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Low intensity conflictsin India, despite along history and amajor threat to
national security, haveremained substantialy under-researched. Though anumber
of books have been written on the various aspects of low intensity conflicts, one
dill findsgapinthescholarship, particularly inaressrdaing toitsvaried dimensons,
factorsthat sustain them, extremist groups—their interests, leadership, mobilisation
strategy, financial resources, and other dimension of stateintervention, including
theroleof various security forces. Moreover, thelack of proper documentation,
empirical studiesand congraintsof officia confidentiaity and secrecy haveadded
to the complexity and resulted in ssmplified perspectives, generalisationsand a
reductionist approachin many cases.

In this context, the present volume, Low Intensity Conflictsin India: An
Analysis isavauablecontributionto thestudy of internd conflictsand their security
implications. Written by aserving army officer, Lt. Col. Vivek Chadha, the book
seeksto fill some of the gapsin our understanding through ageneralisation of
variouskindsof anti-sateconflictsin Indiaunder therubric of low intengity conflicts
(L1Cs). The book isderived from aresearch project under the auspices of the
USl. Backed by theauthor’sown first hand experience, thiscomprehensive account
of LICsinIndiafrom 1947 to the present, coversboth definitional and historical
facets, and various conflicts such asmilitancy in Punjab and Jammu and Kashmir,
multipleinsurgenciesinthe Northeadt, the agitation for Gorkhaland andtheNaxdite
movement, aswell asthevariousdimensionsof stateintervention. Theauthor is
awareof thecomplexitiesassociated withtheterm LIC, whichisapodt-Vietnam
Americandassification aswell asthedifficulty initsgpplicationtothelndian context.
Therefore, inthe very beginning, he makesit clear that L1C by itself does not
signify any form of operation in particular and must be seen merely in the
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“perspectiveof classfication of warfare, rather than asanother definition, inan
attempt to define aspecific nature of warfare... Thisresearch isbased on one such
model in consonancewith the author’ s perception of the classification of warfare.”

(p.22)

Theideaof classficationof LICsintoviolent and non-violent, border skirmishes,
‘nowar no peace’ scenario dongtheLineof Control (LOC) and Siachin, and the
inclusion of even India sstrugglefor independenceinto thiscategory isindeed a
broad one. Such classifications have been subject to intense debate within the
academic community and scholarshave attempted to re-definetheterm through
their areaof pecidisation, individual experience, ideological orientation, nationa
interest and understanding of the subject. Thus, wefind differing perceptionsand
viewsontheddinestion of thethreshold of low, middleand highintengity operations,
and thedefinition of and digtinction betweeninsurgency, terrorismand revol utionary
warfarewithin the broad framework of L1Cs. For example, thereareanumber of
booksavailablein Indiathat tendto classify dl the LICsinthe country under the
prismof terrorism. The 9/11 incident and the subsequent discourse on terrorism
have al so influenced the prevailing understanding on the subject. Acknowledging
that in security studiesL1Csprobably arethewidest and most varied in scope, the
author hasmade an attempt to address some of theseissuesin thebeginning itself
when hemakesit clear that itisaform of warfareand by itself doesnot signify any
form of operationsin particular. Hence, it must be seen merely inthe perspective
of classfication of war fromamilitary viewpoint.

The classification of conflictsin the book also appearsto be based on the
author’sview that “ L1 Cs have generally remained a peopl e-centric method of
fighting rather than through the professiondly trained use of firepower, technology
andregular soldiers.” (p. 21) Hefurther avers, “ Theform of conflictsthat cantake
place under this category can vary from absolute non-violent struggles like
subversionto bloody conflictslikelimited warsshort of anall out war, civil wars
and revolutionary wars.” (p. 25) Such definition may not appear “reductionist” if
thereader combinesit with theaim behind theexercise, whichis*to narratethe
history of LICsinIndiawith theultimate objective of learning lessonsboth from
thefolliescommitted and successful policiesadopted, which heped resolve conflicts
tothe satisfaction of boththeparties.” (p. 16) Anditisprobably withthisaimthat
theauthor has attempted areadymade reference material for both academic and
policymakers. A brief background of the conflictsisof immensehel ptothereader
to understand the present dynamics.

While explaining the causes of LICs, the author warns against the danger of
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amplifications, i.e.,, employing stereotypesreating to causesof conflictssascommon
yarddticks. Inthiscontext, apart from causativefactors, which have been grouped
under four heads—political, socia, economic and external —the attempt to look
into the problem of governance assumesimportance. The poor performance of
civil adminigtration and other indtitutionsof governancein areasafflicted by violent
conflictsand frequent breakdown of law and order probably allows conflicts,
such asthoseprevailing in India sNortheast, Jammu and Kashmir and Naxalite-
affected states, to find varying degrees of acceptance among theloca population.
Thus, despitehisprofessona background, theauthor hasgonebeyondthesmplistic
law and order approach.

The author mentionsthe degeneration in therole of groupslikethe United
Liberation Front of Asom (ULFA) and the National Socidist Council of Nagaand
(NSCN) that has occurred over time. Such groups have becomeathreat for the
peoplefor whom they were purported to be attai ning the professed goal ssuch as
‘independence’ or * self-empowerment’ . Despitethe supposedly underlying causes
of long-term neglect by successive governments and economic and social
underdevel opment, thesegroupshaveacquired araisond etre, wheretheir surviva
and stakein the underground economy appearsto be the prime motive of their
sustenance. Thisistruewith almost all the groups currently active against the
Indian state, and the author callsit adegeneration from*insurgency’ to‘terrorism’.
For example, heobservesthat, “ theinitia uprisingin Jammuand Kashmir in 1989
wasan expression of popular discontent and could, therefore, be categorised as
an insurgency. However, with waning popular support for theinsurgents, over
timeit hasmorphedinto cross-border terrorism.” (p. 403) Similarly, writing about
theemergenceof ULFA inAssam, henotesthat “ (desire of) secession by mgority
Ahoms’ and“greater political autonomy” (p. 21) werethetwo dimensions. ULFA
organised itself between 1979 and 1988, and al so weighed the chances of its
success among the Assamese population in the wake of the ‘ anti-foreigners’
movement under theAll Assam Students Union (AASU). Initsinitia phase, the
group adopted thestrategy of playing avigilanterole, but * corruption and persona
gantook over the(so called) cause” and“ dowly themovement transformedfrom
aninsurgency intoaterrorist movement withlimited support.” (p. 243) Thisisfurther
manifested in the case of militant Nagagroups, which fund their activitiesthrough
“regular taxation, smuggling and drug money.” (p. 301)

Oneof thesignificant featuresof thebook isthat it alsolooksat LICsthrough
the prism of tensionsand contradictionswhichaplural civil society faceswhile
consolidating itsnationd identity. Theauthor hasidentified certain common factors
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that haveinfluenced L1Csinthe country. Thesearepalitica opportunism, political
neglect, corruption and socid neglect. Thesefactorsmay play arolein exacerbating
the conflict. At varying stagesin India’s post-independence history, political
opportunism, the state’sunderstanding of a particular movement and electoral
compulsionsledto polarisation of ethnic and religiousgroups, whichinturnledto
theemergenceof struggle. Theauthor findsthesefactorsplaying animportant role
inthe emergence and continuation of L1Cs. Thus, the author aso highlightsthe
limitationsof thethesisthat a* contrasting and conflicting’ ideology isthe seed of
any conflict.

Inaplural democratic society, this process becomes much more complex if
weexamine how thisideol ogy isarticulated and differencesconstructedin violent
forms. Theauthor contendsthat i deas can a so be madeto germinateartificially
for political advantage by igniting flamesof separatisminaplurd society. Thiscan
be examined in the context of the movement for Khalistan in Punjab and the
articulation of ethnicidentitiesinthe Northeast. Thisrai ses seriousquestionsnot
only about identity and popular support but a so about the character of theinsurgent
groups. For example, whiledescribing the characteristicsof militancy inNagaand,
he pointsout, “Militancy hasbecomeabusinessinthe state, with muchrivalry
between militant groupsin theextraction of the spoilsof corruption and smuggling
rather than ideological grounds.” Theway militant groupsact ashired criminals
during el ectionsin militancy-infested areasfurther strengthensthe argument that
ideology hashardly any roleto play in such conflicts. Thisisevident inthe case of
Manipur. Chadhaopines, “ Allegationsof palitico-militant unionineectionsheldin
2000, and litera use of thegun by themilitantson hireto the highest bidder’ have
cast ashadow onfuture electionsin the state (of Manipur) and the representative
character of theelected members.” (p. 320) Thus, thesemilitant movementsalso
tend to underminethe existing democratic arrangements. Similar isthe case of
Tripura Here, too, militancy “ hasbecomeabusiness’, eventhough margindisation
of asection and lack of education among thelocal population addscomplexity to
thesituation. Such trendsarevisiblein other theatresof conflicts, including areas
affected by Naxaliteviolence.

Given India sgeo-politicsanditsporousborders, externa factorshave played
animportant rolein exacerbatinginterna conflicts. The‘foreignhand’, inimica as
itistoIndia'sinterest, hasfacilitated migration, movement of extremist groups,
narco-terrorismand proliferation of light weapons. Thesehaveimpinged oninterna
conflictsinvarying degrees. Thisrai sesthe question whether these conflictscould
becalledindigenous. Regarding L1Csin India, the author says, “the near future
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promisesthe continuance of LIC inavariety of forms. Thesearelikely tovary
from limited conflicts on the LOC to insurgencies, which will emerge asthe
underprivileged classesarefast learning theart of using thischegp meansof waging
war against the state machinery.”

However, he finds a downward trend in secessionist and revolutionary
tendenciesin some of the theatres. For example, in Jammu and Kashmir, the
growing awareness of global ramificationsof terrorismin the aftermath of 9/11,
the changing geo-political scenario and India sgrowing influencein political and
economic affarsarelikely toresolvethe conflictin India sfavour, eventhoughthe
solutionisunlikely to beachieved inthe near future. Inthe case of the Northeast,
LICsarelikely to bearrested because of the growing importance of theregionin
India’srelationswith the ASEAN countries and the opening up of tradewith
Myanmar and Bangladesh. However, the projectionin mediumand long termwill
dependto alarge extent on India'sability to deal withitsethnic and religious
diversty.

Overall, thisisauseful and timely volume that will not only contest the
conventional wisdom relating to variousaspectsof conflict but hasasoidentified
areasfor further research and policy review.

Sanjay Kumar Jha

Thereviewer isAssociate Fellow at IDSA

352 Srategic Analysis/Apr-Jun 2005



