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Abstract 

This article assesses the implications of the emergence of a new 
dominant party system in India, with the Bharatiya Janata Party 
(BJP) at its helm, for the central government’s counter-insurgen-
cy (COIN) strategy. While existing research has pointed to the 
ascendance of a “force first” approach in COIN operations since 
2010, the observed trend of militarization in the two major theaters 
of ethnic insurgency under the Narendra Modi regime reveals a 
marked variation. While the level of military saturation has stalled 
in the Naga insurgency theater in the Northeast, militarization has 
spiked in the Kashmir insurgency theater. The article argues that 
this variation reflects the degree of the BJP’s ideological penetra-
tion of the “politics of conflict resolution” in each theater. Where 
the level of ideological penetration is strong, as in Nagaland and 
its adjoining states, the logic of ballots has dominated the logic of 
bullets; alternatively, where the party’s ideological penetration is 
weak, as in the Kashmir Valley, the logic of ballots has been made 
subservient to the logic of bullets.
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Resumen

Este artículo evalúa las implicaciones de la aparición de un nuevo 
sistema de partidos dominante en India, con el partido Bharati-
ya Janata (BJP) como líder, para la estrategia de contrainsurgencia 
(COIN) del gobierno central. Mientras la investigación existente 
ha señalado la ascendencia de un acercamiento ‘force first’ en las 
operaciones COIN desde 2010, la tendencia observada de milita-
rización en los dos teatros principales de insurgencia étnica bajo el 
régimen de Narendra Modi revela una variación marcada. Mien-
tras que el nivel de saturación militar ha frenado la insurgencia 
Naga en el noreste, la militarización ha incrementado en el teatro 
de la insurgencia de Kashmir. El artículo argumenta que esta varia-
ción refleja el grado de penetración ideológica del BJP en las ‘polí-
ticas de resolución de conflictos’ en cada teatro. Donde el nivel de 
penetración ideológica es fuerte, como un Nagaland y sus estados 
adyacentes, la lógica de la votación ha dominado la lógica de las 
balas; alternativamente, donde la penetración ideológica del parti-
do es débil, como en el Valle de Kashmir, la lógica de la votación es 
subordinada a la lógica de las balas.

Palabras clave: Sistema de partidos dominante, insurgencia, con-
trainsurgencia, nacionalismo hindú, Kashmir, Nagaland

摘要

本文评估了印度新一党优势制（由人民党领导）的产生对中
央政府反叛乱战略的意义。尽管现有研究已指出了2010年以
来反叛乱行动中“武力第一”措施的首要性，但纳伦德拉·
莫迪政权下民族叛乱的两大主要战场的军事化趋势却表明了
一种与该措施截然不同的变化。虽然东北部那加叛乱战场所
遭受的军事饱和攻击程度已经停止，但在克什米尔叛乱战场
的军事化攻击已迅速增加。本文主张，（两大战场）的不同
之处反映了人民党对各战场“冲突解决政治”进行思想渗透
的（不同）程度。在思想渗透程度较深的地区，比如那加兰
邦及其周边地区，投票表决的逻辑决定了子弹（即军事力
量）的逻辑，而在思想渗透程度较浅的地区，例如克什米尔
山谷，投票表决逻辑则需顺应子弹逻辑。

关键词：一党优势制，叛乱，反叛乱，印度教民族主义，克
什米尔，那加兰邦
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1. Introduction

When Zakir Musa, alias Zakir 
Rashid Bhat, previously of 
Hizbul Mujahideen (HM), 

announced the launch of a franchise 
of Al Qaeda (AQ) in Kashmir, the An-
sar Ghazwat-ul Hind (AGH), on July 
27, 2017, the decades long movement 
for an independent Kashmir was fun-
damentally transformed.1 Shariyat ya 
Shahadat (Islamic law or Martyrdom), 
a slogan coined by Musa, which is now 
a staple in walls across the Kashmir Val-
ley along with graffitis of his name, ac-
curately captures this transformation.2 
In effect, Musa, born to a well-off fam-
ily, was broaching the hitherto taboo 
idea that the goal of the Kashmir insur-
gency was not to establish an indepen-
dent state for Kashmiris, but to extend 
the Caliphate in South Asia. Indeed, 
in a chilling statement issued through 
Whatsapp and Telegram in May 2016, 
Musa warned members of the All Party 
Hurriyat Conference (APHC), a prom-
inent overground separatist organiza-
tion, that he would chop their heads 
off and hang them in Lal Chowk—the 
main thoroughfare in Srinagar, the cap-
ital of Jammu & Kashmir (J&K)—if 
they continued to approach the conflict 
as a political issue.3 Although Musa’s ire 
was specifically targeted at the APHC, 
it also ruffled other organizations, in-
cluding the Hizbul Mujahideen (HM), 
which quickly disassociated itself from 
the statement, leading to Musa’s exit 
from the organization.4

If the Kashmir insurgency is ex-
periencing a resurgence under a new 
leadership, the movement for Naga 

sovereignty is best described as being 
in a state of robust containment. In 
2015, the central government signed a 
Framework Agreement with the largest 
Naga insurgent group, the National So-
cialist Council of Nagalim (Isak-Mui-
vah) (NSCN(I-M)), as a prelude to an 
eventual peace deal.5 Although the 
second largest insurgent group, the 
National Socialist Council of Nagalim 
(Khaplang) (NSCN(K)), is still at war 
with the government, it has been under 
intense pressure to return to peace talks 
after the death of its charismatic leader, 
S. S. Khaplang.6 In September this year, 
the central government’s interlocutor 
for the Naga peace process, R. N. Ravi, 
received a delegation of members of 
six other insurgent groups united un-
der the moniker of Working Group.7 
Furthermore, Naga public opinion in 
states with significant Naga popula-
tions—Arunachal Pradesh, Assam, 
Manipur, and Nagaland—has shifted 
decisively against the continuation of 
the insurgency movement, with expec-
tations running high that a comprehen-
sive peace deal involving all insurgent 
groups will be signed before the up-
coming elections to the Nagaland State 
Assembly due in March 2018.8

It is instructive to note that 
these developments in the sphere of 
insurgent politics in Kashmir and the 
Northeast mirror the level of militariza-
tion of the sphere of counterinsurgen-
cy (COIN) politics. According to data 
made available by the Ministry of Home 
Affairs (MHA) of India, the number of 
insurgents killed by the Indian Army 
in J&K had jumped from 110 in the 
nine-month period prior to Septem-
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ber 29, 2016, when the so-called surgi-
cal strikes9 were conducted across the 
Line of Control (LOC), to 178 between 
October 2016 and September 2017,10 
including 11 top commanders.11 These 
patterns in insurgent casualties were 
also reproduced on the government 
side with 38 Army personnel deaths 
between January 2016 and September 
2016, but 62 deaths between October 
2016 and September 2017.12

If the aforementioned trends 
indicate rising levels of militarization 
in J&K, the Northeast offers a starkly 
different scenario. According to MHA 
sources, the number of insurgency in-
cidents in the region in 2015 had been 
the lowest since 1997 and dropped even 
further in 2016.13 In 2014, there were 
824 such incidents; the number came 
down to 524 in 2015 and fell to 484 
incidents in 2016.14 In step with this, 
against 466 civilian fatalities in 2008, 
there were only 48 fatalities in 2015 and 
46 in 2016, whereas the number of kid-
napping incidents fell from 369 in 2014 
to 267 in 2015 to 168 in 2016.15

The preceding observations 
pose a puzzle for existing research on 
India’s COIN experience. According to 
one line of thought, India’s approach to 
COIN is marked by a great deal of flex-
ibility, with policymakers adopting var-
ious methods, which eventually leads 
them, through trial and error, to the op-
timal combination of military pressure 
and political intervention to manage 
conflict.16 Notice, this argument would 
suggest that the variation in outcomes 
in the two insurgency environments 
was a reflection of the relative duration 

of the insurgencies. Since the Naga in-
surgency has been ongoing since In-
dia’s independence, policymakers have 
had more opportunities to assess what 
works and does not work, whereas they 
lack the benefit of such a long hindsight 
in the case of the Kashmir insurgency. 
While this argument has some validity, 
it is worth noting that prior to 2014, the 
Naga insurgency was no closer to reso-
lution than the Kashmir insurgency. In-
deed, as noted above, the period under 
ceasefire agreements in Nagaland was 
no less violent than periods of combat.

A second line of thought argues 
that Indian policymakers have adhered 
to a counter-insurgency doctrine in the 
various insurgency environments.17 At 
the core of this doctrine is the view that 
COIN is, in the final analysis, a political 
phenomenon, and hence the scope of 
military intervention in COIN opera-
tions should be limited to the creation 
of enabling conditions for the political 
administration to work. Notice, if in-
deed the Indian Army operates as per 
this doctrine, and given the supremacy 
enjoyed by the civilian administration 
in civil–military relations, it would fol-
low from this perspective that the ongo-
ing countrywide electoral shifts in favor 
of the BJP—including, crucially, in the 
insurgency theaters—would have led 
to a uniform decline or stall in the level 
of militarization. Yet, as we saw above, 
a stall took place in the Northeast the-
ater, whereas the level of militarization 
spiked in Kashmir.

In contrast to the pragmat-
ic and doctrine-oriented perspectives 
on India’s COIN, a third line of argu-



The Second Dominant Party System and India’s COIN Strategy

135

ment suggests that India’s experience 
of COIN has followed a middle path in 
that India’s approach has neither been 
completely open-ended nor entire-
ly doctrine-based.18 Instead, from this 
perspective, India’s policymakers have 
adopted a counterinsurgency grand 
strategy. The contours of this strategy 
are, however, debated. According to 
one author, the bedrock of the strategy 
is politics, with military action playing 
a secondary and limited role.19 Accord-
ing to another author, the “politics first” 
strategy has been replaced by a “force 
first” strategy since 2010 when the Unit-
ed Progressive Alliance (UPA) regime 
at the center, in collaboration with af-
fected state governments, initiated Op-
eration Green Hunt against the Mao-
ists.20 Notice, neither of these strategic 
theories of India’s COIN can explain 
the variation of interest to us since they 
would either predict a uniform stall or 
uniform spike in militarization in both 
the insurgency theaters.

Taking the strategy-based the-
ories of India’s COIN approach as a 
starting point, this article offers that 
the variation in levels of militarization 
across India’s major insurgency the-
aters is best explained by a new “ideol-
ogy first” strategy that has shaped the 
responses of India’s policymakers to 
insurgency since the BJP, under Naren-
dra Modi, assumed power at the center 
after the historic national elections of 
2014. The argument rests on two key 
observations. First, as noted by Suhas 
Palshikar, the BJP’s spectacular growth 
in India’s electoral space since 2014, 
both at the national and sub-nation-
al levels, indicates the second coming 

of the dominant party system after the 
Congress “system” that was hegemonic 
from 1947 to 1967.21 Unlike the Con-
gress hegemony, however, that was 
rooted in the party’s ability to achieve 
consensus between a mélange of polit-
ical interests, the BJP’s hegemony has a 
distinctly ideological basis.22 Second, I 
draw on an important distinction made 
by Rekha Chowdhary in her study of 
elections and insurgency in J&K be-
tween the “politics of governance” and 
the “politics of conflict resolution,” with 
the former understood as being in the 
space of mainstream politics, and the 
latter in the space of insurgent politics.23 
Building off of these observations, I ar-
gue that the level of militarization of an 
insurgency theater depends on the de-
gree of the BJP’s ideological penetration 
of the “politics of conflict resolution” in 
that theater. Where the level of ideolog-
ical penetration is strong, as in Naga-
land and its adjoining states, the logic 
of ballots has dominated the logic of 
bullets; alternatively, where the party’s 
ideological penetration is weak, as in 
the Kashmir Valley, the logic of ballots 
has been made subservient to the logic 
of bullets. 

By focusing on ideology as the 
driver of COIN outcomes in contempo-
rary India, this article also contributes 
to an emerging research agenda in civil 
war studies, more generally, which seeks 
to place ideology on an equal footing 
with structural and situational variables 
in explaining civil war outcomes.24 Of 
particular relevance here is a study by 
Paul Staniland, which offers differenc-
es in state and armed group ideology as 
a predictor of variation in the outcome 
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of state-armed group interactions.25 
Specifically, the study argues that an 
armed group that uses “symbols and 
goals antithetical to the regime’s core 
project will be targeted with suppres-
sion,” whereas an armed group “allied 
to the government’s vision of politics is 
more likely to be colluded with or in-
corporated.”26 Notice, Staniland’s for-
mulation cannot explain the variation 
in levels of militarization of the Naga 
and Kashmir insurgencies since they 
both have agendas—the sovereignty of 
their respective ethnies—that are anti-
thetical to the BJP’s ideological outlook. 
The article, thus, extends his research 
by showing that it is not the difference 
between the ideologies of the state and 
the armed group per se, but the degree 
to which the state’s ideology can pene-
trate the “politics of conflict resolution” 
in the insurgency environment that will 
explain the level of militarization of that 
environment.

Before proceeding further, it is 
worth noting that the goal of this arti-
cle is not to posit a deterministic rela-
tionship between the BJP’s ideological 
penetration of the “politics of conflict 
resolution” and the militarization of 
insurgency politics. Contextual factors 
are undoubtedly important for explain-
ing the variation of militarization in the 
two insurgency environments. In Kash-
mir, the death of the young insurgent, 
Burhan Wani, in a military encounter 
in 2016 mobilized a wellspring of dis-
content that was as much a product 
of Wani’s personal popularity as of his 
ideological orientation. In the North-
east, the BJP’s urgency in stabilizing 
Naga politics is also predicated on the 

“Act East” policy, which envisages de-
veloping the region as a hub for deeper 
trading relations with Southeast Asian 
nations. The existence of these factors, 
however, should not detract scholarly 
attention from the extraordinary con-
solidation that is ongoing in India’s 
party system, a process that cannot be 
divorced from COIN practices, given 
the country’s long-established tradition 
of civilian dominance over civil–mil-
itary relations. Yet, to the best of this 
author’s knowledge, no prior study has 
examined what this new conjuncture 
implies for the structures and conduct 
of COIN. The article takes a first step 
toward filling this gap.

The rest of this article is struc-
tured as follows. Section 2 elaborates on 
the conceptual framework used in the 
study. Section 3 applies this framework 
to the Naga and Kashmir insurgencies. 
Section 4 summarizes the core find-
ings of the empirical analysis. Section 5 
concludes by discussing policy implica-
tions.

2. The Second Dominant 
Party System and COIN

The concept of the Congress “sys-
tem” was coined by Rajni Kothari 
in his landmark study of party 

politics in the first two decades after 
independence.27 The concept describes 
a stable pattern that had emerged in 
India’s electoral space during this pe-
riod. The core feature of this pattern 
was the Congress party’s dominance 
in national and sub-national elections 
across India. Allied to this was the pres-
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ence of a plethora of small parties from 
the left and right end of the ideological 
spectrum that were able to maintain an 
independent existence despite having 
very little chance of winning elections. 
It was precisely the pairing of these dis-
similar parts, Kothari argues, that gave 
the system its coherence. 

On the one hand, the Congress, 
being the embodiment of the national-
ist movement before independence, was 
naturally recognized as “the chief party, 
representing a historical consensus and 
enjoying a continuing basis of support 
and trust.”28 Consequently, “political 
competition was internalized” within 
the party through an “elaborate sys-
tem of factions” of varying ideological 
orientations.29 On the other hand, the 
smaller parties acted as pressure groups 
on these factions. They retained suffi-
cient organizational capacity to mobi-
lize street protests if their voices were 
not heard in the corridors of power, but 
not enough to challenge the Congress 
electorally. 

What were the implications 
of the Congress “system” for India’s 
COIN strategy? The biggest internal 
security challenge faced by the Indian 
state during this period was the Naga 
insurgency. The Naga National Coun-
cil (NNC) had initiated armed opera-
tions in 1956 to assert Naga sovereignty 
over the Naga-dominated areas of the 
Northeast. The operations followed in 
the wake of a massive campaign of re-
pression against Naga nationalists by 
the Assam state police in May 1953, 
during which villages, crops, and even 
churches were burnt down as a means 

to disperse the civilian support for the 
movement.30 Angami Zapu Phizo, the 
leader of the NNC, fused the logic of 
war with religious rhetoric, arguing that 
the Nagas, the majority of whom were 
Christians, would have to convert to 
Hinduism since the Indians were “out-
siders” representing “the Hindu Gov-
ernment of India,” steadfastly “bent on 
destroying” the community’s Bible.31 

A key question that presented 
itself during the COIN operations that 
ensued concerned the amount of force 
that was to be used against the rebels. 
The military, which spearheaded the 
operations, was keen on mounting ae-
rial attacks on the rebels.32 The then 
Prime Minister, Jawaharlal Nehru, 
however, was strongly opposed to this 
course of action, pointing to the essen-
tial secularity of the Naga rebel, who 
he argued, was “a ‘misguided citizen’ 
in need of co-option into the ‘political 
mainstream’.”33 In the event, it was the 
Prime Minister’s will—which, in turn, 
reflected the political consensus behind 
him—that prevailed, and despite deep 
reservations,34 the military relented. 

According to Palshikar, Naren-
dra Modi’s accession to power after the 
national elections of 2014, and the BJP’s 
subsequent successes in state elections, 
marks the arrival of a new dominant 
party system in Indian politics. The BJP 
is the majority party at the center and 
currently has a presence in the govern-
ments of 19 out of India’s 29 states. In 
particular, what is most relevant for 
our purposes is that the party is a ju-
nior partner in the ruling coalition in 
J&K and coalition partner/majority 
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party in the four states of the Northeast 
with significant Naga populations—
Arunachal Pradesh, Assam, Manipur, 
and Nagaland. These transformations 
at the structural level are underpinned 
by a new political consensus, which has 
a distinctly ideological basis. 

The core attributes of this new 
consensus, Palshikar argues, are Hin-
dutva, development, and nationalism. 
While Hindutva—the notion that Hind-
uness is “the unique cultural essence of 
the people inhabiting the land of In-
dia”35—was integral to the BJP’s cam-
paign strategy during its first coming 
to power in the 1990s, it failed to gain 
the party acceptance outside the Hin-
di-speaking belt.36 Furthermore, even 
within this belt, segments of the back-
ward and lower castes stayed away from 
the party. According to Palshikar, Na-
rendra Modi’s ingenuity, in the BJP’s 
second coming to power, has been the 
singularly important discursive move of 
conflating Hindutva with nationalism—
anyone seeking separate existence from 
or separate treatment within the unified 
cultural space that is Hindu India is an-
ti-national—and then combining this 
discourse with the “utterly innocuous 
but eminently evocative”37 discourse of 
development—India is a “land of oppor-
tunities rather than doles”38—“into an ar-
senal of his political offensive.”39 In other 
words, what makes the BJP’s contempo-
rary narrative of Hindutva hegemonic 
is the adroit manner in which it equates 
being anti-Hindu with being anti-na-
tional and anti-poor since even if “many 
people may not have any emotional con-
nect with the idea of Hindutva, a major-
ity certainly have emotional investment 

in the idea of nation,”40 and many more, 
with the idea of development.

Before moving forward, it is in-
structive to ask how the new consensus 
has emerged despite there being “gap-
ing holes in the new set of dominant 
ideas.”41 Part of the explanation for the 
widespread acceptance of these ideas, 
as documented by Tariq Thachil in his 
research on rising support for the BJP 
among adivasi (indigenous) groups in 
Central India,42 lies in the social ac-
tivities of the voluntary associations 
affiliated with the party (Sangh Pari-
var). Organizations like the Rashtri-
ya Swayamsevak Sangh (RSS) and the 
Kalyan Ashram have been instrumen-
tal in growing the party’s support base 
among India’s poor and marginalized 
by offering much-needed social ser-
vices in areas with weak state presence, 
and then using the space of routine ev-
eryday forms of interaction afforded by 
these activities to promote Hindutva. 
As is evident, however, given that this 
particular form of political investment 
has a long gestation period, it cannot ex-
plain the timing of the BJP’s rise. Here, 
a key role was played by the political 
vacuum that emerged at the center due 
to a series of corruption scandals that 
engulfed the Congress-led UPA regime 
in its last years, creating a widespread 
perception among the masses that the 
public interest had become hostage to 
dynastic politics within the Congress. 

While the India Against Cor-
ruption movement and the Aam Admi 
Party, which emerged from that move-
ment, had been the first movers in 
bringing the issue of corruption to the 
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forefront of electoral politics, it was the 
BJP, which made the strongest gains 
from the public disaffection with the 
Congress. Through deft use of social 
media43 and a highly motivated commu-
nity of vote mobilizers,44 the party was 
able to turn the 2014 national elections 
into a referendum on a Congress-Mukt 
Bharat (Congress-free India), with its 
Prime Ministerial candidate, Modi, 
projected as the personification of the 
“new India”—a good administrator (the 
“Gujarat model”), incorruptible (he had 
worked his way up the political ladder 
from a humble background; he is sep-
arated from wife and has no offspring), 
and, though this remained understated 
in the campaign, staunchly majoritari-
an (his RSS background; his defense of 
“majority sentiments” during the an-
ti-Muslim riots in Ahmedabad in 2002). 
The campaign established a strong 
emotional connect with voters, par-
ticularly from the tech-savvy working 
age youth population, who dispropor-
tionately voted “no” to Congress rule, 
leading one study to call the election 
outcome the BJP’s “demographic divi-
dend.”45 This highly mediatized46 form 
of politics has been a recurrent feature 
in the BJP’s subsequent electoral cam-
paigns for sub-national elections, and 
ought to be understood as an equally 
integral aspect of the mainstreaming of 
Hindutva, on par with the proselytizing 
work of the Sangh Parivar.47 

What have been the implica-
tions of the emergence of the second 
dominant party system for the COIN 
strategies of the central government? 
Although there are undoubtedly sev-
eral points of continuity between the 

Modi government’s COIN strategy and 
that of its predecessors,48 the extent to 
which COIN has been made subservi-
ent to ideological considerations is a 
new development. Perhaps, the most 
dramatic illustration of this “ideology 
first” approach to COIN is the govern-
ment’s flagship anti-corruption initia-
tive, notebandi, the surprise move that 
was launched on November 8, 2016 to 
demonetize 1,000 and 500 rupee notes.49 
The move—which amounted to putting 
out roughly 86% of the country’s money 
supply at one fell sweep—was justified, 
in part, as a means to cut off the finances 
of separatists and Maoists from “foreign 
sources,” and strike at the “roots of ter-
ror.”50 Notice, by conflating insurgency 
with corruption, the government was 
effectively insinuating not only that the 
insurgents were anti-national, in that 
they received their financing from for-
eign sources, but also anti-development, 
in that this funding was denominated in 
the form of “black money.” Interestingly, 
while the government switched its nar-
rative on the economic logic of demone-
tization several times in the aftermath of 
the move,51 it stood by the security logic 
steadfastly. In fact, as demonetization 
has come under attack in recent months 
from all sides of the political spec-
trum for its adverse effect on econom-
ic growth,52 government ministers have 
tried to allay these criticisms by point-
ing to the “disconcert” it has caused in 
all the insurgency theaters.53 

Returning to the question of core 
interest in this study, why have levels 
of militarization varied so significant-
ly across the Northeast and Kashmir 
insurgency theaters? To address this 
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question, I draw on an important dis-
tinction made by Rekha Chowdhary 
in her analysis of elections to the J&K 
State Assembly in 2015 between the 
“politics of governance” and the “pol-
itics of conflict resolution.”54 Chow-
dhary uses this distinction to make the 
broader point that while the People’s 
Democratic Party (PDP), the senior 
partner in the coalition government 
that assumed power after the 2015 elec-
tions, has managed to open up a space 
for peaceful mainstream politics in the 
insurgency-wracked Kashmir Valley by 
focusing on day-to-day issues related to 
the alleviation of the massive distress 
and dislocation caused by the conflict, 
the chances of conflict itself remains 
undiminished. This is because, on the 
one hand, the party’s core electoral base 
is limited to the Valley—the BJP, its co-
alition partner, is dominant in the Hin-
du-majority Jammu region, whereas 
the Congress, the second largest oppo-
sition party in the state, is dominant in 
the Buddhist-majority Ladakh region—
and, on the other hand, its support base 
in the Valley is precisely predicated on 
maintaining an equivocal distance from 
the central government and insurgents 
on the question of separatism, a highly 
emotive issue in Valley politics.

Drawing on Chowdhary’s an-
alytical framework, I argue that the 
contemporary state of militarization 
in each of India’s two major insurgen-
cy zones depends on the degree of the 
BJP’s ideological penetration of the 
“politics of conflict resolution” in that 
zone. Where the level of ideological 
penetration is strong, as in Nagaland 
and its adjoining states, the logic of bal-

lots has dominated the logic of bullets; 
alternatively, where the party’s ideolog-
ical penetration is weak, as in the Kash-
mir Valley, the logic of ballots has been 
made subservient to the logic of bullets. 
This is because, to a degree hitherto un-
precedented among the social forces 
that have occupied the political center 
in India, the BJP, in its current avatar, 
perceives insurgents not as “misguid-
ed citizens,” but as ideologues, who can 
either be tackled through ideological 
tools, with the minimal use of mili-
tary force, or overwhelmed physically, 
with the maximal use of military force. 
Hence, the stall in levels of militariza-
tion in the Northeast, where the party 
has undercut the ideological support 
for the insurgency, and the spike in mil-
itarization in Kashmir, where the party 
has made ideological inroads, but the 
chances of further ideological growth 
are slim.

In what follows, I describe the 
state of ideological contestation be-
tween the state and insurgents in each 
of the insurgency theaters and link the 
variation on this parameter with varia-
tion in levels of militarization.
 
3. Naga and Kashmir 
Insurgency in Comparative 
Perspective
Naga Insurgency

Narendra Modi’s first major ini-
tiative in the counter-insurgen-
cy domain, upon coming to 

power, was to press for a peace agree-
ment with the NSCN(I-M), the largest 
faction among the different strands of 
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the Naga sovereignty movement. While 
a ceasefire agreement between the 
group and the central government was 
in place since 1997, the Prime Minis-
ter signaled his intention to go beyond 
this and negotiate a permanent settle-
ment. On August 3, 2015, a Framework 
Agreement was signed by the govern-
ment’s interlocutor for the Northeast, 
R. N. Ravi, and Thuingaleng Muivah, 
amid much fanfare, at the Prime Min-
ister’s official residence, in the presence 
of the Home Minister, the Army Chief, 
and other senior ministers and bureau-
crats.55 Addressing the gathering, the 
Prime Minister mentioned how there 
had been “misunderstandings” between 
the two sides in the past and now it was 
time to move forward. Incidentally, the 
details of the Agreement were not dis-
closed to the public on the grounds that 
the government was still at war with 
other insurgent groups and disclosing 
the terms of the agreement would affect 
the ongoing military operations against 
those groups.56 A regional daily, howev-
er, had “scooped out” that the govern-
ment negotiators had put across a pro-
posal to the rebels for a “supra state” that 
would “creatively” bring together Nagas 
in Nagaland with their brethren in the 
neighboring states through autonomous 
institutions in the spheres of culture and 
education, but sans the territorial re-
organization that the rebels had been 
demanding.57 In effect, Muivah’s hopes 
of creating a “greater Nagalim” (Naga 
homeland) was off the table, but the 
government was offering more autono-
my to Nagaland in the form of a “special 
federal relationship” than enjoyed by 
any other sub-national entity in India.58 

It is instructive to note that in 
using the rhetoric of moving forward 
from past “misunderstandings,” the 
Prime Minister was not breaking new 
ground as much as building on the 
ideological labor of the RSS and its af-
filiates, whose presence in the North-
east has grown phenomenally in recent 
years. The first Sangh Parivar unit to 
focus on the region was the Ramakrish-
na Mission, which started operations in 
Arunachal Pradesh in 1964.59 The RSS 
and Vivekananda Kendra followed suit, 
with the latter setting up schools, and 
also the Vivekanda Kendra Institute 
of Culture, whose mission is to docu-
ment the cultural traditions of the an-
imist groups in the region.60 Beyond 
Arunachal Pradesh, which has become 
the hub of Hindutva-related activities 
in the region, the Vishwa Hindu Pari-
shad operates several service projects 
from its headquarters in Haflong, As-
sam.61 The group most active in Naga-
land is the Kalyan Ashram, which start-
ed working among Nagas in 1975.62 
According to one source, the total num-
ber of formal and informal educational 
institutions run by these organizations 
in the Northeast has grown from 650 in 
1995 to nearly 6,000 at present.63 

The context for such rapid insti-
tution building by the Sangh Parivar or-
ganizations in the Northeast was what 
they perceived to be the “overt Chris-
tian religiosity” of some of the sepa-
ratist groups operating in the region, 
which “provoked” them to see a “‘for-
eign hand’” behind those groups.64 In 
line with this view, a two-pronged strat-
egy was adopted to curb the church’s 
“connivance with ethnic separatism.”65 
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On the one hand, as in Central India, 
service provision has been used to 
promote Hindutva among the region’s 
indigenous population. In Nagaland, 
the Kalyan Ashram provided finance 
and resources to non-Christian tribal 
Naga communities to “help them es-
tablish schools, organize meetings, and 
introduce them to the wider network 
of organizational benefits.”66 The orga-
nization also promotes an alternative 
version of Naga history among these 
communities, in which non-Christian 
figures like the Rongmei Naga leader 
Jadonang, and his successor, Gaidinliu, 
are eulogized because they fought the 
British, but also “vehemently opposed 
Christian conversion in their native ar-
eas.”67 Much ideological and intellectual 
capital has been invested in the figure 
of Gaidinliu, in particular. In 2015, a 
special event was held in Delhi com-
memorating her birth centenary, which 
had Modi and top government minis-
ters in attendance.68 The Prime Minister 
also announced that Gaidinliu’s image 
would be engraved on a coin and im-
portant public institutions in Nagaland 
would be named after her.69

While these investments have 
paid rich dividends for the Parivar, 
in terms of preventing conversion to 
Christianity among the non-Christian 
communities of Nagaland, the latter 
comprise only a relatively small pro-
portion of the state’s population, with 
Christians accounting for roughly 88%. 
Hence, a mobilization approach based 
on cultivating favor with non-Chris-
tians alone can only go so far. An inci-
dent involving the current Chief Min-
ister of Nagaland, T. R. Zeliang, from 

the Naga People’s Front (NPF)—the 
senior partner in the state’s ruling co-
alition—serves to illustrate this point. 
In his first term as Chief Minister, Ze-
liang—who belongs to the Zeliangrong 
group of Naga tribes, among whom a 
sizable section are followers of Hera-
ka, a pre-Christian indigenous religion 
popularized by Gaidinliu—had sought 
to construct a memorial in Gaidinliu’s 
name, but had to back down in the 
face of vehement opposition.70 More 
recently, Zeliang’s Heraka connection 
was once again in the spotlight when 
he was taunted as a “Heraka boy” by 
Shurhozelie Liezietsu, a veteran mem-
ber of the NPF, who had briefly suc-
ceeded Zeliang as the Chief Minister, 
before the latter reclaimed the position 
under controversial circumstances, 

with the support of the Governor, P. 
Acharya, a veteran RSS functionary in 
the Northeast.71 Liezietsu also charged 
that Zeliang and the Governor “were 
working together to usher in the BJP 
into Nagaland.”72

Given the emotiveness of the 
Christian-Hindu divide in the North-
east, and Nagaland in particular, the 
second pillar of the Sangh Parivar’s 
approach to limiting the church’s al-
leged influence on insurgency involves 
a particular reading of Christianity, 
which recognizes that Christianity is 
“an integral part of the Naga identity,”73 
but challenges the equivalence posited 
by Naga leaders like Liezietsu between 
being Christian and being non-Hindu. 
According to this reading, a Naga can be 
both a Christian and a Hindu because 
Christianity belongs to the “cognitive 
sphere of belief,”74 whereas Hindutva, 
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being the “eternal culture and religion 
of the people of India,” encompasses 
all beliefs, and offers the “material, so-
cial and religious landscape in which to 
situate one’s belonging.”75 Hence, from 
this perspective, “the term ‘Hindu,’ for 
many Christian Nagas, has negative 
connotations”76 because of “a misun-
derstanding of ‘Hindu’ and one giv-
en by 19th century Christians.”77 And 
herein, I argue, is the crux of Narendra 
Modi’s offer of the Framework Agree-
ment to the NSCN(I-M) as way of mov-
ing beyond past “misunderstandings.” 
The two sides can move on, not because 
they are rational actors who had ratio-
nal disagreements, but because they are 
“‘blood brothers’”78 and part of the same 
“Hindu orbit that is familial, territorial, 
and civilizational.”79 

The first major challenge to the 
peace process came from the NSCN(K), 
which walked away from its ceasefire 
with the central government in the im-
mediate aftermath of the Framework 
Agreement being signed. The group 
signaled its intent to fight by carrying 
out a successful ambush against an In-
dian Army contingent in Chandel dis-
trict in Manipur in which 20 jawans 
were killed.80 The specter of fratricidal 
warfare between the NSCN(I-M) and 
NSCN(K) was also invoked when the 
NSCN(I-M) killed five members of the 
CorCom, a coalition of Manipuri rebel 
groups allied with the NSCN(K), in a 
“skirmish” in Kamjong district in Ma-
nipur.81 However, these have, for the 
most part, remained isolated incidents, 
with the NSCN(K) being contained in 
its military bases in Myanmar. This has 
been, in part, due to a calibrated ap-

proach followed by the Indian Army 
in dealing with the group. On the one 
hand, focused military operations were 
carried out in the aftermath of the 
Chandel attacks in which moderate 
damage was inflicted on the group, with 
casualties limited to the mid-level lead-
ership.82 On the other hand, the group’s 
funding sources were targeted. In May 
2017, the National Investigation Agen-
cy arrested three Nagaland state gov-
ernment officials for “providing funds” 
to the outfit.83 In June 2017, the agen-
cy re-registered a case of trans-nation 
terror funding against Shelly Sumi, the 
wife of Niki Sumi, the outfit’s military 
chief.84 

The second major challenge to 
the peace process came from devel-
opments in Manipur. The secrecy sur-
rounding the details of the Framework 
Agreement stoked fears among the 
majority Meitei community of Imphal 
Valley that the central government 
would redraw the state’s boundaries to 
separate the Naga-dominated hill dis-
tricts, which was the home base of the 
Tangkhul Nagas who dominated the 
ISCN(I-M), and annex them with Na-
galand and Naga-dominated districts 
in Arunachal Pradesh and Assam to 
fulfil Muivah’s aspirations for a Greater 
Nagalim.85 With elections to the Ma-
nipur Assembly due in early 2017 and 
a fourth consecutive term at stake, the 
incumbent Congress Chief Minister, 
Ibobi Singh, from the Meitei commu-
nity, sought to mobilize these fears by 
creating seven new districts to add to 
the nine existing districts of the state.86 
Of these newly created districts “four 
carved away non-Naga or non I-M ar-
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eas of influence.”87 The move triggered a 
blockade of highways running through 
the Naga-dominated hill areas by the 
United Naga Council (UNC)—the apex 
body of Naga tribes in Manipur, widely 
seen as a proxy of the NSCN(I-M)—ef-
fectively choking Imphal Valley.88 

The blockade lasted for a total 
of 139 days, but eventually ended up 
giving the BJP a firmer footing in the 
“politics of conflict resolution” in the 
region. The party contested the Mani-
pur elections on the platform of ending 
the blockade if it was voted into office.89 
As he had done in previous state elec-
tions, the Prime Minister descended 
on Imphal on election-eve and turned 
the elections into a referendum on the 
“most corrupt government” of Obibi 
Singh and the Congress, who he ac-
cused of “spreading a false propaganda” 
about the Framework Agreement.90 In 
the event, the politics of the blockade, 
coupled with the politics of anti-cor-
ruption, gave the BJP enough momen-
tum to undercut the politics of identity 
that Singh had mobilized to get a fourth 
term. With the party elected to office 
as a senior partner in a coalition with 
the NPF, a tripartite meeting of repre-
sentatives of the state government, the 
central government, and the UNC was 
called, in which a decision was reached 
to end the blockade. 

Perhaps, the most fundamen-
tal roadblock to peace has been the 
NSCN(I-M) itself. The group is widely 
perceived as being disinterested in a fi-
nal resolution because signing a peace 
accord would mean that it would have 
to give up the perks it had become used 

to under the terms of the ceasefire and 
the Framework Agreement—maintain-
ing armed camps in Nagaland, running 
parallel tax administrations in all the 
states with significant Naga populations 
etc.91 By contrast, the benefits of peace 
are uncertain since no one in the group’s 
leadership core, aside from Muivah, has 
a strong political base in Nagaland, hav-
ing had little experience of life outside 
the barracks.92 

Here, the peace process has been 
given new impetus by the NGO, Against 
Corruption and Unabated Taxation 
(ACAUT). Led by Khekiye K. Sema, a 
retired Indian Administration Services 
officer, ACAUT came to prominence in 
October 2013, when it organized an an-
ti-tax rally demanding that the various 
factions of the Naga insurgency end the 
practice of imposing separate “nation-
alist” taxes to reduce the tax burden on 
the average Naga.93 While the group’s 
style of politics, which borrows heav-
ily from the idiom of anti-corruption 
politics popularized by Narendra Modi 
nationally, has led to charges that it is 
“a creation of India’s security establish-
ment,”94 it enjoys widespread accep-
tance among the Naga public, and has 
firmly cemented itself as a key interest 
group in the insurgency environment. 
Incidentally, the NSCN(I-M), which 
was initially most strident in its criti-
cism of the group—Muivah famously 
warned that ACAUT “could of its own 
volition face ‘unwanted incidents’ in the 
future”95—eventually bowed to the po-
litical pressure channeled by the group, 
reducing its income tax rate from 24% 
to 12%.96
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Kashmir Insurgency

When the RSS recently held its 
annual meeting in Jammu, 
an important chapter was 

opened in its organizational history 
since it was the first time in the Sangh’s 
90 years of existence that the meeting 
was held in J&K.97 The historic meet-
ing seemed to be in sync with the per-
formance of the BJP in the elections to 
the State Assembly held in November 
2014—one of the first state elections to 
be held after Narendra Modi’s ascent to 
power in the parliamentary elections 
held in May 2014—when the party won 
in a record 25 seats, emerging as the 
second largest party after the PDP.

While the meeting was held be-
hind closed doors, pre-meeting reports 
indicated that the mood within the or-
ganization was somber, given the uptick 
of violence in Kashmir,98 and the focus 
of the meet was to be on organizational 
issues in J&K.99 Feedback from activists 
on the ground suggested that the BJP’s 
voters in Jammu, who comprised the 
bedrock of the party’s support base in 
the state, were of the opinion that the 
party’s alliance with the PDP had failed 
to deliver “any tangible benefits” for 
the region, and also that the Mehboo-
ba Mufti government had “not done 
enough to end unrest in the state or cre-
ate the right atmosphere for normalcy 
to return.”100 What was most worrying 
for the organization, however, was that 
it had not been able to leverage the PDP-
BJP alliance to “improve its presence in 
the Kashmir region” and “had to large-
ly restrict its activities to the Jammu 
region.”101 More worryingly still, even 

within Jammu, public meetings held in 
Doda, a Muslim-majority district, had 
“not helped it build its cadre.”102

Why had the Sangh Parivar failed 
to capitalize on the BJP’s alliance with 
the PDP in J&K and influence the “pol-
itics of conflict resolution” in the state? 
One key factor, that the Sangh’s activists, 
had correctly identified, was the PDP. 
The party, as Chowdhary has argued,103 
had created a space for mainstream pol-
itics in Kashmir, but not at the expense 
of separatist politics. The complexity 
of the party’s position on Kashmir is 
very cogently illustrated by two recent 
statements given by Mehbooba Mufti. 
Addressing an attestation-cum-pass-
ing-out parade of new recruits at a 
police training center in Talwara, she 
appealed to the central government to 
“give up confrontation” with Pakistan 
and instead “‘[U]se the money spent on 
fighting for the betterment of the peo-
ple and give good hospitals, schools, 
and roads so that we [Kashmiris] can 
also live in peace,’” and also enjoined 
the assembled policemen to “have a hu-
man approach” while dealing with their 
“own people.”104 If the address created 
the impression that the Chief Minister 
was being “lenient” to the separatists, a 
statement issued a few days earlier give 
a very different impression. At the end 
of a discussion on a motion of thanks to 
the Governor’s address in the State As-
sembly, Mufti asserted that she wanted 
to place “on record” that “whatever the 
people of Jammu and Kashmir get will 
be from India and no one else.”105 

The flexibility of the PDP’s ap-
proach to the insurgency, however, 
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contrasts sharply with the BJP’s ideo-
logically driven approach to the issue. 
This approach fundamentally revolves 
around repealing Article 35A of the In-
dian Constitution. The Article, which 
confers on the J&K state legislature the 
power to define the “permanent res-
idents” of the state and provide them 
with special safeguards,106 is perceived 
by the BJP to be the raison dêtre of 
Kashmiri separatism. A recent attempt 
by the party to politicize the Article un-
derscores the limitations of such an ap-
proach. In July 2017, the Attorney Gen-
eral, K. K. Venugopal “remarked” in the 
Supreme Court that the center wanted 
a “larger debate” on the Article.107 The 
“remark” sent shock waves through the 
region, with both the PDP, and the larg-
est opposition party, the National Con-
ference, unequivocal in warning the 
government that such a move would 
have cataclysmic consequences.108 Muf-
ti, in particular, was categorical that if 
the Article were to be removed from 
the Constitution, there would be few 
defenders of India’s sovereignty left in 
Kashmir.109 While the BJP has since put 
the issue on the backburner, it remains 
the Achilles heel of the alliance.

If the BJP’s approach to Article 
35A has limited its ideological growth 
beyond Jammu, so too has an important 
ideological transformation that has tak-
en place within the ranks of the insur-
gency. It is instructive to note that prior 
to 2016, the Kashmir insurgency was no 
less in a state of decline than the Naga 
insurgency. A pivotal moment that set 
the movement on a different path, how-
ever, was the death of 21-year-old Bur-
han Wani, a young HM commander, in 

an encounter with security forces. 
Wani was extremely popular 

among Kashmiri youth. He, and the 
men he commanded, embodied a new 
wave of insurgents, with three distinct 
characteristics: (i) they had not crossed 
the LOC to get training; (ii) they saw J 
& K policemen as their “own,” but fight-
ing on the wrong side; and (iii) they 
made no attempt to hide their identity 
from the security establishment, free-
ly posting their pictures and videos on 
Facebook and Twitter.110 These charac-
teristics served to personalize and pop-
ularize the insurgency in an unprece-
dented way. 

Wani’s death brought forth an 
extraordinary outpouring of resent-
ment, as thousands of Kashmiris took 
to the streets to protest, pelting stones 
at security forces. In the ensuing clash-
es, more than 100 people died and sev-
eral hundreds were blinded by pellet 
guns.111 According to one source, nearly 
200,000 people attended the funeral the 
following day.112 This was another wa-
tershed moment since massive funer-
al processions for slain militants have 
subsequently become a norm, with mil-
itants or their supporters using them as 
“social events” to “directly address peo-
ple.”113 The J&K government, in a bid 
to impose its writ on the fast-evolving 
situation, declared a week-long curfew 
and a media blackout. In one fell sweep, 
the Kashmir insurgency had been re-
ignited after being on a slow-burn for 
more than two decades.

Although Burhan Wani has had 
a transformative effect on the terms 
of the Kashmir conflict, there was still 
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one key sense in which he was rooted 
in the older tradition of insurgency. 
He subscribed to a secular form of re-
sistance and wanted independence for 
Kashmir.114 The arrival of Zakir Musa, 
however, has threatened to the take the 
conflict out of the orbit of a territorial 
resolution altogether. 

Appointed by the HM as Wani’s 
successor, the 23-year-old Musa, like 
his predecessor, had moved up quickly 
through the ranks, becoming a com-
mander within 3 years of joining the or-
ganization.115 During this period, he is 
said to have been drawn to the political 
thought of the radical preacher, Anwar 
al-Awlaki, well known for his videos, 
texts, booklets, and CDs, in which he 
promoted the spread of AQ and incited 
violence.116

On May 12, 2016, Musa released 
his own video on local Whatsapp and 
Telegram channels. Against a back-
ground that featured al-Awlaki’s image, 
he issued a warning to members of the 
APHC:

If they (separatists) want to run 
their politics, they should not 
become a thorn in our way to 
establishing Shariah. Otherwise 
we will chop their heads and will 
hang them at Lal Chowk ... We 
just want to ask these political 
hypocrites that if Kashmir is a 
political issue why are you rais-
ing slogans like Azadi Ka Matlab 
Kya. La Illaha Illallah. Why do 
you come and address people in 
mosques?117

The video shook up the political 
space of the insurgency. The HM was 

one of the first organizations to respond, 
distancing itself from the contents of 
the video.118 This prompted Musa to re-
lease a second video in May 14, 2016, in 
which he formally announced his exit 
from the HM:

I stand by my statement. Hizb 
has disassociated itself from my 
statement, so I am disassociat-
ing myself from Hizb ... I never 
meant to chop off heads of ev-
ery Hurriyat leader, but only of 
those who work for and support 
secularism.119

On July 27, 2017, Musa formally 
started a chapter of AQ in Kashmir, the 
AGH.120 The fledgling organization re-
ceived a strong endorsement when the 
chief of the LeT in Kashmir, Abu Du-
jana, joined its ranks.121 Dujana’s switch 
was a major coup for Musa. Thoroughly 
rattled, the LeT issued a statement call-
ing AQ an Indian conspiracy and advis-
ing people against joining it.122 

Despite having made its impact 
felt in Kashmir’s insurgency environ-
ment, AQ lags behind organizations like 
the APHC, HM, and LeT that continue 
to be at the forefront of the movement. 
Musa’s presence, however, has given a 
distinct edge to the movement. This is 
most evident in the structure of insur-
gent funerals. Unlike in the past, when 
bodies of slain militants were wrapped 
in Pakistani flags, black Tawheed flags 
have gradually begun making an ap-
pearance,123 due to the pressure from 
Musa and his supporters, who argue 
that the practice of using the Pakistani 
flag is un-Islamic since it carries a Kal-
ma from the Quran.124 In effect, what 
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Musa offers is a strictly deterritorialized 
vision of the conflict, wherein, Kashmir 
is no longer a matter of nation-states 
to resolve, either through dialogue or 
war. It is this vision and the possibilities 
that it embodies125 that explain his un-
paralleled personal popularity among 
contemporary insurgents,126 and also 
why he sits at the top of the Intelligence 
Bureau’s list of the “most wanted terror-
ists” currently operating in the Valley.127 

4. Discussion

At the end of the RSS’ recent his-
toric conclave in Jammu, which 
was held in the backdrop of 

rising insurgency incidents in Kash-
mir, the organization’s chief, Mohan 
Bhagwat cautioned the gathering not 
to “‘embarrass the government’ with 
their criticisms” and “to bear in mind 
that they and the government share 
the same ideology.”128 Bhagwat’s state-
ment underscores a central aspect of 
the current ruling dispensation in In-
dia, its ideologically driven pursuit of 
power and dominance, which is thor-
oughly embedded in its approach to 
governance, and by extension, COIN, 
the focus of this article. I argue that the 
effect of what may be the described as 
the “ideology first” approach to COIN 
on the levels of militarization in India’s 
major theaters of ethnic insurgency 
has varied depending on the extent to 
which the regime’s ideological orienta-
tion has been challenged by other ac-
tors in these theaters.

In the Northeast, a comprehen-
sive peace agreement has remained 
elusive in the Naga insurgency theater. 

However, a Framework Agreement as 
a prelude to an eventual peace deal has 
kept the largest insurgency faction, the 
NSCN(I-M) contained in its barracks 
since 2015. Although the second larg-
est insurgency faction, the NSCN(K), 
broke its ceasefire with the central gov-
ernment in that same year, this rupture 
has not proved to be unduly disruptive 
due, in part, to a policy of calibrated co-
ercion used by the Indian Army. More 
recently, a Working Group of leaders of 
six other insurgency factions have met 
the central government’s interlocutor, 
R. N. Ravi, to work toward a peace deal. 
In sum, the Framework Agreement has 
avoided the bane of previous ceasefires, 
during which rebel factions fell under 
the influence of a variety of social forc-
es, leading to further splits, and ulti-
mately to the reignition of conflict.129 

Exploring the forces that have 
kept the Naga insurgency in a state of 
robust containment, my analysis has 
sought to identify the processes through 
which the RSS and its affiliates have tac-
itly undercut the legitimacy of insurgent 
actors in the “politics of conflict reso-
lution.” The implications of the Sangh 
Parivar’s rapidly expanding institu-
tional footprint in the region for COIN 
were accurately synthesized by one RSS 
worker form Maharashtra, with over 20 
years of experience working in the re-
gion, who noted “[Y]ou should not be 
surprised if you find children of some 
so-called extremist leaders of Nagaland 
attend English-medium schools run by 
a Sangh wing.”130 

 The same ideological approach 
that has frozen existing levels of mil-
itarization in the Northeast has pro-
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duced a ratcheting effect on militariza-
tion in Kashmir. Here, neither Hindutva 
nor the nationalism nor development 
narratives have had any purchase in 
the terrain of conflict resolution since 
a powerful counter-narrative has 
emerged around the charismatic Zakir 
Musa, who urges young Kashmiris to 
take up arms, not in the interests of an 
independent Kashmir, but of the Ca-
liphate. The interventions of Musa, and 
the equally charismatic Burhan Wani 
before him, have simultaneously deter-
ritorialized and personalized the insur-
gency, as seen in the dramatic increase 
in stone-throwing as the preferred form 
of insurgent activity.131 The Modi gov-
ernment’s response to this ideological 
counter-offensive, which challenges the 
very foundations of Hindutva by ques-
tioning its territoriality, has been to 
give a freer hand to military action. A 
case in point is the infamous incident 
involving Major Leetul Gogoi, who, 
when called upon to defend a polling 
station from a crowd of stone-pelters, 
had a passerby, Farooq Ahmad Dar, 
trapped to the bonnet of an army jeep, 
and paraded through the streets for 
hours to “deter” the pelting. 132 When 
the now-iconic image of Dar being used 
as a human shield started circulating on 
social media, the Army ordered a court 
of inquiry to investigate Major Gogoi’s 
actions, but before the court could give 
its order, the Army Chief, General Vi-
pin Rawat, presented the Major with a 
certificate of commendation for his “in-
novative response” in the mid of a “dirty 
war.”133 Narendra Modi’s studied silence 
on the issue and statements of support 
for General Rawat from his ministers 

showed that the Prime Minister was 
firmly behind the Army Chief.134 

5. Conclusion

The existing literature on India’s 
approach to COIN has various-
ly argued that India has a COIN 

doctrine based on a “politics first” dic-
tum or that it has a COIN strategy based 
on a “force first” dictum. Locating itself 
in the theoretical tradition that sees In-
dia’s COIN approach in strategic terms, 
this article has argued that the “force 
first” thesis needs reassessment in light 
of the BJP’s historic victory in the 2014 
national elections. Since Narendra Mo-
di’s dramatic ascent to political power, 
there has been a marked difference in 
the outcome of COIN in the two ma-
jor theaters of ethnic insurgency, with 
levels of militarization stalling in the 
Northeast, but spiking in Kashmir. Not-
ing that the ‘force first’ thesis cannot ex-
plain this variation, the article develops 
a “ideology first” theory of India’s con-
temporary COIN strategy. Drawing on 
Palshikar’s formulation of the BJP’s rise 
being the harbinger of a second dom-
inant party system, underpinned by a 
particular ideological project,135 and 
Chowdhary’s analytical distinction be-
tween the “politics of governance” and 
the “politics of conflict resolution,”136 I 
argue that the variation in levels of mil-
itarization of the Northeast and Kash-
mir theaters depends on the extent to 
which the BJP’s ideological project has 
penetrated the spheres of conflict reso-
lution in those theaters. Where the level 
of ideological penetration is strong, as 
in Nagaland and its adjoining states, the 
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logic of ballots has dominated the logic 
of bullets; alternatively, where the par-
ty’s ideological penetration is weak, as 
in the Kashmir Valley, the logic of bal-
lots has been made subservient to the 
logic of bullets. 

These observations offer a co-
nundrum. If the stall in the level of 
militarization of the Naga insurgency 
theater is due to the BJP’s ideological 
dominance of that space, and converse-
ly, the spike in the level of militariza-
tion in the Kashmir insurgency theater 
is due to the high level of ideological 
contestation in that space, as this article 
has argued, then the logical conclusion 
would seem to be that saffronization is 
the way forward to long-term political 
stability. Such a conclusion would, how-
ever, be premature, because it ignores a 
more insidious effect of saffronization 
on political stability i.e. the irreparable 
damage done to India’s constitutional 
democracy from each act of constitu-
tional impropriety committed on the 
path to saffronization. 

Narendra Modi was recently on 
record telling a public meeting in his 
parliamentary constituency, Varanasi, 
that the BJP’s politics was not for votes 
and that the national interest is always 
above party interest.137 The time may be 
opportune for him to reclaim the na-
tion from the party.
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