yet these
campaigns remain largely overlooked in bourgeoning critical discussions of counter-insurgency in
IR and beyond.9

In this article, we respond to this lacuna through engagement with Indian counter-insurgency
archives from 1947 onward, focusing on USI Journal. This publication emerged as a professional
journal of the British Empire in 1871 and came under newmanagement following Independence in
1947. It covers discussions of counter-insurgency campaigns stretching from the British Empire to
Independence and into the present. USI Journal provides a window into how Indian state officials
and others have debated and rationalised India’s counter-insurgency campaigns. Importantly, the
trajectory of USI Journal post-1947 offers a literal and metaphorical bridge between the colonial
and post-Independence histories of counter-insurgency in the Subcontinent. Thus, it complicates
the nature of post-colonial Indian statecraft and its relations with “estern empire, past and present.

USI Journal is neither an academic nor necessarily a ‘high-quality’ publication (judged by
the gold standard of double-blind peer review). Its impact on counter-insurgents outside of the
Subcontinent is also uncertain. Yet methodologically it provides a window into the minds of the
Indian counter-insurgents and their writings’ implications for the nascent Indian state. Rather than
being a definitive guide to Indian counter-insurgency, it helps us grapple with how a handful of
writers understood the specificities of Indian counter-insurgency within a wider global frame,
including the boundaries between its multiple theatres as well as between ‘the colonial’ and ‘the
post-colonial’. USI Journal does not capture the full range of perspectives shaping India’s post-
Independence repertoire of counter-insurgency, an issue we return to below. Nevertheless, it offers
a rich resource through which we can glean insights into not merely the conduct of counter-
insurgency itself, but also how India enacts a post-colonial coloniality within its nation-building
efforts.

We explore India’s ‘long wars’ – the counter-insurgency campaigns that the state imposed on
recalcitrant populations, with a focus on those fought across its so-called north-eastern border-
lands. India has waged expansive and unresolved wars, often in relation to nationalist struggles by
particular groups, including religious minorities and Indigenous communities, to gain indepen-
dence from the Indian federal state structure. These long wars, we argue, must be understood both
as drawing inspiration from, but also departing in significantways from, British colonial policy pre-
Independence. The newly independent state largely internalised the logics of ‘Otherness’ through
which north-eastern populations were classified by the British. Simultaneously, Indian counter-
insurgents express desires to incorporate these regions and peoples into one unified Indian nation,

7Mona Bhan, Counterinsurgency, Democracy, and the Politics of Identity in India: From Warfare to Welfare? (London:
Routledge, 2013); Benjamin Holt, ‘An “elephant trying to chase a rat”: Indian COIN in the Mizo Hills, 1967–1970’, War in
History (2024), pp. 1–20. https://doi.org/10.1177/09683445241296844.

8PriyamvadaGopal, Insurgent Empire: Anticolonial Resistance and BritishDissent (London: Verso Books, 2019); Christopher
Herbert, War of No Pity: The Indian Mutiny and Victorian Trauma (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2008).

9Thomas Gregory, ‘Calibrating violence: Body counts as a weapon of war’, European Journal of International Security, 7:4
(2022), pp. 479–507; Weaponizing Civilian Protection: Counterinsurgency and Collateral Damage in Afghanistan (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 2025); Naomi Head, “‘Women helping women”: Deploying gender in US counterinsurgency wars
in Iraq and Afghanistan’, Security Dialogue, 55:2 (2024), pp. 160–78; Joseph MacKay, The Counterinsurgent Imagination: A
New Intellectual History (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2023); Lou Pingeot, Police Peacekeeping: The UN, Haiti, and
the Production of Global Social Order (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2023).
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ideologically and materially. In other words, whereas British counter-insurgency was premised on
the logics of exclusion and racialisation that defined colonial rule, India’s counter-insurgency oper-
ations in north-eastern states post-1947 take place within territories that India claims as its own,
gesturing to howborderlands are simultaneouslywithin andwithout the grasp of the nation-state.10
Nonetheless, Indian counter-insurgency thinking betrays some similar logics of differentiation to
those of the British, and, as we show, the political economy of (post-)colonial rule results in its
own particular sets of inclusions and exclusions. We tease out these tensions and the anxieties that
underpin them by exploring how India’s longwars in its north-eastern states have been rationalised
amongst Indian counter-insurgents, namely through their exceptionalist references to the ‘demo-
cratic’ and ‘diverse’ characters of the Indian state project.The registers of ‘diversity’ and ‘democracy’,
we further argue, index India’s politics of disavowal of its violence, which represents an important
weapon of war.

As we demonstrate below, this politics of disavowal seeks to legitimise efforts to pacify
Indigenous populations and minoritised (non-citizens) and appropriate land and natural
resources. Yet, in partial contrast to forms of imperial/colonial disavowal11 that seek to distance
empires from the places and subjects they intervene in, India’s disavowal of its violence mani-
fests through somewhat distinct modalities with their own particular tensions and contradictions.
Against this backdrop, the article makes two central contributions. First, by assaying India’s post-
colonial status and its proximity (racial, geographic, etc.) to the populations it is fighting, we
complicate dominant taxonomies of coloniality and statecraft that remain wedded to distinguish-
ing types of colonialism on claims based on distance and difference, and to privileging a temporal
reading of governance as ‘pre-colonial’, ‘colonial’ and ‘post-colonial’. We find these typologies and
linear narratives wanting in the case of India. Second, by focusing on counter-insurgency waged
by Global South state actors, we extend contemporary critical scholarship on long wars, which
remains largely focused on Western counter-insurgency campaigns.

Situating ‘The Northeast’
‘The Northeast’ – officially referred to as the ‘Northeast Region’ (NER) – shares an international
border of 5,182 kilometres (about 99 per cent of its total geographical boundary) with several
neighbouring countries. This easternmost region of India represents both a geographic and polit-
ical administrative division of the country. It comprises eight states – Arunachal Pradesh, Assam,
Manipur, Meghalaya, Mizoram, Nagaland, and Tripura (commonly known as the ‘Seven Sisters’),
and the ‘brother’ state Sikkim, which became part of India in 1975. ‘The Northeast’, an admin-
istrative category coined by the British, has persisted, representing an attempt to homogenise a
heterogeneous border region with the aim of cathecting ‘Indian’ nationalism and nationhood upon
disparate groups of people.12 Over time, the shifting allegiances based on class, caste, religion, polit-
ical affiliation, and expedience have led to relationships that do not map neatly onto the categories
inherited by the Indian state from the British. This produced a patchwork of identities that escape
the Indian state’s ongoing efforts to taxonomise the region and its peoples.

10Elisabeth Leake, ‘Where national and international meet: Borders and border regions in postcolonial India’, The
International History Review, 44:4 (2022), pp. 856–73; James N. Rosenau, Along the Domestic–Foreign Frontier: Exploring
Governance in aTurbulentWorld (Cambridge: CambridgeUniversity Press, 1997); R. B. J.Walker, Inside/Outside: International
Relations as Political Theory (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993).

11Nivi Manchanda, Imagining Afghanistan: The History and Politics of Imperial Knowledge (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2020); Karuna Mantena, Alibis of Empire: Henry Maine and the Ends of Liberal Imperialism (Princeton, NJ:
Princeton University Press, 2010); Jeanne Morefield, Empires Without Imperialism: Anglo-American Decline and the Politics of
Deflection (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2014).

12Sanjib Baruah,Durable Disorder: Understanding the Politics of Northeast India (NewDelhi: OxfordUniversity Press, 2007).
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The first of these are ‘tribe’ and the ‘tribal’. The term ‘tribe’ in the context of north-eastern
India does not have the derogatory undertones it does in many other places.13 Indeed, the ‘tribes’
inhabiting the hills of north-eastern states have displayed a sense of place-based superiority, espe-
cially vis-à-vis (predominantly but not only) Muslim refugees who fled to north-eastern states
from East Pakistan (now Bangladesh) in the 1960s and 1970s.14 In these hills, refugees from
Tibet and Mongolia15 can lay greater claim to a fiercely contested borderland, where discourses
of the ‘Otherness’ of ‘the Northeast’ propounded by Indian ‘mainlanders’ are rearticulated and
weaponised against ‘Indians’ in general, and Muslims in particular. These contradictory forms of
identification and alterity also abound in, and are further complicated by, discourses and notions
of ‘Indigeneity’.

India does not officially recognise any of the autochthonous groups found within its borders as
‘Indigenous’. Although the politics of Indigeneity are beginning to take hold within the state, not
least because of the United Nations Declaration of the Rights of Indigenous People, India’s consti-
tution has opted to divide the communities in north-eastern states along ‘tribal’ and ‘non-tribal’
groupings. Four hundred heterogeneous communities are grouped into one broad classification
– of tribe – that distinguishes them from castes.16 Likewise, all other people belonging to differ-
ent communities and religions, and who speak different languages are deemed ‘non-tribal’. This
latter group includes both recent immigrants to the region and those who have lived there for
centuries. The politics of Indigeneity, therefore, often goes against the grain of the ‘protected cat-
egory’ of ‘scheduled tribes’ deployed by the Indian state ostensibly for the purposes of economic
development and cultural protection. ‘Protected’ groups themselves have further bifurcated along
class. This is because those with access to land have become wealthy, whereas most others con-
tinue to live under oppressive conditions.17 Relatedly, certain schemes introduced by the Indian
state to preserve the ‘Indigenous culture’ of north-eastern tribes such as the Inner Line Permit
have enabled certain groups classified as ‘Tribal communities’ to exert disproportionate power over
other inhabitants.

Not only does the Indian state’s use of ‘tribal’ reinscribe colonial categories; it also creates an-
Other enemy – that of the (largely) ‘migrant’ Muslim population – thereby providing grist to
the mill of Indian nationalism. The Indian state has long mobilised these categories towards its
own ends, for instance, bolstering claims to Indigeneity when it undermines working-class sol-
idarity across religious and communal divides.18 Through its recurring reliance on the ‘tribal’
frame, the Indian state has further evacuated Indigeneity of any radical potential as a ‘dynamic
and interconnected concept of Indigenous identity constituted in history, ceremony, language
and land’.19 As Sanjib Baruah notes in relation to land rights in north-eastern India, ‘it is often
hard to graft the easy binaries of indigenous/settler, insider/outsider, or tribal/nontribal on the
“tangled thicket of tenure relations”’.20 In this article, we do not weigh in on the involuted
logics of claims to Indigeneity by the communities themselves. Instead, we focus on the long

13Sanjib Baruah, In the Name of the Nation: India and Its Northeast (Stanford CA: Stanford University Press, 2020); Sajal
Nag, ‘Nehru and the Nagas: Minority nationalism and the post-colonial state’, Economic and Political Weekly (2009), 44:49,
pp. 48–55.

14Urmitapa Dutta, ‘The long way home: The vicissitudes of belonging and otherness in Northeast India’, Qualitative Inquiry,
21:2 (2015), pp. 161–72.

15Dutta, ‘The long way home’, p. 166.
16Subir Bhaumik, Troubled Periphery: The Crisis of India’s North East (New Delhi: SAGE Publications India, 2009).
17Baruah, In the Name of the Nation; Dolly Kikon, Living with Oil and Coal: Resource Politics and Militarization in Northeast

India, ed. K. Sivaramakrishnan (Seattle: University of Washington Press, 2019).
18Hari Srikanth, ‘Who in Northeast India are Indigenous?’, in Kikhi Kedilezo, Amiya Kumar Das, and Piyashi Dutta (eds),

Indigeneity, Citizenship and the State (London: Routledge, 2023), pp. 46–61.
19Taiaiake Alfred and Jeff Corntassel, ‘Being Indigenous: Resurgences against contemporary colonialism’, Government and

Opposition, 40:4 (2005), pp. 597–614.
20Baruah, In the Name of the Nation, p. 78.
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wars waged by the Indian state in these regions, which at times exhibit the logics of settler
colonialism.21

Counter-insurgency in IR
IR scholarship on counter-insurgency has long been at the centre of efforts to rethink core con-
cepts and orthodoxies in the field. Scholars have focused on the workings of foreign policy,22 the
status of national borders and their differentiation of inside/outside,23 on violent cartographies
and genocide,24 ‘globalisation’25 and the political/ideological underpinnings of security studies.26
Recent discussions of counter-insurgency have been effectively mobilised to challenge the tenets
of conventional international – and social theory27 and within it central concepts therein, not least
of all war28 and its imbrication with and distinction from police.29

These discussions within IR and across cognate disciplines30 have principally focused on colo-
nial and imperial counter-insurgency campaigns waged by major Western powers against their
subjugated populations ‘at home’ and abroad.31 This shows that the origins of counter-insurgency
in global politics are quintessentially imperial and inextricably imbricated withmaterial disposses-
sion and race-making.32 Thehistory of the British empire has long been central to these discussions,
with the histories of imperial and colonial India playing a particularly significant role.33

However, scholars have been less attentive to the fates of imperial and colonial counter-
insurgency projects after formal decolonisation, despite notable exceptions.34 Indeed, some of the
longest-running counter-insurgency campaignswaged bymore powerful states in theGlobal South

21Nivi Manchanda, ‘The moving spirit of settler colonialism: Temsula Ao, counter-sovereignty, and the politics of interven-
tion in the borderlands of India’, International Studies Quarterly, 68:2 (2024), p. sqae057.

22Roxanne Lynn Doty, ‘Foreign policy as social construction: A post-positivist analysis of U.S. counterinsurgency policy in
the Philippines’, International Studies Quarterly, 37:3 (1993), pp. 297–320.

23Walker, Inside/Outside.
24Michael J. Shapiro, Violent Cartographies: Mapping Cultures of War (Minneapolis: University Of Minnesota Press, 1997).
25Tarak Barkawi, ‘Globalization, culture, and war: On the popular mediation of “small wars”’, Cultural Critique, 58 (2004),

pp. 115–47.
26Tarak Barkawi andMark Laffey, ‘The postcolonial moment in security studies’,Review of International Studies, 32:2 (2006),

pp. 329–52.
27MacKay, The Counterinsurgent Imagination; Patricia Owens, Economy of Force: Counterinsurgency and the Historical Rise

of the Social (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2015).
28Tarak Barkawi, ‘From war to security: Security Studies, the wider agenda and the fate of the study of war’, Millennium:

Journal of International Studies, 39:3 (2011), pp. 701–16; ‘Decolonising war’, European Journal of International Security, 1:2
(2016), pp. 199–214; Craig Jones, ‘Geographies of war and violence I: Decolonising war’, Progress in Human Geography, 49:2
(2025), pp. 194–214.

29Alison Howell, ‘Forget “militarization”: Race, disability and the “martial politics” of the police and of the university’,
International Feminist Journal of Politics, 20:2 (2018), pp. 117–36; Mark Neocleous, War Power, Police Power (Edinburgh:
Edinburgh University Press, 2014).

30Stefan Aune, Indian Wars Everywhere: Colonial Violence and the Shadow Doctrines of Empire (Oakland: University of
California Press, 2023); Oliver Belcher, ‘The best-laid schemes: Postcolonialism, military social science, and the making of
US counterinsurgency doctrine, 1947–2009’, Antipode, 44:1 (2012), pp. 258–63; Terrence G. Peterson, Revolutionary Warfare:
How the Algerian War Made Modern Counterinsurgency (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 2024); Kali Rubaii, “‘Concrete
soldiers”: T-walls and coercive landscaping in Iraq’, International Journal of Middle East Studies, 54:2 (2022), pp. 357–62; Micol
Seigel, Violence Work: State Power and the Limits of Police (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2018).

31Julian Go, Policing Empires: Militarization, Race, and the Imperial Boomerang in Britain and the US (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2023); Stuart Schrader, Badges without Borders: How Global Counterinsurgency Transformed American
Policing (Oakland: University of California Press, 2019).

32Laleh Khalili, Time in the Shadows: Confinement in Counterinsurgencies (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2013);
MacKay,TheCounterinsurgent Imagination; Somdeep Sen, ‘The colonial roots of counter-insurgencies in international politics’,
International Affairs, 98:1 (2022), pp. 209–23.

33Owens, Economy of Force.
34David M. Anderson and David Killingray (eds), Policing and Decolonisation: Politics, Nationalism, and the Police, 1917–65

(Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1992); Anwesha Dutta, ‘Forest becomes frontline: Conservation and counter-
insurgency in a space of violent conflict in AssamNortheast India’, Political Geography, 77 (2020), p. 102117; SankaranKrishna,
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like India – but also Brazil and Indonesia – remain relatively uninterrogated. Perhaps even more
importantly, Western counter-insurgency casts a long shadow, keeping other counter-insurgency
projects peripheral. The ‘counter-insurgent imagination’35 remains theorised as quintessentially
Western, even though counter-insurgency’s actually existing geographical remit has always been
and remains global.

The lack of critical concern for the centrality of counter-insurgency to nationalist projects within
post-colonial polities is significant for three key reasons. First is the question of scale and duration.
In terms of contemporary counter-insurgency projects, US-led wars in Iraq and Afghanistan have
been enormously destructive and costly. Before the campaign in Afghanistan officially ended in
2021, it had been the longest formally declared war in US history. Yet some of the longest running
contemporary counter-insurgencies are in places like India. India’s longwars have beenwaged con-
tinuously for over seven decades and have no foreseeable end in sight.36 They have also consumed
enormous resources and lives as well as being deeply entwined with the theft of land and natu-
ral resources from Indigenous communities. To date, however, their costs and political economies
remain comparatively neglected by critical scholars.37 Second, a focus on the West continues to
reinscribe a Eurocentrism, albeit in the form of critique.38 We often look to counter-insurgency
operations led by Europe and the US as exemplary and thereby continue to privilege the West as a
site of knowledge production par excellence. Finally, the focus on Euro-American imperial powers
elides how colonialism endures within ostensibly post-colonial state structures and practices. This
last point is most germane to our analysis below.

This is by no means to suggest that the conduct of counter-insurgency campaigns in Global
South contexts is completely ignored. Mainstream IR and strategic studies have extensively exam-
ined the campaigns of post-colonial states, including India’s. However, these discussions exhibit
far more problematic features than those we have identified in critical scholarship (above). They
include tendencies to exceptionalise post-colonial counter-insurgency campaigns as softer, less
violent, and more ‘humane’ alternatives to Western ones39 and to juxtapose national counter-
insurgency as an alternative to the study of imperial/colonial forms.40

For us, neither approach is satisfactory. While grappling with the durability of imperial/colo-
nial counter-insurgency campaigns in post-colonial polities, we seek to open space to interrogate
these projects’ specificities and disjunctures from Western counter-insurgency campaigns and
their forms of reasoning and legitimation. This focus on the resonances and dissonances between
colonial and post-colonial – including the simultaneous disavowal of state violence and interpel-
lation of populations in territories being pacified – helps situate India as an actor with colonial

Postcolonial Insecurities: India, Sri Lanka, and the Question of Nationhood (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1999);
ElizabethMesok, ‘Counterinsurgency, community participation, and the preventing and countering violent extremism agenda
in Kenya’, Small Wars & Insurgencies, 33:4–5 (2022), pp. 720–41.

35MacKay, The Counterinsurgent Imagination.
36Sanjib Baruah (ed.), Beyond Counter-Insurgency: Breaking the Impasse in Northeast India (New Delhi: Oxford

University Press, 2009); Mona Bhan and Purnima Bose, ‘Canine counterinsurgency in Indian-occupied Kashmir’, Critique of
Anthropology, 40:3 (2020), pp. 341–63; Kanjwal,ColonizingKashmir; Alpa Shah, ‘The intimacy of insurgency: Beyond coercion,
greed or grievance in Maoist India’, Economy and Society, 42:3 (2013), pp. 480–506.

37Indian and international human rights defenders have long examined India’s counter-insurgency campaigns and docu-
mented the systemic abuses and extractive projects underpinning them.However, key critical resources like BrownUniversity’s
Costs of War Project make no mention of these, in contrast to their extensive focus on US-led counter-insurgency and
counterterrorism campaigns abroad.

38Alexander Anievas and Kerem Nişancıoğlu, How the West Came to Rule: The Geopolitical Origins of Capitalism (London:
Pluto Press, 2015); Eric Hobsbawm, Age of Empire: 1875–1914 (London: Hachette UK, 2010).

39E.g. Shivaji Mukherjee, ‘Why are the longest insurgencies low violence? Politician motivations, sons of the soil, and civil
war duration’, Civil Wars, 16:2 (2014), pp. 172–207; Rajesh Rajagopalan, “‘Restoring normalcy”: The evolution of the Indian
army’s counterinsurgency doctrine’, Small Wars & Insurgencies, 11:1 (2000), pp. 44–68; ‘Innovations in counterinsurgency:The
Indian Army’s Rashtriya Rifles’, Contemporary South Asia, 13:1 (2004), pp. 25–37.

40E.g. Peter Lorge, ‘Counterinsurgency in China and India: An introduction’, Small Wars & Insurgencies, 34:3 (2023),
pp. 541–5.
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intent and apprehend these projects as distinctly coloured by colonialism, even in putatively post-
colonial spaces like India’s north-eastern ‘hinterlands’. As we demonstrate, counter-insurgency
projects in post-1947 India have always been and remain underpinned by flagrantly racial pre-
cepts, which work to racialise various Others. Yet post-1947 those leading the charge against such
insurgent Others have been officials of the Indian state for their own ideological andmaterial ends,
rather than those of Western states seeking to outsource their counter-insurgency operations to
client states. Thus, we argue, it is necessary to engage more closely with their armature, including
enduring practices of knowledge production.

A note on method and sources
Like all counter-insurgency campaigns, India’s have been waged across multiple registers and
geographies simultaneously, including but not limited to literal battlefields. Our concern here is on
how these long wars have been rationalised within spaces of professional strategic debate alongside
wider public spheres, both within India and transnationally. We seek to wade into the texture of
the Indian state’s ‘prose of counterinsurgency’41 post-1947 and how it relates to those of other times
and places.

Indian professional journals published by think tanks and policy institutes, of whichUSI Journal
is but one part, represent important fora for such rationalisation.42 Though filled with entries writ-
ten by current and former Indian military and police officials (and occasionally foreign authors),
the content of USI Journal and related Indian publications does not formally represent Indian state
policy or doctrine.43 They do, however, represent attempts to bring together common ‘experiences’
of and draw ‘lessons learned’ from India’s various military- and police/military-led campaigns to
systematise and improve policy and strategy. While the broader project out of which this article
emerges engages with amuchmore diverse range of such publications, we deliberately focus onUSI
Journal here for a few key reasons. First, unlike its competitors that emerged later,44 USI Journal
is the only Indian professional strategic affairs journal to cover the entire period from 1947 to
the present, thereby bringing into focus the (supposed) break between colonial and post-colonial.
Second, given its status as India’s oldest strategic affairs publication, it was an important first mover
in the attempts to assemble a body of specifically Indian thinking on such matters as part of a
broader nationalist project. The emergence of other competing Indian journals lags behind USI
Journal’s handover to Indian officials by at least two decades. Third, not only has leading con-
temporary Indian counter-insurgents’ writing developed in partnership with the United Services
Institution, but this work also cites USI Journal materials as the basis of its claims.45 More broadly,
influential scholars on Indian counter-insurgency take USI Journal writers’ views as indicative
of distinctively Indian perspectives and approaches to counter-insurgency, including its (alleged)
uniqueness.46

We draw on a selection of articles between 1947 to the mid-1980s, during which some of the
most intense Indian counter-insurgency campaigns were waged. Methodologically, we approach
these sources as illuminating how Indian state violence is rationalised as ‘normal’, reasonable,

41Ranajit Guha, ‘The prose of counter-insurgency’, in Partha Chatterjee (ed.), The Small Voice of History (Ranikhet: Orient
BlackSwan, 2009), pp. 194–238.

42Rhys Machold, ‘India’s counterinsurgency knowledge: Theorizing global position in wars on terror’, Small Wars &
Insurgencies, 33:4–5 (2022), pp. 796–818.

43It should be noted here that historically, the Indian Army, which has been deeply involved in India’s counter-insurgency
campaigns had no formal counter-insurgency doctrine until 2006 when it published the first edition of its ‘Doctrine for Sub
Conventional Operations’. While this is often framed as exceptional to India, when examined in a wider global frame this
feature is considerably less unusual than it might appear. See Aune, Indian Wars Everywhere.

44These include Institute for Defence Studies and Analyses Journal (1968), Combat Journal (1976), Indian Defence Review
(1986), Pratividrohi (1989), and Faultlines (1997).

45E.g. Vivek Chadha, Low Intensity Conflicts in India: An Analysis (New Dehli: United Service Institution of India/SAGE
Publications India, 2005), p. 319.

46E.g. Rajagopalan, “‘Restoring normalcy”’, p. 50.
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democratic, just, etc. and how these are put to work within the Indian nationalist project. USI
Journal’s authors are also exclusively male, relatively privileged, and educated upper-caste writ-
ers, often those that were the natural successors to colonial rule, thereby reflecting the gendered
nature of counter-insurgency projects.47 USI Journal also over-represents particular backgrounds
and communities in India such as Punjabis and Gurkhas, reflecting the endurance of colonial
notions of ‘martial races’.

While our focus is on discussions of counter-insurgency campaigns within India’s internation-
ally recognised territorial borders, the conduct of such campaigns and the repertoires that nurtured
them cannot be understood within an exclusively national frame. Below, we show how the ratio-
nalisation of India’s long wars intersects with and is co-constituted through their connection to
other bodies of counter-insurgency knowledge and practice. This is because although the content
of USI Journal is primarily written for and by Indian nationals, it drew its inspirations from the-
atres beyond India.48 Moreover, the publication maintained its transnational circulation well after
1947.49 As such, we approach USI Journal as an archive of the prose of Indian counter-insurgency
that is quintessentially nationalist and always-already transnational.

‘Democracy’ and ‘diversity’
Foundational myths of the ‘nation’ shape how states are conceived, built, and sometimes mani-
fested. ‘The state’, as Eric Cheyfitz reminds us, ‘requires the narrative of the nation to cover its
tracks.’50 Suchmyths are relational and transnational, seeking to forge identities, positions and ideas
of national essences vis-à-vis other locations, civilisations, and nationalist projects.51 For newly
independent and nominally decolonised states, these myths play particularly significant roles in
attempts to differentiate themselves from others. According to Perry Anderson, out of India’s
struggle for independence emerged four central tropes – ‘antiquity–continuity’, ‘diversity–unity’,
‘massivity–democracy’, and ‘multi-confessionality–secularity’ – which have played formative roles
in consecrating the broader ‘idea of India’.52 More recently, Taylor C. Sherman identifies seven ani-
mating myths that structured Nehruvian India in the immediate post-1947 period, namely those
of Independent India, non-alignment, secularism, socialism, democracy, the strong state, and high
modernism.53

We focus on these myths’ roles in negotiating and (re)defining India’s position in the world-
system.Thus,we are concernednotmerelywith suchmyths as stand-alone entities or ideologies but
rather how they operate within global politics. To this end we mobilise an analytic focus on India’s
exceptionalist self-narration. While the most influential accounts on exceptionalist narration have
emerged in the study of Western empire,54 an emergent body of literature has begun to grapple

47Head, “‘Womenhelpingwomen”’; LalehKhalili, ‘Gendered practices of counterinsurgency’,Review of International Studies,
37:4 (2011), pp. 1471–91.

48Particularly in its early years, discussions of counter-insurgency within USI Journal were almost entirely based on dis-
cussions of Western campaigns beyond India, including the British campaigns in Malaya and subsequently US operations in
Southeast Asia, an issue we return to below.

49For instance, a 1967 article notes that USI Journal ‘circulates in India, Pakistan, Ceylon, Burma, Malaysia, Australia, New
Zealand, Tasmania, the United Kingdom, Canada, the U.S.A. and on the Continent of Europe’. Paul Varma, ‘The will and
morale of the people’, United Services Institution Journal, 97:406 (1967), p. 29.

50Eric Cheyfitz, ‘The force of exceptionalist narratives in the Israeli–Palestinian conflict’, Journal of the Native American and
Indigenous Studies Association, 1:2 (2014), pp. 107–24.

51Rhys Machold, Fabricating Homeland Security: Police Entanglements across India and Palestine/Israel (Stanford, CA:
Stanford University Press, 2024).

52Perry Anderson, The Indian Ideology (London: Verso Books, 2021), p. 13.
53Taylor C. Sherman, Nehru’s India: A History in Seven Myths (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2022).
54AmyKaplan, The Anarchy of Empire in the Making of U.S. Culture (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2002); Ann

Laura Stoler and Carole McGranahan, ‘Refiguring imperial terrains’, Ab Imperio, 2006:2 (2006), pp. 17–58.
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10 Rhys Machold and Nivi Manchanda

with their roles in anti-colonial struggles, post-colonial politics and foreign policy.55 Kate Sullivan
de Estrada has shown that Indian exceptionalist ideas, particularly those concerned with India’s
‘moral pre-eminence’ andunique capacity to offermoral leadership in global politics, played central
roles in the formation of Indian foreign policy as early as the 1940s and through to the 1960s,56 later
developing into India’s claim to be a vishwaguru (teacher of the world).57 A focus on exceptionalist
self-narratives offers an analytic conception of the global and the local not as two separate things to
be reconciled but ‘as already existing in a specific place and time, and in constant coconstitution’.58

In what follows, we position the recurring references to democracy and diversity in USI Journal
as forms of exceptionalist narration. We show how such narrations seek to rationalise the violence
of the Indian state against its various enemies. In doing so they also grapple with the emer-
gent Indian state’s relation to Western imperial and colonial counter-insurgency projects in the
Subcontinent and beyond.

Democracy
The pages of USI Journal focus on lionising the Indian state’s ‘success in a system of parliamentary
democracy’59 and venerating the Indian soldier as a ‘cornerstone’ thereof.60 This is hardly surprising
given India’s long-standing claim to be the world’s ‘biggest democracy’. While this claim has been
challenged by ‘enemies of the state’,61 it continues to be celebrated at home and in the West even
amid concern over the rise of Hindutva under Modi.62

However,USI Journal’s references to India’s democratic character as integral to national security
prerogatives do key work in justifying the perpetuation of violence against various Others, includ-
ing Indigenous communities in north-eastern states. For instance, discussions on ‘unconventional
warfare’ in the mid-1960s reflect on the roles of centrally administered ‘special forces’ in helping to
train and equip ‘indigenous’ i.e. local forces to carry out guerilla war and counter-insurgency oper-
ations effectively.63 Authors recommend respecting local populations living in counter-insurgency
theatres and attempting to understand their local customs and traditions as well as economic con-
ditions and political aspirations in ways that could potentially enable the special forces to ‘merge
with the local population in appearance, customs, habits, language andway of living’.64 Thecounter-
insurgent imagination here is thus one of Indian army forces undertaking a kind of mimesis of
their insurgent adversaries through adopting what another author terms as their ‘tribal tactics’65
and gaining competency with local ways of being, yet in such a way that is mutually respectful and
consensual rather than extractive and violent.

Although couched in terms that pay heed to India’s democratic ethos, these articles concede the
existence of a fundamental divide between central state forces and local Indigenous populations.
It is evocative of colonial and neo-imperial counter-insurgency campaigns, including in Malaya

55SebastianHaug and Supriya Roychoudhury, ‘Civilizational exceptionalism in international affairs: Making sense of Indian
and Turkish claims’, International Affairs, 99:2 (2023), pp. 531–49; Nicola Nymalm and Johannes Plagemann, ‘Comparative
exceptionalism:Universality andparticularity in foreign policy discourses’, International Studies Review, 21:1 (2019), pp. 12–37.

56Kate Sullivan, ‘Exceptionalism in Indian diplomacy:Theorigins of India’smoral leadership aspirations’, SouthAsia: Journal
of South Asian Studies, 37:4 (2014), pp. 640–55.

57Kate Sullivan de Estrada, ‘What is a vishwaguru? Indian civilizational pedagogy as a transformative global imperative’,
International Affairs, 99:2 (2023), pp. 433–55.

58Kate Sullivan de Estrada, ‘IR’s recourse to Area Studies: Siloisation anxiety and the disruptive promise of exceptionalism’,
St Antony’s International Review, 16:1 (2020), pp. 207–12.

59United Services Institution Journal, ‘A strong India’, 97:410 January (1968), pp. 1–2.
60C. L. Proudfoot, ‘The Indian soldier: Cornerstone of democracy’, United Services Institution Journal, 100:421 October

(1970), pp. 347–9.
61Alpa Shah, Nightmarch: Among India’s Revolutionary Guerrillas (London: Hurst & Co., 2021), p. 18.
62Arjun Appadurai, ‘A syndrome of aspirational hatred is pervading India’, The Wire (2019).
63B. N. Sharma, ‘Unconventional warfare’, United Services Institution Journal, 96:403 April (1966), pp. 109–14.
64Sharma, ‘Unconventional warfare’, p. 112.
65V. K. Anand, ‘Tribal tactics’, United Services Institution Journal, 97:407 April (1967), pp. 155–64.
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under the British andAfghanistan under theUS, where the impulse towin ‘hearts andminds’ stems
from a recognition that those waging counter-insurgency campaigns are outsiders and occupiers.66
It is also reminiscent of the ruthless grammars of counter-insurgency that the British deployed
in India at the height of Empire.67 Given that this long war is waged within independent India’s
officially recognised national borders, however, the juxtaposition of the soldier against a tribal
outsider/Other is telling and intimates complex relationships between types of Indian ‘citizens’.

Other articles from the 1960s echo this imperative of maintaining India’s national (democratic)
essence, while fighting insurgents.68 They stress that fighting counter-insurgency campaignswithin
national borders is necessarily based on a commitment to restraint or democratic credentials and
that excesses are the exception rather than the rule. Such accounts represent the Indian soldier
as a professional and moral figure generally unaccustomed to meting out gratuitous violence,69
thereby implying that examples thereof are exceptional rather than routine or inherent in (Indian)
counter-insurgency campaigns. This is not unique to Indian counter-insurgency. The British like-
wise defended their record in India and elsewhere as not particularly violent, even as they enacted
an explicit policy of ‘savage war’ in their imperial strongholds.70

In the Indian national context, questions about territorial integrity and geopolitical borders
became central to the (ostensible) imperative of ensuring that Indian counter-insurgency oper-
ations uphold democratic credentials. In the 1960s, the Indian state was especially fixated on
the ‘Chinese problem’ and the threat of Chinese military activity on India’s north-eastern fron-
tier. Indian counter-insurgents also drew considerable inspiration from Chinese strategy, even as
the authors in USI Journal found China wanting on the democratic front, suggesting that certain
Chinese tactics were unsuitable to India because of the latter’s democratic character.71 Indeed, in
keeping with their ostensible imperative of maintaining India’s vibrant democratic character, USI
Journal authors suggest fighting counter-insurgency operations is not wholly or even primarily
a tactical matter but rather one of cultivating ‘people’s support’,72 in other words ‘winning hearts
andminds’ and the implied consent of local populations being pacified. Across the journal, democ-
racy is frequently touted as exerting a determining influence on Indian counter-insurgency ex post
facto.

When ‘democracy’ cannot be made to fit the justification for certain actions, Indian counter-
insurgents represent populations being pacified as outside their democratic ambit. A 1969 article
on Nagaland, while emphasising territorial borders as a central problem of insurgency in India’s
newest (sixteenth) state at the time, displays this thinking in action. Casting Nagaland as a ‘prob-
lem state’ suffering from a lack of security and underdevelopment,73 the author contends that its
problems stem directly from its status as a ‘border state’ prone to instability. Indeed, the author
frames the imperative of integrating Nagaland into (mainland) India and thereby rendering it as a
‘contented border state’ as the best policy option available, representing this as a shift away from the
British policy of the region’s historic ‘isolation’.74 Yet tellingly the article castsNagas as quintessential
outsiders to the Indian nation-state and trivialises their claims to Indigeneity. It frames questions
of their origin as indeterminate –‘anybody’s guess’ – though nevertheless classifies them in racial
terms as being ‘Indo-Mongoloid’, based on their ‘physiognomy’.75 This terminology is borrowed

66Laleh Khalili, ‘The new (and old) classics of counterinsurgency’, Middle East Report, 255 (Summer 2010).
67Kim A. Wagner, ‘Savage warfare: Violence and the rule of colonial difference in early British counterinsurgency’, History

Workshop Journal, 85 (2018), pp. 217–37.
68P. B. Deb, ‘Thoughts on guerillas’, United Services Institution Journal, 92:388 July (1962), pp. 254–61.
69D. Som Dutt, ‘Chinese political and military thinking on guerilla warfare’, United Services Institution Journal, 92:386

January (1962), pp. 225–29.
70Wagner, ‘Savage warfare’.
71Dutt, ‘Chinese political and military thinking on guerilla warfare’, p. 228.
72Dutt, ‘Chinese political and military thinking on guerilla warfare’, p. 229.
73Joe, ‘Nagaland: The sixteenth state’, United Services Institution Journal, 99:414 January (1969), pp. 60–9.
74Joe, ‘Nagaland: The sixteenth state’, p. 69.
75Joe, ‘Nagaland: The sixteenth state’, p. 61.
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directly from the British, who coined the term ‘Mongolian fringe’ to describe the border popula-
tions of the north-eastern edge of British India. In this instance, the author contends that while
folding the Nagas into Indian democracy is essential to pacifying them, they make no reference to
Nagas as fellow Indian brethren in high-minded Nehruvian terms. The Nagas are instead cast as
threats and racialised outsiders. Democracy does not apply to them until they can be democratised
into submission.

The way that USI Journal defines the core terms of insurgency and counter-insurgency is also a
crucial barometer of India’s democratic credentials. In its pages, counter-insurgency is often appre-
hended as necessary for developing countries to govern effectively and sometimes represented in
contradistinction to imperial and colonial conquest. A 1970 article notes that ‘With wars of colo-
nial conquests out-dated and against the background of nuclear balance of terror, insurgency has
now become an accepted form of warfare’.76 The author further suggests that insurgencies are, at
their core, problems of (under)development (rather than matters of colonialism or extraction) and
that developing nations like India suffer from poor and ‘vulnerable’ societies, serving as ‘breed-
ing grounds for insurgency’.77 The author defines insurgency as a struggle with the support of the
bulk of the population, though he argues that whereas nationalism fuelled insurgencies historically,
at the time of writing communism had become their underlying ‘motive power’, often relying on
external support.78

This is a common trope seen across the journal, namely that even though some insurgencies
like those of the Nagas and Mizos make claims about the need for a separate nation-state and that
such claims enjoy popular appeal, insurgencies necessarily require foreign assistance and/or inspi-
ration. As Joseph McQuade argues, this has precedents in British counter-insurgency in India.79
McQuade’s intervention is specifically into the confected colonial discourse of ‘terrorism’ and the
justification it provided for British imperial violence in large swathes of India and along its borders.
Yet this prose has proven durable and useful to Indian counter-insurgents post-Independence.

Accompanying this general trope of separatism/terrorism is a common anti-communist refrain
that presents the defence of Indian democracy as the primary consideration in strategic planning,
sometimes mobilising the spectre of ‘communist military and ideological infiltration’ to justify
moving away from a purely defensive posture.80 Other authors mobilise this trope of outside inter-
ference to legitimise India’s defence of ‘democracy’ as an ‘integral value’ within its borders against
such external threats.81 By construing theNagas as an ‘outside’ threat to India’s democracy, the state
seeks to legitimate the violence of counter-insurgency in the name of democracy.

In the immediate decades after 1947, questions of integrating border states/regions/peoples into
the national body politic became a central national prerogative. Yet by the 1980s, alongside themul-
tiplication and intensification of insurgencies across multiple Indian states as well as Jammu and
Kashmir, India’s national integrity was coming into view as an open question. Under these condi-
tions, USI Journal increasingly presented ‘democracy’ not merely as a justification but also as a fix.
A 1984 article notes that, although India has been vulnerable to ‘insurgency and fissiparous ten-
dencies’ in places like Nagaland,Manipur,Mizoram, Andhra Pradesh, North Bengal, Kashmir, and
Punjab, it remains ‘a developing country with a difference’ in large part because of its unshakable
democratic roots.82 Thus, claims to India’s democratic character provide cover for the perpetuation
of India’s long wars.

76S. K. Sinha, ‘Counter insurgency operations’, United Services Institution Journal, 100:420 July (1970), pp. 258–70.
77Sinha, ‘Counter insurgency operations’, p. 258.
78Sinha, ‘Counter insurgency operations’, p. 258.
79Joseph McQuade, A Genealogy of Terrorism: Colonial Law and the Origins of an Idea (Cambridge: Cambridge University

Press, 2020).
80Sharma, ‘Unconventional warfare’, p. 114.
81Sawhny Rathy, ‘The threat to India’s national security in the seventies’, United Services Institution Journal, 98:413 (1968),

pp. 341–56.
82Y. A. Mande, ‘India: A developing country with a difference’, United Services Institution Journal, 114:October (1984), pp.

283–4.
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Another 1981 article by Colonel V. K. Anand extends these claims about the supposedly ‘demo-
cratic’ features of Indian counter-insurgency and distils key ‘governing principles’ thereof. It makes
the case that in ‘free societies’ it is imperative that ‘democratic norms have to be advocated and
followed against the insurgent’.83 Echoing the imperative of ‘wining hearts and minds’, Anand
recommends that counter-insurgents exercise restraint and adopt a posture of ‘gratuitous benev-
olence’ as the ‘main plank’ of engagement with masses and insurgents in unstable areas.84 This
framing suggests that a policy of ‘minimum violence’ is the only way to turn the tide against
insurgents, again drawing contradistinctions to Chinese counter-insurgency practices in Taiwan
as quintessentially undemocratic. He argues that ‘Extortion, blackmail, falsehood and rampant
corruption and maladministration as perpetuated by the KMT [Kuomintang] cannot become
instruments of a democratic system’.85 This analogy has colonial precedent. As Kate Imy notes, the
tactic of drawing racial (and gendered) distinctions between populations was key to the waging
of counter-insurgency by Western empires.86 This meant differentiating populations within terri-
tories and distinguishing British colonial counter-insurgency from other types of violence, which
(allegedly) belonged to other peoples and places.

The comparisons in such analyses are in no way accidental. They do crucial political work,87
both in making the case that Indian counter-insurgency is indeed democratic and in constru-
ing Indian forces as ‘indigenous’ to all parts of India. Comparison is mobilised to set (Indian)
‘indigenous’ counter-insurgency apart from its imperial/colonial counterparts. Anand notes that
because ‘Complete indigenisation’ is the basis of insurgents’ tactical superiority, ‘alien’ counter-
insurgents suffer from inherent ‘handicaps’. For him, this is evinced in how Americans ‘belonged
to an altogether different race, colour, religion, culture and linguistic area’ than their adversaries
in Vietnam. On this basis he argues that the ‘indigenisation of the counter-insurgent’ offers the
prospect of operating on an equal footing to the insurgents.88 Such reasoning thereby posits that
fighting within one’s territorial borders with ‘indigenous’ forces who share a similar (racial) iden-
tity bodeswell for India’s counter-insurgency campaigns.This duality of Indian counter-insurgency
lends itself a uniqueness, further muddying the waters between what is considered ‘colonial’ and
what is not. Indian soldiers are represented as fighting their own people towards the shared
ideal of democratisation, yet simultaneously involved in a war of attrition against enemy others,
racialised as not-quite-yet Indian. The blurring of lines between insider and outsider, between
citizen and ‘foreign agent’, between brethren and foe is more than a red herring; it lies at the
heart of Indian counter-insurgency practice and statecraft and Indian (post-)colonial identitymore
broadly. Anand credits the creation of Nagaland both to the ‘super human restraint’ exercised by
counter-insurgents fighting in the region and as a response tomass (democratic) demands, thereby
helping India to ‘satisfy the overwhelming majority’.89

The subsumption of counter-insurgency under the arc of democracy obfuscates the colonial
coordinates of these operations: their intrinsic violence, destruction, dispossession, and con-
stituent practices of policing, surveillance, and bombardment.90 The invocation of ‘diversity’
further sediments the disavowal of these logics.

83V. K. Anand, ‘Governing principles of counter-insurgency’, 111:463 January (1981), p. 232.
84Anand, ‘Governing principles of counter-insurgency’, pp. 232–40.
85Anand, ‘Governing principles of counter-insurgency’, pp. 236–8.
86Kate Imy, Losing Hearts and Minds: Race, War, and Empire in Singapore and Malaya, 1915–1960 (Stanford, CA: Stanford

University Press, 2024).
87Machold, Fabricating Homeland Security; Stoler and McGranahan, ‘Refiguring imperial terrains’.
88Anand, ‘Governing principles of counter-insurgency’, pp. 238–9.
89Anand, ‘Governing principles of counter-insurgency’, pp. 233–6.
90Priya Satia, ‘The defense of inhumanity: Air control and the British idea of Arabia’, The American Historical Review, 111:1

(2006), pp. 16–51.
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Figure 2. ‘Unity in diversity’, USI Journal, July–October 1950.

Diversity
As noted above, diversity is a core element of India’s national mythology that is entwined with oth-
ers. For instance, the Indian tricolour national flag has diversity claims hardwired into it, sidelining
disputes about which communities, ethnicities, and religions to include and which to exclude.
What concerns us most, however, is how references to ‘diversity’ are mobilised within the prose
of Indian counter-insurgency in the post-Independence period and what this does to our under-
standings of India as a (post-)colonial state. Our discussion of ‘tribes’, ‘tribals’, and various Others
already touched on questions of diversity, more specifically with respect to how the emergent
Indian state and its chosen terminology of ‘counter-insurgency’ represented these Others as simul-
taneously ‘domestic’ and ‘internal’ to the state and therefore under its sovereign jurisdiction but
also foreign, less than truly Indigenous, or proxies of communist infiltration. This points to the
fraught and contradictory ways that ‘diversity–unity’ is at work the nationalist project of Indian
counter-insurgency.

From 1947 onward, explicit references to diversity-unity are present within USI Journal. The
1950 volume has an imagewith a crest picturing an eagle with the heading underneathBHINNEKA
TUNGGAL IKA ‘UNITY IN DIVERSITY’ (Figure 2).91 But by the 1980s amid the multiplication
and intensification of insurgencies across India, counter-insurgents began to ruminate on the roles
of minorities vis-à-vis the state’s solidity. While this concern was a focus across much of the Global
South at the time, USI Journal authors argued that although problems of ‘national integrity’ are
common to most developing countries, India’s exceptional degrees of diversity made it especially
prone to fragmentation. Treating ‘diversity’ as a stand-in for the different cultures, ethnicities, back-
grounds, and languages characteristic of India before the arrival of Europeans, a 1984 article locates
‘diversity’ both as a source of ‘strength’ and as a threat to the coherence of the Indian national project
because of its ‘fissiparous tendencies’.92

91Theorigin of this image and the phrase ‘BHINNEKATUNGGAL IKA’ appears to be the official nationalmotto andnational
emblem of Indonesia.The phrase is also referenced in the Indonesian constitution. It also seems to be an allusion to ‘e pluribum
unis’ and the American eagle.

92Mande, ‘India: A developing country with a difference’, pp. 282–4.
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While presenting diversity as a positive and distinguishing feature of the post-Independence
Indian state, the article makes the case that nationalism (supposedly long-standing in India) rep-
resents the glue that holds India together in the face of threats caused by its inherent diversity
‘from Kashmir to the Kanyakumari and from Punjab to the Eastern States’.93 The widespread dis-
illusionment with the Indian state in places like Kashmir, Punjab, and the ‘Eastern States’ prompts
the author to admit that nationalism ‘does not mean peace and harmony within a nation’.94 This
implies that diversity necessarily engenders some level of conflict and/or violence in a nation-state.
Crucially, echoing a common thread throughout the archive, the author argues that current threats
to ‘national unity’ arise from the machinations of sub-national politicians who sacrifice ‘national
integrity for political gains’, citing Phizo (aNaga nationalist), Laldenga (aMizo separatist), and Jagit
Singh Chauhan (a leader of the Khalistan Sikh independence movement in Punjab) as examples.95
In other words, it is the agitators who are the cause of the insurgency and violence rather than
the violent and extractive practices of the Indian state. Thus, diversity represents a double-edged
sword to bemanaged by giving certain peoples and communities access to Indian democracy while
excluding others.

A 1987 article by Lieutenant Colonel Y. S. Panwar returns to the unity–diversity interface, recall-
ing the above-referenced ‘unity in diversity’ slogan and emblem used in 1950. It begins by noting
the political context that motivated the writing, namely the threats being posed by the ‘fissiparous
forces [that] are getting increasingly menacing by the day’.96 Panwar suggests that although India
was never formally a nation prior to Independence, ‘in the midst of the disunity there survived
a geographical entity called Bharatvarsha’.97 Such claims echo key Hindutva tropes, which have
gained ascendancy and ever-deepening mass appeal across India and its diaspora today.

Panwar further suggests that although India’s much venerated Constitution enshrined the con-
cept of a free, independent India, at the time of writing the same document has become a source of
destabilisation.98 He emphasises that in the midst of questions about the integrity of post-colonial
India ‘the very fact that the cry today from many a States is for “Diversity in Unity” and not “Unity
in Diversity” as cherished by the central leaders, portends a situation wherein we may not find it
possible to survivewithin the frameworkwe had laid down for ourselves’, namely a federal structure
governed by parliamentary democracy.99

What is particularly telling here is the critique of ‘Diversity in Unity’ rather than ‘Unity in
Diversity’ (the latter which circulated in the immediate post-1947 period). ‘Diversity’ is framed as
no longer serving its original function and cast in racialised terms. Panwar cites Laldenga as say-
ing that ‘different racial origins’ and tribal identities/practices are the reason as to why he needed a
‘safeguard from the Indian government’, despite accepting its Constitution: ‘This is what the nego-
tiations are all about … And whether in Tripura, Mizoram, Nagaland or Manipur the fundamental
reason deep down in the heart of man is race.’100

It is striking to see these overarching questions of coloniality and (internal) colonialism in post-
1947 India being confronted so head-on in USI Journal. Panwar contends that: ‘The underlying
causes for insurgency in the North East are the tribals’ difficulty of identifying with the [Indian]
mainland, their fierce sense of pride and honour and their resentment at being meted out a colo-
nial treatment.’101 Again, he cites Laldenga: ‘The white master left us and the brown master stepped
in.’102 Thus, through discussions of diversity in the prose of Indian counter-insurgency, questions

93Mande, ‘India: A developing country with a difference’, pp. 282–3.
94Mande, ‘India: A developing country with a difference’, p. 283.
95Mande, ‘India: A developing country with a difference’, p. 283.
96Y. S. Panwar, ‘Unity in diversity or diversity in unity’, United Services Institution Journal, 116 January (1987), pp. 22–40.
97Panwar, ‘Unity in diversity or diversity in unity’, p. 22.
98Panwar, ‘Unity in diversity or diversity in unity’, p. 23.
99Panwar, ‘Unity in diversity or diversity in unity’, p. 23.
100Panwar, ‘Unity in diversity or diversity in unity’, p. 28.
101Panwar, ‘Unity in diversity or diversity in unity’, p. 31.
102Panwar, ‘Unity in diversity or diversity in unity’, p. 31.
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about the (supposed) liberal, Gandhian associations of the term are smuggled into the discussion,
sometimes in unexpectedways. Counter-insurgency in India contributes to a racialisation of diver-
sity, keeping alive the ambiguity of the relationships between the state and its wayward insurgent
populations. This facet of Indian counter-insurgency, although crucial to India’s troubled status as
a post-colonial imperial state, remains relatively unexplored.

We read the recurring references to ‘democracy’ and ‘diversity’ in USI Journal as attempts
to differentiate colonial/imperial, communist/authoritarian counter-insurgency approaches from
ostensibly more humane, post-colonial forms. While such efforts are primarily framed in terms
of overcoming the challenge of these long wars as a national problem for the Indian state, they
also have a core pedagogic orientation that seeks to position India on the world stage as having
unique (or even superior) perspectives on counter-insurgency to be shared with others in keep-
ing with India’s vishwaguru imperative. As Sullivan de Estrada argues, vishwaguru represents ‘a
shorthand for a wider category of nationalist and civilizational beliefs’ spanning from 19th-century
colonial India to the present ‘that have operated with… [a] “sense of mission” in the world’, namely
the desire to ‘remake the global social hierarchy of civilizations and states’ by inverting them.103
Yet even though exceptionalist self-narratives can and do work as responses to hegemony that
actively seek an inversion of colonial and imperial hierarchies, they can also work in the service of
domination.104

This observation is particularly significant and one that we aim to extend. This is because
although exceptionalist narrations of Indian counter-insurgency are not equivalent to those atwork
in Western imperial/colonial reasoning and practice, they do share at least one thing in common.
This is their central work in mobilising nationalist and civilisational myths to disavow the inher-
ent violence of counter-insurgency. Indeed, the ‘exceptionalist mode’ of narration ‘functions to
deny the violent displacement of Indigenous peoples’ under Western settler colonialism105 but also
within the prose of Indian counter-insurgency, as we explore next.

The politics of disavowal
Above we explored how the violence of the Indian nationalist project has been historically ratio-
nalised within the prose of Indian counter-insurgency post-1947 by focusing on references to
India’s ‘democratic’ and ‘diverse’ character. In this final section, we address the overarching pro-
cesses of disavowal at work in this exceptionalist prose. We argue that the enduring instantiation
of the ‘idea of India’ in its hegemonic forms is predicated on a disavowal of the ‘violent heart’ of
Indian politics106 of which counter-insurgent warfare is a crucial part. We delve deeper into this
politics of disavowal, arguing that it evinces an aspect of an underlying coloniality at work in Indian
statecraft. We thereby extend critical discussions about India’s north-eastern regions within Indian
nation-building.

Baruah shows how the region derogatorily and artificially lumped together as ‘the Northeast’
follows a political trajectory distinct from the rest of the country.107 Focusing on what he calls
the ‘AFSPA regime’, he shows how the Northeast has become established as an ‘anomalous zone’
reminiscent of Agamben’s arguments about states or zones of ‘exception’108 established by states in
frontier spaces where their sovereignty is contested. According to Baruah, special security laws, like
the Armed Forces Special Powers Act (AFSPA), produce substantial ‘democracy deficits’ that shape
the dynamics of a frontier alongmultiple axes – racialisation, resource extraction, and violencewith

103De Estrada, ‘What is a vishwaguru?’, p. 436.
104De Estrada, ‘IR’s recourse to Area Studies’, p. 209.
105Cheyfitz, ‘The force of exceptionalist narratives in the Israeli–Palestinian conflict’, p. 111.
106Thomas Blom Hansen, The Law of Force: The Violent Heart of Indian Politics (New Delhi: Aleph Book Company, 2021).
107Baruah, In the Name of the Nation.
108G. Agamben, State of Exception (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2005).
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impunity.109 We build on this argument, while contending that the creation of an ‘affective bound-
ary’ between what Baruah calls ‘India proper’ and its north-eastern hinterlands, is not merely the
politics of a state trying to impose control over its unruly border zones. It is also a poignant example
of how counter-insurgency in post-1947 India remains structured by antecedents in the ‘external’
colonisation of the British Empire as well the settler colonisation of the Americas and Australia.110
India’s colonial governance in north-eastern states, we submit, has been sustained through a careful
disavowal of its long war on Indigenous peoples and lifeways in this region.

(Post-)colonial reasoning
The annals of USI Journal are saturated with colonial and racial tropes and forms of reasoning,
which cast Indigenous insurgents like the Nagas as being of the ‘Indo-Mongoloid’ race and rep-
resent their lifeways as pre-modern, savage, and ‘tribal’. Articles further assert that these so-called
tribals’ desires to fight against the Indian state post-1947 reflect a deep-seated and long-running
cultural attachment to violence pre-dating Independence. One author offers readers the opportu-
nity to ‘go back by about 85 years and peep stealthily through the impregnable bamboo curtain
into the hill-top villages of the Naga Hills separated by the deep valleys and spiritually by the god
of vengeance and vendetta’.111

This, we argue,manifests a coloniality – sometimes subterranean, at others overt – that saturates
all Indian counter-insurgency thinking from the outset of the post-1947 period onwards, which
can be traced back directly to British colonial rule.112 As the above references to Laldenga allude
to, moreover, many insurgents themselves clearly grasped the coloniality of Indian statecraft early
on as they fought Indian state forces in north-eastern states. As we explore below, USI Journal also
evidences other elements of the coloniality of Indian counter-insurgency projects.

Colonial inspirations
In a way that might first seem contradictory to India’s status as a post-colonial state and leader
of the Non-Aligned Movement, USI Journal authors frequently draw ‘lessons’ from other imperial
and colonial counter-insurgency operations and seek to apply their insights within Indian counter-
insurgency theatres. There are frequent and favourable references to British counter-insurgency in
Malaya.113 A 1968 article offers readers ‘practical hints on the conduct of operations which may be
of use to the officers commanding company columns in the Mizo Hills’.114 Among other lessons
from past counter-insurgency projects beyond India, it argues that thankfully ‘There is much that
can be done to achieve success as was demonstrated by the British in Malaya’.115

These counter-insurgents also draw explicit and favourable parallels to Indigenous disposses-
sion and extermination in North America and Australia as instructive case studies that might
inform how Indigenous populations can be successfully pacified as part of wider strategies of
improvement through ‘development’, peddling another Indian foundational myth.116 One 1966
article positively references the ‘long history’ of unconventional war including in ‘the American
War of Independence, war on western border against the Apaches and the Red Indians’ as points

109Baruah, In the Name of the Nation, pp. 3–12.
110Brenna Bhandar, Colonial Lives of Property: Law, Land, and Racial Regimes of Ownership (Durham, NC: Duke University

Press, 2018); McQuade, A Genealogy of Terrorism; Satia, ‘The defense of inhumanity’; Wagner, ‘Savage warfare’.
111Anand, ‘Governing principles of counter-insurgency’, p. 155.
112Cf. Robert Reid, ‘The excluded areas of Assam’, The Geographical Journal, 103:1/2 (1944), pp. 18–29.
113E.g. Anand, ‘Governing principles of counter-insurgency’; Deb, ‘Thoughts on guerillas’; J. E. Heelis, ‘Guerrilla warfare

and its lessons’, United Services Institution Journal, 77:328 July (1947), pp. 544–9.
114R. V. Jatar, ‘Counter insurgency operations’, United Services Institution Journal, 98:413 October (1968), pp. 413–23.
115Jatar, ‘Counter insurgency operations’, p. 415.
116Mona Bhan, ‘Development: India’s foundational myth’, in Thomas Blom Hansen and Srirupa Roy (eds), Saffron Republic:

Hindu Nationalism and State Power in India (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2022), pp. 251–74.

ht
tp

s:
//

do
i.o

rg
/1

0.
10

17
/S

02
60

21
05

25
10

09
10

 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/S0260210525100910


18 Rhys Machold and Nivi Manchanda

of reference.117 But such comparisons are especially prominent in one 1967 article by Lieutenant
Colonel Paul Varma. Praising the triumph of ‘modern progressive nations’ over ‘backward tribes’,
he argues that India has a lot to learn from Western settler colonies. North America and Australia,
he argues, ‘illustrate how the richest combination of mineral resources and natural wealth avail
nothing in the absence of human ability to utilize them’.118 As he elaborates:

The original inhabitants of North America, the so-called Red Indians, were all but annihilated
by the settlers from Europe despite vastly inferior numbers of the latter; this was principally
possible on account of the superior knowledge of the settlers … Subsequently, the determina-
tion and pioneering enterprise of these settlers were rewarded a thousandfold as the virgin soil
and untouched mineral resources of the continent yielded up their riches. All of this potential
wealth, the present day foundation of the economic, political andmilitary power of theUnited
States, lay dormant and unexploited under the bison economy of the North American Indian
tribes. The Australian story is similar.119

Varma thus waxes lyrical about settler genocide as exemplary of efficient primitive accumu-
lation in practice. Varma explicitly and enthusiastically cites this settler colonial genocide as an
inspiration for India, recommending that ‘we [Indians] should look more to the character of the
nations and their ability to control and improve upon their environments as being more truly
indicative of their strength and potential’.120 He makes the case that the genocide of Indigenous
peoples is the basis of accumulation through the ‘improvement’ of land and a natural pathway
to modernity for the Indian nation-state. As we explore next, however, these attempts by Indian
counter-insurgents to draw parallels to colonial pacification campaigns of Western empires as
inspirations for Indian statecraft are not merely a form of ‘mimicry’;121 they also serve as points
of differentiation. Indian counter-insurgency departs in significant ways from its Western coun-
terparts, which in turn raises pertinent questions about how we might engage borders and the
foreignness/domesticity of counter-insurgency in India and elsewhere.

Borders and their outsiders
USI Journal authors consistently represent nationalist movements in Nagaland, Mizoram, and
other ‘unruly’ north-eastern areas as ‘internal’ problems and ‘insurgencies’. Such discussions begin
in the early post-1947 period through the terminology of ‘guerrilla war’.122 By the late 1960s, the ter-
minology has shifted to one of ‘insurgency’ and ‘counter-insurgency’, reflecting the growing global
hegemony of this language in relation to the US wars in South-east Asia. Nevertheless, references
to the importance of ‘guerrilla war’ and ‘guerrilla tactics’ endure in the prose of Indian counter-
insurgency. For instance, the slogan of the Indian Army’s Counter Insurgency and Jungle Warfare
School (CIJWS), founded in the state ofMizoram in 1967, is to ‘fight the guerrilla like a guerrilla’.123

Since the late 1960s, however, Indian state officials have generally shown a preference for the
language of ‘counter-insurgency’ as its predominant framework for its campaigns in north-eastern

117Sharma, ‘Unconventional warfare’, p. 109.
118Varma, ‘The will and morale of the people’, p. 13.
119Varma, ‘The will and morale of the people’, pp. 13–14.
120Varma, ‘The will and morale of the people’, p. 14.
121Homi Bhabha, ‘Of mimicry and man: The ambivalence of colonial discourse’, October, 28 (1984), pp. 125–33.
122E.g. Deb, ‘Thoughts on guerillas’; Dutt, ‘Chinese political and military thinking on guerilla warfare’; Heelis, ‘Guerrilla

warfare and its lessons’; Sharma, ‘Unconventional warfare’.
123Formally founded in 1970, CIJWS emerged in response to the Mizo insurgency in the 1960s. It was set up to provide

tactical training in counter-insurgencywarfare to various Indian armed forces,most notably infantry forces in the Indian army.
It remains in operation today, serving as a dual training and research establishment, primarily for Indian Army infantry troops
and Indian police forces, operating under the jurisdiction of Indian Army’s Eastern Command. See A Quest for Excellence:
Training The Indian Army (Shimla: Army Training Command [ARTRAC], 1998), p. 141.
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states and elsewhere for self-serving political reasons. As Baruah notes, in the context of north-
eastern states, the term insurgency was preferable to war and ‘armed conflict’ precisely because
India wanted to inscribe the ‘sanctity of the principle of state sovereignty and the complementary
principle of noninterference’ in its ‘domestic’ affairs.124 Indeed, USI Journal articles frequently rep-
resent north-eastern states as ‘disturbed’ and therefore requiring central state forces to ‘help in the
restoration of normalcy’.125 Counter-insurgency in spite (or because) of its colonial connotations
was normalised by the Indian state.

On one hand, the rhetorical preference for an insurgency/counter-insurgency vocabulary stands
in contrast to and tension with its rejection by British officials in their imperial endeavours in
Northern Ireland, in part because the lexicon of counter-insurgency acknowledges the political
legitimacy and mass character of insurgencies.126 Relatedly, Indian counter-insurgents often define
their counter-insurgency projects in contradistinction to those of Western states and empires (as
well as communist states), in part by asserting their ‘democratic’, and by extension just, character.

On the other hand, despite the vocabulary of counter-insurgency to assert the domesticity of
these battles and thereby exercise national sovereign jurisdiction over them, the Nagas and Mizos
are also frequently labelled as Others, outsiders, and lumped together with other ‘international
problems’ that ‘surround India’, including Indo-Pakistan disputes, separatist movements, and the
Vietnam and Malaysian wars.127 Indeed, USI Journal represents insurgencies against the Indian
state as being sponsored and inspired by actors outside of India.128 Despite these efforts to dis-
avow the inherent violence of its campaigns against separatist movements in north-eastern states,
a close reading of the prose of Indian counter-insurgency attests to the internal colonisation of
these areas by what is experienced by Indigenous communities as the presence of a foreign ‘occu-
pying power’.129 Far from being ‘unnatural’ or out-of-place, the separatist tendencies can be read as
demands for decolonisation.

As in more familiar settler colonial contexts, USI Journal evidences Indian counter-insurgents’
attempts to simultaneously cast out and forcibly fold in different communities as a form of assimi-
lation or ‘integration’ into the Indian state-building project.130 Alongside his extolling of the virtues
of American settler ‘ingenuity’ in removing ‘backward’ tribes from the land to make way for
extractivism referenced above, Varma locates some north-eastern communities within the Indian
nation-state. Crucially, although framed within the prerogative of national security, the prevail-
ing imaginaries expressed within USI Journal in the late 1960s onwards present these problems
as intra-national matters. And yet, remaining consistent with the tensions inherent to Indian
counter-insurgency, Varma relegates those agitating for greater political representation and/or
independence as foreign to India, equating them with ‘complex international problems [that]
surround India’. In his account, such ‘problems’:

include the apartheid question, various African independence and post-independence move-
ments, various West Asian rivalries, a number of Indo-Pakistan disputes, the Malaysian wars,
the Viet-Nam war, Indonesia, the Pakhtoon and East Pakistan separatist movements, not to
mention the Nagas and the Mizos.131

124Baruah, In the Name of the Nation, p. 9.
125Anand, ‘Governing principles of counter-insurgency’, p. 234.
126David Martin Jones and M. L. R. Smith, ‘Myth and the small war tradition: Reassessing the discourse of British counter-

insurgency’, Small Wars & Insurgencies, 24:3 (2013), pp. 436–64.
127Varma, ‘The will and morale of the people’.
128Bertil Lintner, Great Game East: India, China, and the Struggle for Asia’s Most Volatile Frontier (New Haven, CT: Yale

University Press, 2015); Avinash Paliwal, “‘A cat’s paw of Indian reactionaries”? Strategic rivalry and domestic politics at the
India–China–Myanmar tri-junction’, Asian Security, 16:1 (2020), pp. 73–89.

129Temsula Ao, ‘Identity and globalization: A Naga perspective’, Indian Folklife, 22 (2006), pp. 6–7.
130Kanjwal, Colonizing Kashmir, p. 19.
131Varma, ‘The will and morale of the people’, p. 25.
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Thus, in keeping with the party line, the Nagas and the Mizos are yet again relegated outside the
nation-state, as ‘border’ problems precipitated by the machinations of foreign states.

The communities residing in north-eastern India thus serve the dual role of insider/outsider:
interpellated into nationhood when convenient and as signifiers of ‘diversity’ but expunged when
deemed too unruly or antithetical to the nation. The rallying cry of ‘diversity in unity’ explored
above thus becomes visible here as an expedient ruse; it allows India to celebrate certain kinds of
diversity, while disavowing other ‘diverse’ populations as outsiders that threaten the coherence of
the nation-state. The very creation of the state of Nagaland in 1963 was the final push in the ‘many
efforts to pacify the Nagas’, recalls S. K. Sinha in 2001, then governor of Assam.132 The explicit
resort to ‘pacification’, a touchstone in the argot of counter-insurgency,133 is exemplary of the dual
logics of exclusion and inclusion into the Indian polity of the denizens of north-eastern states. ‘The
Northeast’ has been represented and governed by Indian state actors as a ‘security problem’. The
litany of security legislation, including the AFSPA (1958), the Inner Line Permit, andTheUnlawful
Activities (Prevention) Act (1967), ensures that a permanent state of exception becomes the default
for its populations.

This security legislation dovetails with long-standing extractivist logics and practices at work
across north-eastern states, which themselves have a long colonial genealogy. The frontier areas of
Assam and its neighbouring regions were designated by the British as ‘backward tracts’, a termi-
nology later changed and subdivided into ‘excluded areas’ and ‘partially excluded areas’, legislative
categories that fall outside of the 1935 Constitution of India Act, and therefore outside of the juris-
diction the elected ministry. Instead, they fall under the direct control of the government (in this
case of Assam) as stipulated by the ‘Excluded and Partially Excluded Areas’ Order of 1936.134 These
areas were bordered by ‘Frontier Tracts’ that came into existence in 1942 (including the Naga and
Mizo hills), legally ‘casting out’ these spaces from the Constitution of India. Hence, they were
deemed to lie outside the ambit of the central government andwere instead relegated to the ‘special
and individual responsibility of the Governor’.135 Sir Robert Reid, who served as governor of Assam
between 1939 and 1942, justified this omission of various ‘frontier tracts’ and ‘excluded areas’ from
themachinery of ‘normal’ governance. It is telling that the government of Assam (controlled by the
British) said to the Simon Commission, tasked with constitutional reform across India, in 1928:
‘In the interests of both the Backward Tracts and of the rest of the Province the present artificial
union should be ended. The Backward Tracts should be excluded from the Province of Assam.’136

The contingent ‘inclusion’ of excluded areas into the constitution of India post-1947 has bred
another strange duality in the politics of the nation. On the one hand, there is a concerted effort to
ensure that ‘scheduled tribes’, as the original inhabitants of these regions, are represented politically,
often to the detriment of poorer communities, especially second- and third-generation migrants
from East Pakistan/Bangladesh as policies of affirmative action and quotas for Scheduled Tribes in
the assemblies of the individual states in the Northeast attest through the passing of laws such as
the Sixth Schedule.137

On the other hand, the ‘foreignness’ of tribes, communities, and Indigenous groups has shaped
both attitudes to the region pre- and post-Independence. AsMajor P. B. Deb notes, ‘People pertain-
ing to hill tribes and hill tracts, tribes of NEFA and Bhils of Rajasthan and Madya Pradesh possess
excellent material to be trained as formidable guerilla [sic] warriors. Likewise suitable mountain-
ous, deeply wooded bush, desert and those with ravines or gorges (e.g. Chambal Basin) … are

132Cited in Baruah, In the Name of the Nation, p. 25.
133MarkNeocleous, “‘A brighter and nicer new life”: Security as pacification’, Social & Legal Studies, 20:2 (2011), pp. 191–208.
134Reid, ‘The excluded areas of Assam’, p. 18.
135Reid, ‘The excluded areas of Assam’, p. 28.
136Reid, ‘The excluded areas of Assam’, p. 27.
137Bismee Taskin, ‘What is 6th Schedule & why it allows parts of Northeast to be exempt from citizenship bill’, The Print

(2019).
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centrally located in our country.’138 The ‘people pertaining to hill tribes and hill tracts’ are thus
simultaneously Othered but also compared to mountains and deserts ‘located in our country’. This
duality ismore fully elaborated in Indian author SanjoyHazarika’s best-selling Strangers in theMist,
which frames the inhabitants of north-eastern states as ‘strangers’ vis-à-vis mainland India, at once
contained within the bounds of the nation-state and yet also spatially cut off from and light years
apart from the imagined community that constitutes its spatial and political centre.139 The duality
is ultimately at the heart of the Indian state’s attempts to disavow the inherent violence at work in
its efforts to pacify uprisings across north-eastern states. As with the acknowledgement of the fun-
damental difference between security forces and locals above, this underscores the tightrope act
undertaken by the Indian state to construct ‘the Northeast’ and its populations as simultaneously
inside and outside of ‘the nation’.

This oscillating representation of north-eastern states and their inhabitants is certainly a com-
ment on the condition of ‘the Northeast’ and its geographical imagination vis-à-vis the Indian
centre. Yet it also speaks the underlying precariousness of the Indian nation-building project.
Varma discusses demographic questions at length, arguing thst the recurrence of the problem of
insurgency in India reflects a deficiency, which he calls India’s lack of a ‘common trend’:

there is no underlying, deep-rooted common trend such as might be provided by race, reli-
gion, or culture in India. The organization of societies ranges from the humblest life of the
widely separated tribes in NEFA, Nagaland, Manipur, Tripura, the Khasi and Jantia Hills and
the Mizo Hills, the Gonds, Adivasis and other, the aboriginals of the Andamans, to mention
only a few, to complex ancient societies such as that of the Hindus.140

Thus, while suggesting that Hinduism is more ‘complex’ and superior to other forms of socio-
religious organisation, he argues that India’s ‘diversity’ undermines the nation-state’s coherence.
It is not much of a stretch to assume that the fissure at the crux of Indian nationhood can be
attributed to the attempts by some ancient societies (such as the Hindus) to assert their dominance
and superiority over Indigenous groups.

Contra Varma, we insist that insurgency in the Northeast is not due to some incidental ‘lack
of common trend’ but is motivated by the political purpose of self-determination by the primary
inhabitants of the region – a leitmotif in colonial warfare. This is not to romanticise political upris-
ing, and emphatically not to endorse the violence against the politically expedient construal of
some as ‘settlers’ (largely the Muslim population from East Pakistan/Bangladesh). Rather, it is to
acknowledge that the Indian state’s hold over north-eastern states is so tenuous precisely because
it has been experienced and resisted as a form of colonialism by Indigenous populations.

The simultaneous disavowal and attempted interpellation of these populations into a con-
structed ‘nation-ness’ is strikingly resonant of colonialisms elsewhere.Thenativemust be ‘schooled’
into compliance, good habits, and law-abiding citizenship, or be exterminated as in the case of
settler colonisation141 or ghettoised through ‘internal colonisation’. USI Journal shows that these
dynamics do not map neatly onto the Indian-state, but that remnants of colonialism and new
practices of post-colonisation come into play in the 1970s and 1980s in the prose of Indian
counter-insurgency.

138Deb, ‘Thoughts on guerillas’.
139Sanjoy Hazarika, Strangers of the Mist: Tales of War and Peace from India’s Northeast (New Delhi: Penguin Books India,

1994).
140Varma, ‘The will and morale of the people’, p. 22.
141Audra Simpson, Mohawk Interruptus: Political Life across the Borders of Settler States (Durham, NC: Duke University

Press, 2014); Patrick Wolfe, Settler Colonialism and the Transformation of Anthropology: The Politics and Poetics of an
Ethnographic Event (London: Cassell, 1999).
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Conclusion
We began this article with an image of a young Mohandas Gandhi in the Natal Indian Ambulance
Corps as a point of entry into the complexity of the post-Independence Indian state as being both
anti-colonial but also invested in the oppressive and racialised logics of colonialism. Through a
focus on the prose of Indian counter-insurgency in the pages of USI Journal from 1947 until the
1980s, we have shown how these colonial logics have lived on within India’s long wars, which
remain ongoing. Indeed, the seeds of exclusion and incorporation of north-eastern territories and
populations into the Indian mainland were sown well before Independence in 1947. The legal acts
of exclusion and abandonment that India inherited were a multi-headed monster with durable
afterlives. Given this political backdrop, it is no surprise that the fledgling state of India sought
to govern these regions with an iron fist as it reproduced discourses about ‘primitive tribes’ with
racially inferior characteristics. It is also unsurprising that the experiences of those living in north-
eastern states remained qualitatively unchanged, as the Indian state tried to assert mastery over
what it claimed as its ‘domestic’ territory. As Julietta Singh argues, the very idea of ‘mastery’ is a
colonial construct that is rearticulated and (re)deployed in violent ways by leaders of the Global
South.142

In north-eastern India, the logics of colonial disavowal continue to reinvent themselves based
on political expediency. As we have shown, the long wars that India has waged on its north-eastern
inhabitants follows many core logics of Western counter-insurgency, not least in its recourse
to a language of necessary violence for the security and preservation of a normatively ‘good’
social order introduced and defended by the nation-state. Yet the terms of the prose of Indian
counter-insurgency post-Independence have unfolded in ways that are not entirely reducible to
the imperatives of Western imperial and colonial imperatives and forms of reasoning. While simi-
larly committed to rationalising and explaining the irreducibly violent efforts to pacify Indigenous
populations and minoritised (non-citizens) and appropriation of land and natural resources, the
recuring exceptionalist references to ‘democracy’ and ‘diversity’ index the ways in which the emer-
gent post-Independence Indian state attempts to carve out a place for itself within a world-system.
Indeed, whereas Western empires have sought to distance themselves from the places and subjects
they intervene in, India’s disavowal of its violencemanifests through somewhat-distinct modalities
with their own particular tensions and contradictions, underpinned by the imperative of folding
occupied peoples and territories into the Indian ‘mainland’ and body politic and claiming them as
their own.

Nonetheless, the ways that these wars are conducted by countries in the so-called Global South
have largely been elided in the prevailing focus on Western counter-insurgency. Through this arti-
cle, we have presented a corrective to Eurocentric perspectives on both counter-insurgency and
linear narratives associated with Western colonialism. By investigating the particular recourse to
the language of democracy and diversity (and of cognate concepts such as unity and secularism)
that forms a part of India’s counter-insurgency arsenal, we have sought to tease out the specific
contours of India’s post/colonial comportment and the influence this has on its war-making and
state-making practices. Our empirical engagement with the archives demonstrates how India’s
peculiar post-colonial status and its proximity to, if not affinity with, the populations it is fighting
unsettles accepted taxonomies of colonialism and coloniality.

In so doing, our intention is not merely to spotlight local variations of counter-insurgency
praxis; it is to reanimate the study of counter-insurgency as constitutively global and rethink colo-
nialism beyond its accepted doctrinal wisdom and spatial parameters in prevailing critical debates.
This article provides a springboard for future research on the colonial afterlives and particularities
of (violent) ‘governance’ in theGlobal South after the end formal empire.Moreover, by bringing the
international back into IR,we call for research that engages international relations and global power

142Julietta Singh, Unthinking Mastery: Dehumanism and Decolonial Entanglements (Durham, NC: Duke University Press,
2017).

ht
tp

s:
//

do
i.o

rg
/1

0.
10

17
/S

02
60

21
05

25
10

09
10

 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/S0260210525100910


Review of International Studies 23

politics and works to fundamentally reorient critical analyses of militarism and martial politics by
looking at their loci in the Global South.
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