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Abstract

India’s northeast is regularly viewed as unique, because of its complex amalgamation of
conflict dynamics. This thesis rejects prevailing assumptions that this exceptionalism is
autochthonous to the region. The northeast became an exceptional region through an
observable historical process. This thesis argues that the northeast’s exceptionalism was
dependent on the first decades after independence. In short, it suggests that ‘long
decolonisation’ (1942-72) established three transferable trends that were critical for the
northeast’s long-term stability. First, the Indian state developed a perception of relative
weakness, when confronted with armed groups. Second, distinct regional identity claims
became juxtaposed to grander visions for national unity. Third, precedents for how to conduct
successful insurgency were established. Furthermore, these trends were forged within a
particular part of the northeast, the ‘Assam highlands’. Therefore, the long decolonisation of
the Assam highlands established key transferable trends that dictated the long-term stability of

India’s northeast.

This argument is a significant departure from previous research. It uses idiosyncratic
conceptions of time (the long decolonisation) and space (the Assam highlands) to provide an
explanation for the northeast’s instability. This is methodologically unique, when framed
against norms in conflict research. Consequently, the thesis provides insights for
interdisciplinary expansion. Additionally, this methodological innovation is forged using
widely overlooked historical records from archives spanning three continents. Altogether, the
thesis intersects with a wide array of literature, especially research focused on borderlands,
decolonisation, violence, insurgency and intrastate conflict. This relevance for wider research

frames India’s northeast — widely overlooked as a marginal region — as anything but peripheral.
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Introduction: Conceptualising India’s northeast.

IndiaOs northeast: A unique region?

India’s northeast has routinely been described as an exceptional — perhaps even unique — part
of the Republic.? Descriptions such as the ‘fractured frontier’ and the ‘frontier in ferment’
perpetuate this idea of an extraordinary site of chaos on India’s eastern periphery.@In a review
of an influential book recently published on the northeast, Sankaran Krishna summarised an

Indian ‘mainstream’ conception of the region:

I24@ABCDEFC?ECC@?/86H 1§ 7 @BCH 1 EJGCIEESHKL 1B5J IMABCGCI INGJLEM 18@OSGBCPEQJ/EC?IABF 1 2MC1I/ERCAQI2MI /&
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Recent scholarly literature on the northeast is less prone to the traditional essentialisms that

Krishna criticises, but the logic of uniqueness still conditions how the region is understood.*
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This sense of exceptionalism reinforces teleological assumptions about the history of the

northeast. These narratives are fundamentally misleading.

In the first decades after independence the northeast was neither exceptional nor
unique.B Significant challenges followed the hangover of colonial rule, but these quandaries
were not altogether dissimilar to those faced elsewhere in India.© A critical assessment of the
northeast’s early post-colonial®history sits uneasily with the sense of exception posited for the
region. This thesis argues that a transition occurred, from a relatively unexceptional post-
colonial border space into an exceptional region of volatility. The transition has important

implications.

To understand these implications, it is essential to stress that an exceptional
environment did appear from the late 1970s. Nearly all leading scholars on the northeast agree
that the region has become home to a peculiar amalgamation of conflict dynamics and

instability.E Conceptions such as the ‘durable disorder’ and the ‘insurgency environment’ have
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described this milieu.” There are some persuasive indicators to support this logic. Ten of the
twelve ‘ethnic’ rebellions in India since 1947 happened in the northeast.?® By the mid-2000s,
it was suggested that up to forty or fifty armed groups operated in the region.”? Parts of the
northeast are effectively administered by rebel groups that have established effective parallel

governance institutions.’@ This is before delving into the complex, contentious politics
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concerned with language, land, legislation, immigration and indigenous rights.”"The northeast

I"# become home to a peculiar amalgamation of conflict dynamics and instability.

This uniqueness developed from the late 1970s onwards.?”It is critical to note that this
was not a predestined affair; an insurgent environment was created through an observable
historical process. A major aim of this thesis is to demonstrate this transition. Just because the
northeast became exceptional, does not mean this was always the case. This teleological
assumption undermines the quest to explain the northeast’s instability, a key concern in

academic and Indian public life.?®

Teleological assumptions are detrimental because they imply a sense of esoterism for
the northeast; it is framed as an oddity within the Republic that is defined by violence and in a

perpetual state of flux.”® This anomalous framing makes analytical comparisons difficult,
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whilst explanations for the environment have a tendency towards ‘catch all’ explanations.?®
But, as with studies of other ‘exceptional’ events, such as Partition or the Holocaust, a change
in mindset can alter this framing.’® These events, though difficult to understand, can be
explained rather than being swept aside as moments of historical tragedy without any coherence
or internal logic.” Exceptional historical processes can be understood. In this thesis, to
demonstrate the transition in the northeast, the period before the exceptional environment takes

centre stage.

In short, the thesis asserts that the timeframe between 1942-72 was critical for the long-

term stability of the northeast. Two paradigms frame this argument, one temporal and one
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spatial. The temporal aspect pioneers the idea of ‘the long decolonisation’, a term adapted from
the literature on decolonisation and applied to the northeast. The long decolonisation, from
1942-72, was paramount. Furthermore, it was the long decolonisation of a specific region that
was significant. The ‘Assam highlands’ is the term coined to describe this region. The long
decolonisation of the Assam highlands established some core trends — related to state
perception, identity formation and insurgency — that became fundamental to the instability of

the northeast.

The central argument of this thesis is that the long decolonisation of the Assam
highlands established three transferable trends, which were critical for the long-term conflict

dynamics of the northeast. The long decolonisation:

1)! Embedded the belief that the Indian state was relatively weak, when confronting armed
movements in its northeast

2)! Failed to reconcile regional identity claims with pluralistic visions for Indian
nationalism

3)! Created a series of precedents for how armed groups could successfully challenge state

authority

The first facet developed on the one hand because the Indian state could not resolve conflicts
that emerged in the Naga and Mizo Hills, either militarily or diplomatically. On the other hand,
it was underpinned by problematic post-colonial state-building. State-building — as applied here
— refers to the physical construction of state apparatus and rule, mirroring the literal

interpretation used by historians elsewhere.@®The inability to conduct a successful state-

#§, HCJ& CPMOANNJ& C20GCECCR 1.Jk JAMHE EJ& GH1& CDLQID126EGCC@?6 @0k F@RIB?E?MIG JGBAMGABI I/ EQ@?FJICN L GHIG LHKICMEQ:
M@?JGBAMGC@ 28 @08 T 1 KEOEMIGJIEEJI@MCEG I N& SCoHEGH 18 JGEG 1 /& JAMHEE J&C?0BEJGBAMGAB 1 /& D INCMEQROEMCQCEC T JAE?NGENDC?CIGBECCR 14
PAUNC?FJ'E , HCJ&CJ& 2@6k 6@& P 1aM@?0AJ INE SCoHEGH1& D@B 1é ?CMH 18 M@?M I LGAEQCIEGC@ 2% @0& JGEG 1 5PACONC?FE C?4 CP61B?EGC@PEQR
BIQECC@?J/EN 10C? INGEJGESL IEMIT I I LC?FEC?PCGCEGCR 16C28L @JG5M@20QCMGRIGEG I JEGHEGCIEAJAEQQKEM@?NAMG INEPKET A6 IBPEQR?ECC@ 'S

19



building drive in a region defined by a lack of state presence during colonial rule contributed

to this perception about the Indian state’s capabilities.

If the first trend is partly related to state-building, the second is concerned with nation-
building. Nation-building is the construction of nationalism, national identity, or nationhood
within a nation-state.®A clear separation between Indian nationhood and regional identity was
enforced and solidified during decolonisation, providing the ideological foundations for
separatist challenges to state authority. The inability to reconcile regional identity claims within
grander visions for Indian unity established a precedent with recurrent purchase throughout the

northeast.

Neither of the first two aspects are particularly controversial, when the northeast’s
insurgency environment in the past four decades is understood. Sanjib Baruah has opined,
mirroring the first trend, that:

While mainland Indians are not used to thinking of the Indian state as weak and

incapable of providing every-day security to its citizens... in at least many parts

of north-east India, something like [a] security dilemma is at work which leads
rival ethnic groups to form their own ragtag bands of liberation armies.@@
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But this thesis’ importance stems from the explanation for these trends. The argument
presented here — that both state perception and identity formation developed through an
identifiable genealogy during the long decolonisation of the Assam highlands — is a new

explanation for generally accepted phenomena.

The logic of state weakness, as identified by Baruah, must be understood against the
backdrop of events between 1942-72. The claim that Indian nationalism has struggled to hold
ideological weight in a region replete with separatist insurgency is also something of a truism.
But, again, the long decolonisation was critical in forging this ideological disconnect. The
highlands did not operate in a vacuum. Local processes spread across the highlands during the
long decolonisation and had significant weighting on the broader northeast in its transition

towards an exceptional space.

The final aspect of the long decolonisation set a series of precedents — akin to a
guidebook — for insurgency in the northeast. This facet is not as obvious, because of the lack
of archival research conducted on the northeast’s conflicts between 1942-72.@"But there were
clear lessons developed, firstly in the acquisition and utilisation of modern weapons, and the
disproportionate successes they provided against state forces. Secondly, the exploitation of the
region’s topography, both internally and internationally, established crucial lessons for how
insurgent outfits could move, operate, and survive. Thirdly, the pursuance of relationships
beyond India’s internal boundaries, particularly in Pakistan and China, ensured the

manipulation of international relations for local gain. Together, these trends were critical both
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for the short-term survival of movements in the Assam highlands and, especially, in the longer-

term for the wider northeast.

This framework is methodologically distinctive from orthodox investigations of
intrastate conflict and insurgency. It utilises some core elements of social science research —
covered shortly — but retains a central focus on historical interrogations of violence.®”Rather
than looking towards baseline indicators in the production of conflict, the thesis focuses upon
the longer-term structuring factors which create the conditions for violent uprisings. The
northeast’s exceptionality is best understood by interrogating how the region became an
exceptional space. The long decolonisation of the Assam highlands was pivotal in this sense,

creating conditions for an environment conducive for separatist insurgency.

The rest of the introductory chapter is organised into three main sections. The first
section analyses how research into political violence, intrastate conflict and insurgencies has
been framed, and how this has conditioned research on the northeast. It suggests that finding
the conditions which favour insurgency is a critical task for scholars, a core aspect missing
from the literature on India’s northeast. The second section explains the concept of the long
decolonisation, offering an alternative approach to identifying conditions that favour
insurgency. The third section then explains the importance of the Assam highlands. This area

— traditionally understood as a remote zone within an already peripheral region — created key
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structural trends for the wider northeast by the late 1970s.©8The introduction then closes with

a note on source material and chapter structure.

Intrastate conflict research.

Conlflict dynamics are a primary theme in academic literature on the northeast.2°The study of
conflict is wide-ranging, and many avenues have been explored by scholars. In the northeast,
conflict primarily materialised in the form of insurgency and civil war. Therefore, an essential
starting point for understanding the northeast is the subfield of intrastate conflict and civil war,

largely dominated by the social sciences.

The first intrastate conflicts in the Naga and Mizo Hills, in the 1950s and 1960s
respectively, were ‘territorial’ civil wars.©®Rebel groups pushed for secession from the Indian
Union and utilised guerrilla warfare. These struggles were defined as ‘irregular’ conflicts. @&
From the late 1970s onwards, insurgencies — i.e., rebel groups that started intrastate conflict to
forge political change and operated in irregular, fluid fashion, from rural or geographically

difficult zones@™ burgeoned across the northeast. Bethany Lacina has also suggested that, in
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addition to classic, mass-based rural insurgencies, a proliferation of institutions more closely
resembling criminal enterprises has happened since the 1990s.H®The region has, therefore,

become particularly conducive for armed groups.

Globally, studies of intrastate conflicts and civil wars have blossomed since the turn of
the century. Christopher Blattman and Edward Miguel identified an ‘explosion’ in research by
2010.H?When Lars-Erik Cederman and Manuel Vogt wrote their historiographical appraisal of
the field in 2017, they argued that the study of intrastate conflict had become one of the most
vibrant literatures for political scientists."@This literature is crucial for understanding conflict
dynamics, and how they have developed in the northeast, since scholars of the northeast have

utilised aspects of this research in their own work.

The desire to understand why intrastate warfare happens is a central pillar of the field.""

Paul Collier’s work is a fundamental starting point. He argued that ‘greed’ and ‘opportunities’
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are two core features in the onset of conflicts.H This argument suggested that civil wars
emerged when ground-level actors sensed favourable possibilities in pursuing armed
confrontations. Collier’s work added another dimension to the ‘grievance’ narrative which
suggested that — at heart — intrastate conflict was the product of perceived injustices, evident in
various forms.HBWhether explicitly incorporating this research, or implicitly invoking its basic
premise, numerous studies until the late 2000s explained the northeast’s conflict dynamics

through the prism of grievances.H¢
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It should be noted, however, that the grievance vs greed dynamic is controversial. From
an early point, scholars such as James Fearon and David Laitin rejected the approach. They
suggested that looking for the conditions that favour insurgency was more useful than invoking
baseline indicators such as grievance."PTheir conclusion that civil conflicts were more likely
in ‘weak’ states was mirrored in research on the northeast, as leading scholars began to
systematically scrutinise the state from the mid-2000s onwards.HEM. Sajjad Hassan’s work was
particularly noteworthy. He suggested that by ‘extending the logic of the cultural [grievance]
argument, it would be easy to fall prey to the fallacy that heterogeneous societies are doomed
to conflicts and violence’ HFThis is a core critique of the grievance paradigm and highlights the

pitfalls in seeking catch-all indicators of conflict.

The turn towards the state, though necessary, did not provide any fundamental
explanations for the northeast’s peculiar insurgency environment.A®Specific state policies and
the structure of the state helped to explain the immediate turn towards violence in certain
regions, but overall, an explanation for the northeast’s idiosyncratic nature remained elusive.

This led to a final — and very recent — development in the literature on the northeast, which
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incorporated a particular research avenue from the civil wars sub-field. The avenue is widely

referred to as the ‘micro-analytical turn’, evident from the mid-2000s onwards.A?

The micro-analytical turn advanced beyond large-N studies that sought broad
conclusions about conflict. Instead, it focused on investigating ground-level dynamics.
Scholars such as Stathis Kalyvas and Jeremy Weinstein led this wave of research, which
provided key insights for the field.A@Paul Staniland and Anoop Sarbahi have applied this
approach for the northeast.*"The latter — for instance — suggested that the Mizo uprising can
be explained by the Mizo National Front’s (MNF) ability to tap into the ‘enhanced structural
connectivity’ of Mizo society. In short, Mizo society was particularly well integrated because
of the influence of the Welsh Presbyterian Mission and the MNF exploited this cohesion to
start civil conflict.*This provided a nuanced appraisal of the immediate turn towards violence
in the Mizo Hills between 1961-66, but its utility for investigating the broader conflict

dynamics of the northeast was limited, as shown shortly.

Altogether, developments within the civil wars sub-field have been influential for

research on the northeast. These developments provided a platform to explore grievances and
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greed, followed by an interrogation of the role of the state and finally a bottom-up approach to
conflict dynamics. However, clear gaps still exist. The primary motivation of this thesis is to
fill these gaps by providing a more robust explanation for the northeast’s distinctive nature in

the past four decades.

The grievance and greed paradigms have been critiqued for some time, whilst analysis
of the state has led to partial conclusions. The former can oversimplify the nature of civil wars.
Grievances exist in myriad forms, across multiple societies that do not lead to armed violence.
They often offer partial explanations at best. The Naga uprising, for example, did involve
grievances against the state, but they do not alone explain the emergence of an armed nationalist
movement. Chapter II of the thesis demonstrates this. State decisions and administrative
structures are also important, but they leave several questions unanswered about how a rebel
group operates within such conditions. There are still significant steps that need to be taken
before a ‘weak’ state is faced with an insurgent movement.BThese approaches provide partial

answers, but alone are insufficient.

This basic logic motivated the microanalytical turn, but even this turn has its drawbacks.
Sarbahi’s work, for example, offers a strong elucidation of how the MNF could mount an armed
challenge between 1961-66. Less apparent is how an environment emerged where a nationalist
movement could arise, and the MNF’s ability to attain popular support for a separatist cause
that would entail significant suffering and sacrifice for Mizo citizens. It remains unclear why

this region was so supportive of a separatist movement, and how the Mizo Hills became such
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a hotbed for insurgency. Therefore, the structural factors behind this idiosyncratic

amalgamation of conflict dynamics in the northeast remains unexplained.

This thesis offers an explanation. In doing so, it begins with Fearon and Laitin’s basic
premise. Their article’s raison d’étre was to find the conditions that favoured insurgency; the
ability to identify environments conducive for conflict leads, naturally, to more comprehensive
explanations for violence. The same premise is incorporated here, but with a radically different
approach. Intrastate conflict literature too often neglects both temporal and spatial dimensions.
Rather than analysing static indicators — such as weak states — the thesis embarks on a concerted
geo-historical analysis of a particular region. Each of the three core themes noted previously —
related to state perception, identity-building and the precedents of insurgency — developed over
time and became structural problems during decolonisation. Therefore, the thesis allows
temporal and spatial factors to take precedence when providing an explanation for the

northeast’s volatility.

The long decolonisation.

Temporally, this thesis is focused on the decolonisation process. It argues that the ramifications
of this unfolding process were fundamental in the production of the northeast’s ‘exceptional’
instability. Decolonisation — as understood here — unfolded over a protracted period and

embedded key challenges, in both the short- and long- term, for the region.

From the outset, this framing could be seen as problematic. Christopher J. Lee has noted
how decolonisation ‘poses fundamental challenges for the historian. From an empirical

standpoint, it is both a contingent moment of political independence "$%& long-standing
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process with deep roots...”.A° Decolonisation is understood in various guises; it can be
conceptualised both as a cultural manifestation and an observable historic process.APThis thesis
focuses on the latter. It does not deny the former but suggests that continuing to analyse
decolonisation as a process has critical scholarly value. As Lee has further identified,
Frederick Cooper... has pointed to empirical gaps in recent work that has
assigned postcolonial blame on past colonial projects, a common approach that
can often obscure the importance of the late colonial and early postcolonial
period in shaping the era that followed. In this way, it is important to re-examine
the events and features of decolonization in order to restore the competing
strategies and complex visions that not only sought to achieve future outcomes,
but at the time sought to inventively reshape the legacies of the past to serve
such present endeavours.AE
It is important to understand decolonisation as a cultural manifestation that provides clear
contemporary challenges.A"But this should not obscure the potency of historical enquiry, when
focused on decolonisation as a process. Lee and Cooper are right to suggest that overlooking

decolonisation can lead to flawed historical understandings and this starting point is crucial for

the argument proposed in this thesis.B®
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In this sense, then, decolonisation is understood as an unfolding process rather than a
singular event. This claim is not particularly novel.B? But it is worth highlighting that research
into the moment of Pakistan and India’s ‘flag independence’ of 14-15 August 1947 has
converged around a similar understanding.B@The partition of British India is now widely
viewed as a process rather than an event.BHSimilarly, a wealth of research focused on South

AsiaP? and further afield also subscribes to this temporal sensitivity when approaching
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decolonisation.BB Yet, greater reflection on this protracted, irregular ‘disaggregation’ of the
colonial order into its post-colonial variants is important to understand the northeast’s conflict

dynamics.B¢

Decolonisation had many layers. For example, relevant literature has identified how
migration and movement often provided a key challenge for decolonising states, especially
within those witnessing boundary changes.BP Migration invariably entailed questions of
citizenship, necessitating standardised conceptions of the nation to provide a distinct line
between citizen and (im)migrant.BEConfronting questions of citizenship and providing national

unity was a cornerstone of nation-making for any post-colonial state, yet solutions were never

1$'$&)-+)*+,-')'+,); ' M-($'+ )W\ W[Ja/lIN'PKS , EK)@BI6 't HIBDE 2/ QEDIG@AIN/E?N: . EBEHiSS 2JEBUXGEDPBINF 14
BEDPBINFIE\ 2R IBIUCKIABI /<2 () VIEO&F-(-$-+2)*+,-'3(); #$-$-"+.)I&R) <(( @ ()"+) H&E " #@:) 7T29$2#&:)"+,);"B-$-5(
IN'G PKi SDBUG0SE - C2FH/A 7EQC2Ck 1K IB/3 E2N: OEHAY ] ' OECBOIEL X i EPHEDM i 1°C2F502% UGET/ *2 (1124 eENCBEL - ERCOES
XEN@EPEISEDC2NEBA=9%8)0"+72); #$-$-"#))$%6&)H'M-+2)"8)H",&#+)1"2$%)/(-'.)0&B228&&(:)B"2+, #-&(:) CH$"#-&(
X7 1Six@BTH#6@ADPIENN 2R 1BIUCKI4B1 JJ/*223Y's

%Y @B12051 i@ 20HCIS@BCOFBEL HMEQIN IR 1L D 1 26381 FEBNC?FIN IM@)@ 2CIEG 2L 2SB0BME/I 1 16 IEZUSUDE?/4_U16S1126H 1
48131264 EPNG =CJ6@BK# SOBCME?% 7EGA?ENIDEE2NG V IMGOB2ChECE?" /i 02k =%&) SK8"#,) C'+,L"™M) "8) H" &#+) /8#-5'+)
C-($"#@IN'LPKi [0H?4 AEBT 1B, E?NEOCMHEBNE O 1CNEX 5 ~0@BNE 5 ~0@BNG \2CR 1BJ0SKE 4B1 /A *2(+V/iLL'k**8 ™ +31 <(MHE 10
6002/ 7ER@?/L GES LE?NISSF 1 2MK#>R@QRCPF4=CJ6@BLOFBEL HC 1 JIGOISS0BME 26V IM@Q@ 2ChEX@? L 2UBH#-$'-+: )44 +5&)'+,)
$%&)JI&5"Y"+-T'$-"+)"8)/8#-5'.) 42$2#&) *6 ALHBEBSRNBI Sidl' <t . DIGHIEPNGHBLI[1LLIJI 21X § @2N@2#\6 i &
AB133*2 (3V/ALL'E (3™) ™'k = @BLE24 1"EDLQ1 @04 GHCIECN 1E4C24 LBEMGCM 1/ BINIBCMTE 6@@L 18" J4 E?EOKICI @0 6H 1k DAYGCLONL
CDEFC2C2FJI@0N 1M@Q@?CIESL@ 24@R IBLEAOCOS 1 175K 1EBIL 1B0ANEG001BIAESAT I0ANBIMI2GHC0AIBEC@?'E - 1 1/&=BINIBINTLGOOL 18/4
7-$-T&+(%-A) L&SR&&E+) <BA-#&) '+,) I'S-"+.) 0&6'M-+?) 4#+5&) '+,) 4#&+5%) /SH SN NEMOB2MI60?/% 7" [4
ABCMIGE2EN\ 2R IBICGKIABI /A2 (1"

YE[ @KELGHEGC1BaC/E_V IM@Q@?ChECC@P4C?% - @ACHLBICEH: , HIL i @?FieCl S"/aC?% , HODEJRE?NG , HODLI@?/k<+,()"8) <BA-#&
LL'*8(C 1-XL'¢*8*Y't

%ENNOGCE. 17" J4S @BTU@00 1BIEMOI EBLIGEBX ?FAL @CGI0@BISH 148 10AF T 1AMBCICIRILEBT INPKAGH 18LEBGOXC@ P4@ORUBCCCIHI PNCE S . 1 1/k
\NOE . 12/47-$-T&+RB22&&.) 4" #7-+2)$%&)*+,-'+)I'$-"+) '8$&H) ; #BEEDIPBINF 146 EDPBINF 11\ 2LR 1BIUGK(4B1 JJ/k
*2 (0Y'% = @BLIGANCI JICHEGC26 1 BB@FES 1iDCFBEX@ 24NK 2EDIMIIC2i6H 1D 1630LAYNAJN 18 . SILHI 2%6BIHI /i - EG?2EDIECBNT IAE?NG
i EABI2MISUB@S2/4_ GBCTC?FIUENTIEFEC2JOEMLIGel@l 2MC2UH 1E>EJ6>?N@0k @2N@?/i(~10" (~32"/10'5&)Q)79' (/i
80" (*2(1Y/i+) " 8)Zi. HEBUOIQ | DL 4#&+5%)H2(9-6()|&R)P"-5&()-+) 7" +S&EA"H# #@) AHBEBELO0N 2R IBICKIA0
AE)I1Ji4B1JJA*22-Y/iLL'¢11° 082 ] 12?2 165Ei=EDD@?Ni 4 188K/6_UQENTEUBCEEC?KE?NECH 1£4@QCG0MIE @0k OEMIC2AGH 18 26Hs
6126ABK"IC-($"#@) 7"6 A (({(*'0U*2 OV/i18 1+

%4 - @BIORIBRCI SJLAOMCGCH 1 2JHCLINK 2EDOMIC2IES . GACHISSICE2M@261°5/4 1 1 AGHESE 182/ =CJ6@BC1 Ji@UG60%h 1 2IHCL Tk . A2C(k
JHO2E20I=06&)* &) 8)*+, i @2N@ 244 1 2FAC2/<2 (<VALL'(82" -8 HSEDC?NEBA=%&)@?); #$-$-"+4: OHEIGRIBRCI Sk
0% JUDCOEBE j A1J6CG?Jk @0 MOSCh 1 2JHCLE 2% SOBCME/& I 1/8 = BINTBMTE 6@@L 18/ \/ IM@Q@?ChEG@?% E?NE MUGCh 1 2JHCL % SOBINES
P16S 11241 DLGBIJE?NIEIS GBINIGI?ERD 20" (L 2IB&@"+,)<BA-#&) +,)I'$-"+.)=06&)I&5"9"+-T'$-"+)"8)/8#-5'+) +,)/(-'+)
1"5-8$-& () W[YBA(at IN'PPKE>QJIUGFE 18:JE?NIO 1 DMEOEP 120X INI24] !, i ©idBIJI/*2 (<VALL't+-513'%

32



straightforward.BF State-building has proved to be as critical as nation-making: a principal task
for any post-colonial government that rarely unfolded without tension.©®The two, it must be
stressed, were not always exclusive and at times directly contradicted one another.©? Further
critical components of decolonisation can be found in the use of colonial forms of violence in
post-colonial states.©@The desire to attain a monopoly over legitimate forms of violence often
led to such practices.“"Culturally, decolonisation has produced myriad effects, ranging from

inclusivity in sports, to displays in museums and the organisation of archives.®A

In short, the fissures of decolonisation are manifold, providing a complex canvas from

which to work. It is within this literature that the tripartite trends that anchor this thesis —related
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to state, nation and insurgency — have been formed. The former two have been extensively
researched, offering an intellectual platform to build upon. The latter has developed here
independently as a further paradigm to add into the convoluted stew of decolonisation trends.
Sensitivity to relevant processes within decolonisation has, therefore, provided a framework in
which to operate. But in addition to creating this thematic framework, this literature has also
raised further important questions about the temporal scale and ultimately totality of

decolonisation as a frame for this thesis.

Starting with temporal scale, the evolution of research into decolonisation begged a
fundamental question: when does a state become post-colonial?“BDipesh Chakrabarty argued
that in South Asia the ‘shedding’ of colonial rule was a prolonged process, stretching from the
1920s until the end of the Nehruvian era.°CAs he noted, ‘the transition, it seemed to us, was a
long one’.“PChakrabarty’s notion of the long decolonisation is incorporated here, but quite a
different timeframe is suggested for the northeast. Based on insights from the literature, it is
argued here that decolonisation in the northeast began in the early 1940s — as the effects of war
instigated the breakdown of colonial governance — and lasted until the early 1970s.CE1t is
important to stress that decolonisation was not total. Based on the discussions identified earlier,

it is debatable whether any society can ever become wholly decolonised.“" But by 1972, the
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Indian state had created a political and economic structure for the northeast that differed
markedly from its colonial counterpart. This politico-economic decolonisation provides the

temporal scope of the thesis.

The political map of India’s northeast differed little from its colonial predecessor until
federal reorganisation in 1972. The core polity remained largely intact as the old Assam
province provided the template for the post-independence state of Assam. This mirrored the
retention of the colonial ‘imprint’ elsewhere in India in the first decades after independence.P®
The former princely states of Manipur and Tripura were integrated first as part C states, then
later as union territories, with little tangible regional power granted.P? The only significant
changes — in the Naga Hills in 1957 and 1963 — were a reaction to the threat of the Naga
separatist movement and only emphasised the problems inherent to the old colonial model that
the Indian nation-state still clung to. Therefore, the map of the northeast changed little before
1972. It was only as the state recognised that the old colonial template — which still conditioned
the federal structure of the region — was fundamentally impractical in an independent,

democratic nation-state that political decolonisation began.

If federal restructuring took decades to implement, then efforts to provide greater levels
of democratic governance were more forthcoming. However, the aim to provide autonomy in

regional administration in Assam’s borderlands was hindered by practical problems. The Sixth
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Schedule of the Indian constitution signified a departure from colonial norms of governance in
the hills, but the powers of the district councils were too limited to implement meaningful
change.P@n the northern border, in the old North East Frontier Tracts, rule was still centralised
in the hands of the Governor in the early years after independence, whilst the provisions for
regional administration in Tripura and Manipur were weak until the passing of statehood.PHThe
state attempted to create local forms of democratic governance, but before the 1972
reorganisation the internal logic of political control still rested on colonial precedents. Power
was still concentrated in the Assam Legislative Assembly and within the hands of the Governor
— who answered directly to the central government — until greater changes were issued after
the 1972 reorganisation. After 1972, the post-colonial approach to local governance became
clearer, even if — as chapter V identifies — this new model fared little better than its colonial

predecessor.

In the economic sphere, a similarly cumbersome crawl towards the post-colonial was
evident. The centralised planning of the Nehruvian era did not explicitly account for the
northeastern borderlands and socio-economic stagnation was a prominent conclusion of the
Pataskar Report produced in the mid-1960s.PAThe report clearly stated that little had changed

for Assam’s hills since 1947, noting a prevalent feeling that development issues were
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subordinated to the needs of the plains: an acutely colonial outlook.PBIt was only with the
establishment of the North Eastern Council (NEC) — again in the early 1970s — that a
concertedly post-colonial economic conception of the region was born. Again, this economic
reorganisation was racked with contradictions — as shown in chapter V and argued elsewhereP®
— but it was a shift away from the colonial imprint which lingered in economic planning after

1947.

This politico-economic decolonisation resolves the challenge of temporal scale, but in
terms of totality a glaring question remains. Was this decolonisation apparent for all? 1972 was
a fundamental point, when most state officials felt a notable change had occurred. But this was
not necessarily the case for everyone; a Subaltern lens would be particularly critical of this top-
down framing.P°PFor many local communities, these politico-economic changes resulted in
marginal — at best — ground-level ramifications.°E 1972 would be similarly contested by
virtually all the separatist leadership identified in this thesis. A core narrative of the Naga and

Mizo independence movements was that colonialism merely changed its metropolitan centre
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in 1947, from London to New Delhi.PF The politico-economic changes by 1972 did not pacify
these separatist movements and, by extension, did not come close to removing the perceived

colonial continuity in the northeast.

The question of totality, therefore, provides a key point of qualification for the
decolonisation process outlined in this thesis. This process was fundamental; it was a period
that created lasting challenges for the northeast’s instability. But it was not total, and 1972
should be viewed as a key moment in the northeast’s history. It should not, however, be seen
as a complete end point to decolonisation, a clean cut between the colonial and post-colonial
order. Decolonisation is nowhere this clear-cut, but this does not negate the importance of the

period between 1942-72.

Considering the above, it is clear why the decolonisation of the northeast should be
viewed as a protracted process, rather than a singular event, and why decolonisation as a
historical process is important for scholarly enquiry. Furthermore, although the lingering
ramifications of colonial rule still affect the contemporary northeast — especially in a legislative
and cultural sense — a top-down politico-economic decolonisation did unfold by 1972, one

clearly recognised by state officials.EGAs Sanjib Baruah has suggested, from 1972 the area was
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a ‘postcolonial coinage... an artefact of deliberate policy’.E? This statement holds weight. Just
because the post-colonial model after 1972 was ineffective, does not mean that it was not a
significant departure from political and economic imperatives of colonialism. Within this
timeframe — from 1942 until 1972 — core trends were established that affected the long-term

stability of India’s northeast. Thus, the long decolonisation was critical.

The Assam highlands.

The long decolonisation was crucially important in a specific region of the northeast. This
region is referred to as the ‘Assam highlands’, shown in map 1. The space is a fluid one, a
common trait for borderland imaginations.E@t has been forged as an analytical tool through a

combination of geo-historical and political observations.
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This construct - the Assam highlands — rejects an implicit acceptance of the ‘northeast’
as a useful analytical paradigm. Udayon Misra was among those to criticise the generic use of
this ‘umbrella’ term. He argued its use as a shorthand betrayed the diversity of the region.FA
Several scholars have agreed. Research avenues have been established to provide more
rigorous spatial conceptualisations, especially those that delve into the apparent dichotomy
between hill and valley.FB The transition from the colonial to the post-colonial involved
radically different trajectories across the northeast. Therefore, greater reflection on spatial

parameters is key.

In the Assam Valley, the upheavals witnessed during the partition process were similar
to what unfolded in the more well-known case-studies of Bengal and Punjab.E€ Communal
violence was a recurring theme in the reports compiled by Assam’s colonial Governor, as the
politics of religion affected the Brahmaputra plains.EP In the Barak Valley, partition lines
produced an international boundary as Sylhet was incorporated into East Pakistan whilst
Cachar remained part of Assam, ensuring confused migratory patterns akin to other parts of

the subcontinent.EEThe integration of the princely states of Manipur and Tripura mirrored the
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at times chaotic incorporation of princely state elsewhere in India.EFIn the borderlands, another

series of trajectories emerged.

The hill regions of Assam largely fell under the Excluded and Partially Excluded Areas
Order, established by the 1935 Government of India Act."®The Assam highlands was wholly
engulfed within this administrative remit. The political climate in the highlands was largely
more benign in 1947 than the Assam Valley, despite smaller scale clashes and the embryonic
signs of alternative nationalist imaginaries.m” In many places, 15 August 1947 passed without
note.F@Yet, by the end of the long decolonisation the Assam highlands had witnessed
widespread political activism and two separate civil wars. This space was the first to witness
insurgency in the northeast, faced the greatest levels of insecurity during decolonisation and

produced the most concerted challenge to Indian sovereignty. Without the trends established
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during the long decolonisation of the Assam highlands, the conflict dynamics of the broader

northeast would not have unfolded as they did.

To understand this spatial conception, Willem van Schendel’s concept of Zomia is a
fundamental starting point.FH This idea was adapted by James C. Scott, who argued that the
inaccessible regions of the ‘Southeast Asian massif’ historically constituted a discernible
landmass. These hill regions were home to a variety of cultures and languages and had far more
in common with each other than the plains regions of their respective states. Zomia therefore
formed a ‘shatter zone’ home to ‘non-state spaces’ that actively resisted the encroachment of

the modern state."AThe geographic scope of Zomia is shown in map 2.
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Scott’s use of the Zomian shatter zone is a starting point for understanding the notion of the

Assam highlands, but further expansion is necessary.

The Assam highlands was a zone of active resistance, a collection of non-state spaces.
However, this space was also conditioned by colonial initiatives and administrative practices.
The enforced isolationism of the highlands and the psychological boundaries created by
colonial rule are expanded upon in chapter I, largely under the conception of ‘frontier
governmentality’ advanced by Benjamin D. Hopkins. But at this point it is important to note
that colonial policies such as the Inner Line Permit were critical."©A space of active resistance

was conditioned by British rule which created artificial boundaries for the highlands, largely
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cutting them off from their surrounding geographies."PTherefore, Scott’s conception of Zomia

provides a gateway into understanding the Assam highlands, but the two are not synonymous. &

The space is both a geo-historical and political conception. But it has further been
theorised through empirical reasoning. Table 1 — which gives an overview of the Excluded and

Partially Excluded Legislation — demonstrates this.

“()*& + "H$1%&'S()*$)+1&,1-)./01123456.$.10).170(+/0558123456.$.19($0::1<(.$(=!>?@AB

Excluded Areas Partially Excluded Areas
Lushai (Mizo) Hills District Garo Hills
Naga Hills District Khasi and Jaintia Hills (British portion,

) . excluding Shillong Municipality)
North Cachar Hills (Subdivision)

North East Frontier Tracts (NEFT) Mikir Hills

The NEFT would technically fit the spatial framing thus far. It was a classic non-state space

that fell under the Excluded Areas Order. But from an analytical standpoint, it offers less for

' &, I 1D (EBF 10K"CJAI INIP IMEAI 18M@Q@2CEUENDC2CIGBERCR 1EP@A?NEBC 1 JINCNE? @B EG LEEAN 10C206CR LP@BNIBIP16S 112%
SHIHCFHOE PNJEE?NICSJE? 1CFHP@ABC?FIB 1 FC@2J'IOEGH 1B/MAD DA?0K 1 JIC215H HCFH)E PNJWGAFHESEK JIG@LICN 1 361 LIM@OG 2CEk
ENDC?CJGBEGR 1LP@APNEBCI Ji SCSHIREBKC2FI0IR 10JG0JAMMIII'% 5 RIBEQ/ACGNG 1 J62@5IMA26BENCHGICH 1CIGOECC2E6H 1 JCI/kPAG
C2NCMEG 1 JGGHEGKGH 1315 SEJD@BIADARI D 126k SGHC246H 1EHIFH(E NJIGHE 24 DEKLP IREJJAD INGPKAEBCFCNGENH 181 2M146@46H 1
CNIEJ4@0G - MSS/4=@LTC?JL@BIC246H 1ZEBFAD 1 264LB1I1 26 INSCIGHCIEGH I JCT'E - 1 1/6U 1 2FS gy ] EBQII@ 2/ >RENC?FIGH 14 - GEG 14
>GHCMCGKAC 247 @B6H 1 EJG PNCEGHBAAFHISH 1 12J6Q0[ED 136 MEBS" /(- +)<$%6+"9" 2 @B**iX*2 (+V/i+* (" +(Zix 1 2FTHADL
[C0E?FEDPE/_UTK@?NiSH1&>6H?@5 , 18BCG@BCEQ UC?EBK# >RINI2MC2FiGH LE=CILEPNG @EQQIKE AT QLI JiC24<E2CLAB"/A1"2$%)
[(-1.)>"24+'9)"8) 1"2$%)/(-'+) 1$2,-&+0"*iX*2 (8Y/i*31 " 0-L 101444 @AC1BI/&_] 1 1LC?FIGH1E=C00k , BCP 1 MEGAUEK::

i GBUCj AL 0BODE I?NCE"Jk 7 @BSHIEIGE @04 [ED1JL 6% - M@G:"J AEBENCFDG @0k . GEG1E SREJ@?"/i <2#"A&'+) B299&$-+) "8)
C-6'9'@'+)0& (&' #5%+-x+2((1/t) (18"

)( 4 @BLJGD 10ABGH IBINCIMAIICOJEP@AGGH LAGCEKI@0IS @ DCEIEJIEEH 1 @B 1GCMEGIMA?JGBANG/AI 1 10U 132EBNE: @3D@J@/ SBDIE%

@BiS@DPCI 4 AHESOAGAB L1 I6J40@BIGH 1L 1 OLOI JUGOIGH 1 . QACHIEJSBICE L <EJJI0"/>"2#+'9)"8)19"L'9) C-($"#@*4

X*2(2VA+(+5++*1 €INGEBL i CIP 1BDE?/t_$th@? 14 @0BI0AF 14024 . GACHIEJG SICERLO IM@2MILGAEChC?FEC261BL@BL JLEM1J"/k

>"24+'9)"8)I9"L'9)C-($"H@*1U*2 (2V/i+-++5+) LA IEA<WHEAN/L_>NS@BCEQ iS@DIEE?NIP IK@?N'"/i>"2#+'0)"8)I9"L'9)
C-($"#@8"1X*2(2V/ (035* ()1t - EBEL . H?ICNIBDE?/L_$B146H 146 1268EQ =CDEQEKEJLC?4 SODCERE . @D 1 . MHOQEBIKLE2NG

AQUVERGA2JON 1BECCG?IENBEIIE , CD IEPNE . LENI"/i>"24#+'9)"8)19"L'9) C-($"#@*1*2 (2V/i*0-"+('k

DU R ; Okiid . b(*o+ (8B 1BMGL7 0'46 1 { € N@0(~+1/t_, HIZg@R1B?D 1 2GE@0K! PNCEEX>""MOAN I NGE 2NA4EBECEQKE>"M)AN IN
$BIEJYE 5 BNIBA(-+1""¢

45



understanding conflict dynamics in the northeast.”*®The demographics of the NEFT ensured
that resolute identity movements did not emerge as they did in the highlands.?®?Crucially, the
NEFT was administered by the central government after independence, rather than the
provincial Assam government.’®@This politico-administrative reality compounds the differing
dynamics surrounding identity politics in the NEFT and indicates why the region does not fall
under the remit of the Assam highlands. The Assam highlands all evolved with reference to the

Assam government and its administration.

The other outliers are the Mikir and North Cachar Hills, which ultimately became one
political space by the early 1950s.?"As with the NEFT, the levels of political agitation were
low, suggesting why they do not belong with the spatial imagining proposed here.?®AWhat
defined the Assam highlands was its geo-historical formations and political-administrative
history alongside the existence of distinctive, powerful identity movements that developed

significantly during decolonisation.

Therefore, the Assam highlands is a construct that builds upon the scholarly advances

of van Schendel and Scott but incorporates the political and ethno-cultural developments of the
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northeast. From these observations, a clear spatial core of the highlands emerges. The Garo,
Khasi and Jaintia, Lushai (Mizo) and Naga Hills are central, with an appreciation that the
highlands was still a fluid unit with ‘fuzzy’ edges.’®B The interrelation of geo-historical,
political and ethno-cultural developments outlines why this region should be understand as the
-##".&highlands, despite the clear disconnect to -##".*#*&culture and society in the highlands.
For instance, the Assamese language has been largely shunned in the highlands and the claim
that the border regions form part of a ‘natural’ Assamese space is a discourse pioneered solely
by Assam nationalists — a discourse opposed especially from within the highlands.”®CThe
Assam highlands is, therefore, a geo-political and cultural space, but not one that aligns with

Assamese culture and identity.

The Assam highlands was not pre-determined to create a serious challenge to Indian
sovereignty, but the dynamics of violence and political activism during the long decolonisation
established some key long-term structuring factors for the northeast. The area — with its
complex historical background — faced several challenges as independence loomed. These
challenges were not insurmountable but required resolution. The inability to provide a lasting
solution to challenges presented in state-building, nation-building and in confronting
insurgency ensured that the processes felt in the highlands had ramifications beyond its own

borders.
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The perception that the Indian state was weak was a motivating factor for the
northeast’s insurgencies from the late 1970s onwards. The inability to reconcile regional
identity movements within a broader national consciousness resonated in other parts of the
northeast lacking an ideological attachment to the nation. The precedents established by the
Naga underground and the Mizo separatist movement provided a clear set of instructions in
how to successfully challenge the Indian state. Other groups aiming to contest the authority of
the Republic had a ready-made guidebook to work from. Together, this theorisation of time

and space provides the platform to understand how an insurgency environment is forged.

Scholarship on the northeast, surce material and thesis structure

The argument produced here has notable implications for scholarship on India’s northeast. In
a recently published review article — focused on histories of the region — Anandaroop Sen
identified how the influence of the Zomian paradigm led to a ‘reorientation of scales’ in
research as Partition became a central theme.”®PCompared to the general dearth of research
that preceded it, the past two decades have seen greater focus on both Partition and the broader

decolonisation of the northeast.?GE

A recurrent trend in the literature that predated this shift was the penchant for viewing
the northeast solely within nationalist narratives. As Sajal Nag wrote, ‘unless the stories of
[the] north east are integrated with the history of the rest of the country, a /01*&$23%")&!2#/304

can never be achieved. Historiographical integration has to be a prerequisite to national
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integration.””®F This framing of the northeast's history squarely within a nation-centric lens
hindered enquiry, but the Zomian frame that Sen identified produced less nationalist inclined

histories.”?C

A key work by van Schendel — who coined Zomia — took a spatial approach to Partition
and decolonisation that invited scholars to think about the northeast in four ways. He suggested
the northeast needed to be understood as a ‘new’ space — considering the Partition lines of 1947
—and a ‘contested’ space. He further framed the region as a ‘vertical’ space — literally one
where social inequality emerged from ‘differences in land altitude’ — and a ‘fragmenting’ space

???

due to the ongoing boundary changes after 1947.77* This spatial imagining was one of several
newer works at odds with nation-centric approaches that opened new vistas for research.

Within this complex spatial imagining of how decolonisation unfolded, there is one core

commonality that links most research.

The major point of convergence has been to identify the continuation of colonial trends
after 1947. Bodhisattva Kar — for example — has questioned whether coloniality has ever
ceased.””@He suggested the contemporary focus on the northeast’s future, couched in the

language of development and capital, is framed squarely as an extension of colonial
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discourses.””HWhile not all scholars go as far as Kar, the continuation of colonial trends is a
recurrent theme in some of the core works in the literature. This is the case for Marcus Franke,
who argued that the Indian state merely carried on from where the British left off in the violent
subjugation of Naga communities.’”What this has produced is a variety of works dealing with
core themes — especially concerning identity and citizenship, governance and the state, the rule
and nature of the law and discourses surrounding the northeast — that have grappled with the

murky, fragmented shift from the colonial regime to the Indian state.

The conclusions of this thesis align with the general logic within this research, even if
there are minor points of contention within the details of the northeast’s history. Minor points
can be found in contestations about the relative strength and reach of the state after 1947 and
the relationship between conflict and governance. For the former, Bérénice Guyot-Réchard has
suggested the state strengthened its grip in the northeast and for the latter Baruah argued that
incessant conflict shaped the ‘peculiar’ governance of the northeast.’”® This thesis argues that
state control was significantly weakened in the 1940-50s, as shown in chapters I and II.
Meanwhile a more cyclical relationship is proposed here between conflict and governance. In
short, colonial, and post-colonial forms of control established the parameters for conflict, which

["*$&had helped to create the ‘peculiar’ governance that Baruah identified. However, the
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general thrust of the thesis aligns with the basic recognition about the blurred lines between the

colonial and the post-colonial.

To hammer home this murkiness, chapter 2 — for instance — offers one of the clearest
examples of how colonial forms of legislation were implemented by the Indian state from the
1950s onwards. There is far-reaching evidence to suggest the continuation of the colonial
imprint after 1947. The 1942-72 timeframe used here is somewhat peculiar because of the
framing of decolonisation — primarily analysed in a top-down, politico-economic sense — but
generally this thesis converges with the broad logic of the literature. However, moving beyond
this broad convergence, the conclusions offered here have significant implications for future

research avenues.

There are two main advances — specifically for the literature on the northeast — that
result from the conclusions of this thesis. Both relate to the transferability and
interconnectedness central to the northeast’s conflict dynamics. Firstly, the interconnections
identified here between identity movements — both those which turned violent and those which
did not — provide the first major implication. There is a tendency to compartmentalise how
conflict and identity is understood in the northeast along dividing lines such as ethnicity or
politics. Whilst the explorations of particular movements or federal spaces have been
enlightening, the Assam highlands frame provides a route to explore the interconnections
central to the conflict dynamics of the northeast. Though plenty of works have provided
53.6"0"/27* studies of movements, this thesis suggests that greater 2$/*0"5/2748alysis should
be crucial for developing how conflict and identity politics are understood during the

northeast’s decolonisation.

The second advance relates to the thematic frames applied to scholarship on the

northeast. Rather than implementing static themes — such as state capacity or the strength of
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discourses — it may be more fruitful to understand the transferability and effects of these
thematic approaches. For instance, instead of asking whether the state is strong or weak — as
scholars like Hassan have done — it is potentially more insightful to ask whether the state is
perceived to be strong or weak by relevant ground-level actors, and then understand the
ramifications of these attitudes. Similarly, it is possible to move beyond the findings of
Longkumer and Roluahpuia — about how particular nationalisms emerge — to interrogate how
anti-state nationalist discourses operated alongside parallel identity-framed critiques of Indian
nationhood. The core transferable trends within the long decolonisation that anchor this thesis,

therefore, indicate ways to develop the thematic approaches currently adopted for the northeast.

At heart, what this thesis suggests is the need for more deeply intertwined and
interconnected histories of the region. Transferability is key aspect of this thesis’ central
argument, and a core method of investigation for future scholars of the northeast to build upon.
It is also worth highlighting that the work here does not claim to be exhaustive. Transnational
linkages — both ideationally and physically — provide a relatively clear further avenue for future
research. But what the thesis does do is provide a platform to begin these explorations, through

the notion of transference.

For this line of enquiry to unfold, the thesis employs the archive as the primary source
of data. This is relatively uncommon for studies of violence in the northeast, which tend
towards either interviews derived from fieldwork or global datasets on conflict.”’C Five key

archives are interrogated in this thesis drawn from across three continents, with their insights
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providing a wide variety of material.”’PThis material provides the foundation for interrogating

the long decolonisation of the Assam highlands.

Beyond empirical notes, there is also the need to reflect on the methodological approach
to the archive. The Assam highlands is primarily a region of indigenous communities. As van
Schendel has noted, the study of indigeneity is not an exploration of specific cultural traits and
inherent biological similarities.’”® Rather, it is a study a shared historical experience,
conditioned especially by colonialism.?”F The key challenge for any archival history of
indigeneity — a term preferred to either ‘Adivasi’ or ‘tribal’, following the logic outlined by

scholars such as Uday Chandra’@©- is the lack of representation. As Prathama Banerjee has
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noted, a core issue is that indigenous communities ‘are almost always invisible in modern state
archives, where they surface only as objects of counter-insurgency and/or policy’.?@"Despite
these limitations,’@9t is still possible to draw together a history from a mixture of top-down
source material, inference and archival techniques, alongside the more uncommon but

especially crucial sources which display a subaltern perspective.’@H

Virtually any reader on archival techniques has some recognition that the archive is no
longer understood merely as an institution of truth waiting for excavation.”@*Some core
techniques for archival research are employed in this thesis to move beyond positivist

suggestions of objectivity.”@BArchival silence is particularly deafening in chapter IV, when
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analysing counterinsurgency operations in the Mizo Hills.”@“Many of the offences that
occurred were not officially recorded, but this was part of the broader process of ineffective
counterinsurgency efforts to win hearts and minds. In this guise, utilising factual reports on

what did occur offers a base-level of knowledge to work out from.

This method of inference is similarly utilised in chapter I, when extrapolating an
estimate about the level of arms proliferation in the northeast during the Second World War.
Research on illicit or uncontrolled weapons diffusion is defined by a lack of source material,
but baseline indicators can be particularly useful.”@®3Working out from a sample size provided
in the US national archives, it is possible to estimate the breadth of weapons proliferation, a
key process at the onset of the long decolonisation. Accepting that the archives are produced
through their own ‘political, cultural, and socioeconomic pressures’,”@Freading along the
archival grain”@"and a sensitivity to the ‘minutiae and banality’ of everyday violence all

similarly underpin the research within the thesis.”"¢
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In short, several techniques are implemented, both explicitly and implicitly, throughout
the thesis to sidestep an acceptance of archival material at face-value. More important are the
opportunities afforded by archival holdings. When drawn together, the plethora of information
provides much needed source material, whose dearth has often limited research on the
northeast. The inclination to accept mythologies — such as the Naga rebel movement as a
minority uprising”H?or the northeast’s issues stemming primarily from outside interference’@
— is untenable when the holdings of the archive are presented. Ultimately, the potential within
this vast array of material is significant and requires even further excavation as research on the

northeast evolves.

With this data in place, the thesis unfolds through five chapters. The first begins with
the onset of the long decolonisation in 1942. Relatively stable power structures had emerged
in the highlands by 1942, but these were shattered by the effects of war and independence. The
chapter argues that the threat of war — and Assam’s role within the China-Burma-India (CBI)
Theatre — instigated a breakdown of colonial governance and led to a proliferation of modern
firearms across the region. This was compounded by the institutionalisation of identity-based
politics as independence loomed. These three factors provided a critical foundation for the long
decolonisation, as the post-colonial state had to deal with the fallout of the events between

1942-47.

The second chapter then looks towards the unrest in the Naga Hills after independence.

Building on the processes identified in chapter I, a cohesive and relatively popular institution
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— the Naga National Council (NNC) — challenged the sovereignty of the Indian state. The
colonial approach of both provincial and central governments to the Naga challenge began to
indicate the limitations of state capacity in the highlands. The centrality of Naga identity to the
NNC - established in contestation to Indian nationhood — was a similarly problematic issue for
the early post-colonial state. The tactics implemented by the NNC also outlined some
forerunner precedents for successful challenges to state authority. Together, the war in the Naga
Hills began to establish the core trends of the long decolonisation, but these trends were not

contained in this district alone.

The Naga uprising was the only case of armed civil conflict in the northeast in the first
decade after independence. Chapter I1I interrogates how the rest of the highlands were affected
by the early years of Indian rule. It details how a relatively benign start to life as part of India
was replaced by widespread political activism after the late 1950s. This transformation was
conditioned by problematic state- and nation- building practices. These processes — impacted
by regional, national and international developments — created conditions favourable for
insurgency across the highlands by the early 1960s. Added to this was the survival of the Naga
rebel movement, which demonstrated how to confront emergency legislation and exploit
India’s problematic international relations. Together, this period saw trends central to the long

decolonisation spread beyond the Naga Hills to the wider highlands.

Chapter IV then delves into the Mizo civil war. Its chief concern is the effectiveness of
Indian counterinsurgency operations in the Mizo Hills. The chapter argues that operations,
contrary to popular belief, were a comprehensive failure. This failure — evident at humanitarian,
operational and ideological levels — was important, as it compounded the growing perception
of state weakness first established during the Naga civil war. In addition, the nature of

counterinsurgency operations crystallised the disconnect between Indian nationalism and Mizo
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identity. Finally, the Mizo rebel movement utilised aspects of the NNC'’s tactical repertoire and
furthered the precedents established for insurgencies in the northeast, proving the Naga
challenge was not an anomalous undertaking. The longevity of the Mizo civil war meant the
Naga conflict could not be explained away as an esoteric security concern. Together, the
lessons from the highlands’ civil wars were critical for the prospects for peace in the broader

northeast.

The final chapter then looks towards two developments which offered the state the
potential to resolve some of the challenges established during the long decolonisation of the
Assam highlands. The first was the Naga ceasefire between 1964-72. The second was the
political and economic reorganisation of the northeast in 1972. Both provided opportunities for
the state. The former through demonstrating its political capacity to resolve a persistent conflict
by negotiation, the latter in providing a more robust politico-economic model than the colonial
template that framed the highlands until the early 1970s. Ineffectiveness on both fronts
displayed the inability to capitalise on opportunities to stem the short- and long- term effects
established by the long decolonisation of the highlands. Indeed, both processes only enabled

the northeast’s transition towards an exceptional space.

The thesis rounds off with a conclusion, which demonstrates how the core themes of
decolonisation — state perception, identity formation and the nature of insurgency — became
engrained in the broader northeast from the 1970s onwards. The challenge to state authority
undertaken by the United Liberation Front of Assam, the identity movements in Manipur and
Tripura and the tactics evident in the budding insurgencies of the late 1970s were not
spontaneous processes. They built upon the foundations established during the long
decolonisation of the Assam highlands. The inability of the post-colonial state to confront the

challenges established throughout decolonisation, therefore, had significant ramifications for
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the conflict dynamics of the northeast. This transition was pivotal in crafting the unique
environment the northeast became. The conclusion rounds off with some reflections on what
the findings in this thesis indicate, especially for understanding post-1947 India, borderlands,

decolonisation and conflict.
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Chapter I: War and Independence in the Assam highlands, 1942-
47.

Introduction.

The long decolonisation of the Assam highlands did not begin with flag independence in
August 1947. It began amidst war, the direct result of external forces. The fall of Rangoon in
March 1942 heightened the prospect of an invasion of British India.”"M India’s eastern
periphery, bordering Burma, was acutely vulnerable to this threat.”"AThe fallout from this

vulnerability instigated the start of the long decolonisation.

The prospect of Japanese invasion began the unravelling of colonialism in the
highlands, five years before official independence. This chapter argues that war and
independence initiated seismic changes. First, war sparked the breakdown of colonial
governance. Second, it led to a vast proliferation of modern weapons. On the one hand this
created a security dilemma. On the other, it provided greater agency for the region’s
inhabitants. Third, a political mobilisation unfolded as independence loomed, that established
the ideological aspirations of local elites. Together, these processes created a sizeable challenge

for the Indian state to confront after 1947.
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The challenge of incorporating colonial frontier zones into an independent nation-state
is often problematic. This ‘postcolonial headache’ — to borrow a term used by Elisabeth Leake
— was apparent in the Assam highlands.”"®But rather than a headache, the effects of war and
independence created a veritable migraine for the Indian state to resolve. War initiated the
breakdown of colonial governance, whilst the proliferation of modern weapons compounded
this breakdown. The result was a power vacuum by the eve of independence. In this vacuum,
the political mobilisation of the highlands constituted a tangible force. Between weak state
control and rising ideological aspirations, this post-colonial migraine defined the opening

parameters of decolonisation in the highlands.

The Assam highlandsby the late 1930s

By the late 1930s, colonial control over the Assam highlands had reached its peak. Over a
century of British interest in the region produced a system of governance with relative
stability.”"CThe expansion of control over the highlands since the early 1800s produced several
major conflicts, and a quotidian stream of smaller-scale clashes. But by the close of the 1930s,

colonial power was established in the highlands.

Across the 1930s, the turbulence in British India provided the impetus for the 1935

Act.”MPFor the highlands, the Act signalled the apex of administrative control as the Excluded

"0 IET1=968)J&8-+$)B"#/BH# (8"l

& | SRTACOPFE i @?FTAD IB/k0&S"#6:) * &+$-$@) '+,) ' $-F&() "8) B&Y"+2-+7.) =%&) C&H'M') H'F&6&+$) -+) I"#$%&($)
*4 - 1T GNG?H602C?AAD/*2(2Y'L, HIGIBDE BIOEGCRI"ICIAIINGP INEAI1EB1ICIGE2MISIR0N 1ACIGIN'G = @BRIAEDLOI/AGH
=1BETE0S 10CE?FB@?FIDARI D1 26L IBICIGINEN1ILCGHGH LI IMAK@ 24@0U[EN@?E2FIC24(~+(

"4, HIG BMGk SEJL LBCDEBCQKS E24 EGGI DLG: PK& GH 14 UBCECIHE 6@ BIM@?MCQNE 6H1& FBRSC?FE PECC@?EQLIG MHEQQN 2F 14 C24 GHIE
JAPM@?6C? 1268 ~4C?612JC0CINGPKE FQ@PEQ IM@?@DIMECABD @00k & SCeH&GH 16 PB@EN IBEN 1.JCB1£0@BEM@)@?CEQRM@?6B@Q'E , H1& MGk
MBIEGIN&GH 1&_PQA ILBC?6"40@B&! ?NCE"JROIN IBEQRJKJIGI DEPAGSEJEJI@EH I ERCQKEB 1 JGBEC? INEG@EP 16M@?JCN 1B INEEERCEPQIG0INTBEQE
D@NIQ' , HIEBME SEJLSCN 1QKENCIMBINCGIN&C?8 UBCGCIHE I 2NCEEPKE T IK&L@QCECMEQROCFAB 1 '8 QE?NHCE SEJE D @B 1EM@?MCQCEC@BKE
(HE?AD@JIGSHI24HI.IJAFF1IGING HIGQ@R 187D 1 26:@08! PNCESBMCIEAPCR IBIEQOKEB I FEBN INGEIE SHAQOKEA?JEGCIOEMG@BKE0@BE
EMHCIRC?F&I?NCE"JE0B 1 IN@D "4UAGCCECIEL@IICPQI @M@ IGBA 14CEREJRE 24ECC I DLG/AH@S IR1BKCDCGINGE?NEOT IPQI/EG@EBILQEMIG

61



and Partially Excluded Areas Order was passed in the following year.”HEAIl of the highlands
fell under the 1936 Order, which was the zenith of a long genealogy of colonial legislation that
established the boundaries of the northeastern frontier. By the 1870s legislation had loosely
identified ‘unadministered’ and ‘scheduled’ zones, whilst initiatives such as the Inner Line
System provided practical governance tools for the region.”HF The 1919 Act advanced
administrative control further with the establishment of the ‘Backward Tracts’.”A® The
Backwards Tracts formed the lineal antecedents for the Excluded and Partially Excluded Areas

Order.”A?
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Understanding this administrative evolution is important. As identified in the
postmodern turn in studies of empire, categories, codification and boundaries created tangible
power structures.”*@Assam’s borderlands were fashioned as part of a colonial imaginary, a
‘savage’ frontier space inhabited by ‘tribes’ with ‘primitive’ cultures.”HBy the time of the
1936 Order, this was a space ruled as a textbook frontier zone, where the colonial state avoided
ground-level administration and prioritised a macro-level modicum of control.”**In practice,
the 1936 Order gave Assam’s Governor ultimate power in the excluded and partially excluded
areas, despite the latter areas being granted representation in the Assam provincial government

as a token political gesture.”AB
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This system of control in the highlands is best understood through Benjamin Hopkins’
concept of ‘frontier governmentality’, a strategy which ‘quarantined the chaos’ of the
frontier.” “Hopkins argued that frontier governmentality contained a legal component — usually
a code or regulation — alongside a ‘man on the spot’ to enforce these legal parameters and
ground-level enablers of the system, usually those in positions of local power.?APRather than
an exceptional form of control, this was ‘an integral, and in truth pedestrian, part of state
design’.”AEThis widespread approach to colonial frontiers provides an anchor to understand

colonial power structures in the Assam highlands.

The fagade of state power established by the 1930s was over a century in the making,
especially motivated because the frontier signalled a threat to Assam’s burgeoning tea
industry.””F The expansion of colonial sovereignty into the highlands involved a vague
patchwork of agreements with local elites in addition to military expeditions, a symbolic

gesture of British power.”6The preference for military incursions led to mass organised
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resistance — such as the Jaintia rebellion in 1862 and the defence of Khonoma in 1879 — and
persistent quotidian acts of resistance.”? Yet, as British presence expanded, resistance was
increasingly subdued by the 1900s, despite the lingering ramifications of the Anglo-Kuki war

and the Zeliangrong uprising.”2@

The expansion of colonial interests did not produce harmoniousness. It did, however,
create a degree of relative stability by the 1930s, as the breadth of resistance lessened. This
stability rested on two initiatives. The first involved the development of administrative
apparatus further into the interior. This was hardly an extensive administrative network. Yet it
provided the platform for the second process: the production of state authority. State authority
was enabled by the spectre of violence. Together, these two enterprises provided the practical

tools to establish governance in the highlands.

The creation of outposts and the role of colonial personnel — Hopkins’ ‘man on the spot’
—ensured a platform for expansion. In the Naga Hills, HQ shifted from a mere military outpost
in 1866 to the more administratively conducive settlement of Kohima in 1881, followed by a

subdivisional base at Mokokchung.?®HThe first political officer in the Lushai Hills was posted
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in 1890, preceding the merger of the loose northern and southern polities into one district.”BA

In the Khasi Hills, the prominence of Shillong as the provincial capital of Assam magnified the
presence of the state, which also resonated into the neighbouring Garo and Jaintia Hills.”®BIn

short, the evolution of administrative bases and appointment of colonial officials provided the

foundations for the expansion of control.

This expansion led to the creation of colonial authority, enforced through a diverse
tactical repertoire reliant on the symbolism of force. Through military expeditions, the colonial
state instigated oaths of loyalty,”®C acts of ‘friendship’,’BP exchange of gifts,”®E weapons
demonstrations and the threat of violence.”8F A major purpose of the 1928 expedition into the

Naga Hills, for example, was to establish ‘friendly’ relations with a chief who posed a problem

for travel routes in the upper Chindwin region.’“®The friendly nature of the visit was laced
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with the unspoken threat of military action. Expeditions often involved a significant military
presence whilst demonstrations of modern weaponry were as much about displaying the power

?C?

of the Raj as establishing cordial relations.”™* Each incursion had a specific purpose of

furthering the psychological presence of the colonial state.?c@

By the 1930s — after decades of refining this psychological subjugation — the methods
of projecting state power were well entrenched. Control was not all-encompassing, and
boundaries were still expanding into the eastern frontier despite the 1936 Order. This is
demonstrated in map 3, whose shaded areas indicated the expansion of the Naga Hills District
across the 1920-40s. Yet, despite ongoing expansion, an equilibrium had emerged whereby the

power of the colonial state was a tangible presence in the highlands.
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An expedition to a series of frontier villages between the Naga Hills District and Burma
in 1939 offers a useful summary prior to the long decolonisation. The expedition was
considered a necessary response to a joint raid by inhabitants from Pangsha, Yungkao and
Ukha villages.”“AThe villages were situated on the eastern side of the Yangmun river, shown
in blue in map 4. A raiding party from these villages had attacked another settlement within

the colonial ‘control area’, that existed beyond the administrative boundaries of the Naga Hills
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District, but still fell within the remit of the British sphere of influence. Thus, the raid was
understood by Charles Pawsey — the Naga Hills’ Deputy Commissioner — as an attack upon

colonial sovereignty.
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The control area around the Yangmun river was not a static construct. Rather, these

British spatial projections of influence and administration evolved to the point where, by the

"%, IDLQEGISGET1260B@DEV E! 5 944 & o+ ((1'46@00%**03k UABDESSIIJEDE P@BN 184 7 EFES =C0QJA E?NE - (BELE 2B@GC 1B
o BEMG'E , HIEFBI1260C? 14™ §0@46H 16S 1 J64@086H 14X E?F DA% &N 1 DEBMEGINGGH 1£1EIG1B26P@A?NEBKE@08CH 157 EFEL=CQ0JE\V/CIGBCMG"S
» HIEBING QC? 16 JAFF1JGING LQE?JE 0@BE 1761 PNC?FE ENDC?CIGBECCR 1% P@A?PNEBCIJE €24 6H1& DINS(-*2J'% , @& GH1& IEJGK @08 6H 14
XE?FDA?/iH 1§ M@?CBAGEBIE 41 NCICIN'E

69



late 1930s, the villages in question fell within the remit of colonial interests.?“CBecause the
raid — by the inhabitants of Pangsha, Yungkao and Ukha — occurred within a zone deemed to
be within the British zone of control, a paradigmatic colonial response followed. A punitive
expedition was undertaken, consisting of three Assam Rifles platoons and around four hundred

labourers. It bore all the hallmarks of a typical (re)assertion of colonial power in the highlands.

Pangsha was burned and its livestock and crops were destroyed.”*®Where a village
submitted ‘unconditionally’ to the expedition’s forces, reprisals were lessened from physical
destruction to fines.”“EFines in the highlands were often administered in terms of commodities
rather than currency, and invariably involved firearms.’“FWith punishments enacted, the extent
of colonial sovereignty was then clearly dictated to the villages in question as reminders were

set about rules within the control zone.

The 1939 expedition was a relatively minor incursion into the frontier, but it
demonstrated quite clearly the psychological subjugation that had occurred within the Assam
highlands by the 1930s. The spectre of violence was a key aspect of the fagade of state power,

which was enacted through undertakings such as expeditions. It relied on the ability of the state
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to react to transgressions with a show of force. It was a relatively rudimentary form of control,

but it was nonetheless effective whilst the state retained military power.

Despite the production of relative stability by the British, their governance model rested
on a precarious foundation. If the military power of the state declined, if the ground-level
resistance capabilities of the communities of the highlands increased or if the underdeveloped
administrative apparatus of the region was compromised, the entire model of control could be
affected. As the long decolonisation of the Assam highlands began, the effects of war initiated

the breakdown of this governance model.

The fallout of war, part I: state breakdown.

Between 1942 and 1945 relative stability in the highlands disappeared. The northeast’s
geostrategic importance in the China-Burma-India (CBI) Theatre led to refugee and economic
crises.”P® The militarisation of the region initiated physical destruction, affected labour
dynamics and created social challenges. The governance model in the highlands was not
equipped to deal with these widespread changes. Colonial power structures broke down,
leaving behind a vacuum as war — mirroring its effects elsewhere in the subcontinent — ‘badly

cracked the foundational scaffolding of the Raj’.”®?
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Analysing the internal ramifications of World War II is somewhat against dominant
historiographical norms. Scholarship on 1940s British India overwhelmingly gravitates
towards independence.’?@ut Yasmin Khan’s '*&8"9&"/&:"0 recently reemphasised the need
to take a longer view of the 1940s, following from Khan’s realisation about the war’s impact
in her earlier ground-breaking work on Partition.”®HRecently, research on the northeast has
shown signs of following this logic.”P*Both exceptional and quotidian events had fundamental
ramifications for the northeast, ranging from the battles at Kohima and Imphal to the broader
militarisation of the region. From the very outset — after the fall of Rangoon in 1942 — the

effects of war were clear.

Refugees flooded across the Indo-Burmese frontier as Japanese forces swept across
Southeast Asia. By April 1942, just under 46,000 people had passed through the borderlands

of Assam.’®PThe majority passed through the Manipur Road, but the routes taken by displaced
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travellers was diverse, leading to notable traffic through the Assam highlands.’®“People intent
on reaching the safety of Cachar, for example, travelled through the Lushai Hills rather than
joining the vast currents traversing the Manipur Road.?’PPThe result was a notable flow of foot-

traffic by the autumn of 1942.°PE

This movement of people at an unparalleled rate added extra responsibility for colonial
officials who struggled to keep pace with these challenges. Even the one hundred and fifty or
so people still passing through the Lushai Hills by the summer of 1944 was too much to handle,
never mind the flows that had preceded them.?PF The food stores in the district were never
plentiful and the influx of extra mouths to feed provided a practical problem. On the ground,
some villages provided food and shelter to those fleeing the war in return for labour.’E¢

However, this harmoniousness was relatively isolated and sporadic. More common was

unchecked movement through a region previously defined by its isolation.

By the Autumn of 1945 — long after the threat of war had receded — the issue of refugees

scattered across the Champhai region in the east of the Lushai Hills was noted to be the most

?E?

pressing problem in the district."="People that fled the war were still spread amongst the district

and there was no clear-cut strategy in how to confront this. In such a large region refugee crises
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revealed the spiralling decline of state control. Migratory crises initiated by the fall of Southeast

Asia were, however, only one of several problems that affected colonial governance.

The broad contours of militarisation were similarly decisive. Physical damage created
its own challenges. This was clearest after the Japanese invasion of British India began in
March 1944.7E@n the Naga Hills, for example, it was estimated that around 2,500 homes were
destroyed because of fighting in the district.”®"Whole regions — such as the Ukhrul subdivision
of northern Manipur — were lost to advancing Japanese forces.” A The scorched earth tactics

that followed resulted in widespread devastation.”=8

The intense fighting in Kohima had a direct effect on governance in the Naga Hills
District. The town was left virtually unrecognisable from its pre-war manifestation. The
destruction meant that even Pawsey had trouble finding his way around ruined office buildings
after the battle.”5C The devastation, therefore, affected administration in a direct way,
effectively razing the administrative HQ of the Naga Hills District in the short-term. It also
resulted in broader levels of destruction across the region, which required time, money and

personnel to restore. All these luxuries were lacking as the war came to a close.

Although the most extensive physical destruction fell in the areas directly invaded by

the Japanese, damage resulting from war was evident elsewhere. Because the Assam provincial
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capital was based at Shillong, vast numbers of military personnel passed through the Khasi and
Jaintia Hills and military practices became commonplace. Reports of accidents within training
exercises were common. In the village of Smit, located in the Khasi Hills, nine people were
killed with several others injured in September 1943 when a shell accidentally dropped in the
middle of the town bazar.”EP Although this was a more exceptional case in terms of human
casualties, the important point to note is the physical damage that accompanied the

militarisation of the region.

The behaviour and actions of troops stationed within the region added a further problem
resulting from militarisation. Clashes between civilian and military personnel were common.
Incidents ranged from minor confrontations to serious harm. In an example of the former, a
quarrel unfolded between British troops and Khasi villagers over the treatment of local girls.?EE
The latter was demonstrated when an American sergeant killed one man and knocked another
unconscious in a drunken rage.”5" Assam’s Governor — Andrew Clow — noted a ‘disturbing

number of incidents’ in this regard across the province.” ®The inability of the colonial regime

to deal with the proliferation of incidents created disillusionment at ground-level.

The disillusionment was particularly noticeable in an incident in the summer of 1943.
A civilian was killed after a collision with a military truck, but locals buried the deceased
without notifying any authorities. When asked why they had kept the incident quiet, a family

member suggested that, because the vehicle had been a military one, there was ‘no use in
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complaining’.?7? This resignation about the effectiveness of state authorities was telling. In this
instance, the perceived lack of state efficacy ensured that villagers continued with life in spite
of the colonial administration. Alone, this disillusion could have been attributed to the
uniqueness of the wartime environment. However, this foundering perception of the legitimacy

of the state became a recurrent theme.

The economic ramifications of war further compounded the breakdown of the colonial
state’s authority. The recruitment drive in the highlands resulted in an estimated 15,000 Garos,
10,000 Khasis and 9,000 Nagas in the Assam Civil Porter Corps alone.”"@These levels of
employment were significant, since the wages on offer were unimaginable prior to the war.’FH
To put the dislocation of wages into perspective, a basic labouring role in the military during
the war offered a comparable rate to that paid by the colonial state to an individual charged
with running an entire police outpost.”™The monetary prospects for employment in military

service far outstripped those within the colonial administration. This reality created fissures

within the day-to-day workings of life in the highlands.

In the Lushai Hills, the at times ‘rapid’ employment of citizens for military purposes
provided a clear indication of how labour dynamics affected regional administration.’™BIn the
summer of 1943, the inability to recruit labourers into the Indian Civil Service (ICS) was

evident as many citizens had already secured greater economic security through employment
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in a military capacity.’"©The wages offered by the military ensured citizens were no longer
reliant on the ad hoc employment of the colonial regime. The offshoot of this reality was greater

economic agency at ground level and issues with day-to-day administration for the British.

The issues evident in recruitment were part of a wider economic continuum set in
motion by the war. The result identified by Clow was a massive ‘economic dislocation...
especially felt in the hills’.”"PIn addition to military wages, there were various other offshoots
of this economic dislocation. Challenges in supplying rice and other foodstuffs created
problems with black market exploitation, as traders charged significantly inflated prices.”"EThe
prices were completely out of sync with reasonable rates for citizens who had not engaged in
military employment. Meanwhile, the sale of fabrics and equipment — particularly those used
in a black-market trade that reached ‘immense proportions’ — further compounded economic
instability.”"F As with the impact of migration and militarisation, the economic impact of war

provided a significant obstacle for the colonial regime.

The crises of war instigated the breakdown of the colonial governance model. A model
which previously relied on the spectre of violence and a facade of power was untenable in the
face of such drastic change. Clow lamented how his staff were ‘more suited to the slow tempo
of the backwater that was Assam’ rather than the intense and unpredictable region it rapidly

became.@®F he anxiety of British officials in the highlands was widespread, as identified later
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in this chapter. The isolationism of frontier governmentality simply could not cope with the
unprecedented scale of movement — and the various crises — war instigated.@©?As one official
wrote, ‘barriers of long-standing [were] rapidly being broken down’.@®@n place of the
relatively stability that defined British governance in the highlands in the 1930s was a power

vacuum by 1945.

Alone the breakdown in colonial governance may not have been terminal. State
breakdown, in a physical and psychological sense, is commonplace in post-conflict societies.@CH
But this breakdown went hand in hand with the increasing agency of highlands’ communities.
The vast proliferation of modern weapons gave greater options for resisting state power. Not
only was the state faltering, but its colonised inhabitants had more options to challenge British
governance. State breakdown created a power vacuum, but the proliferation of modern

weapons intensified the seriousness of this breakdown.

The fallout of war, part Il: the proliferation of modern weapons.

The proliferation of modern weapons across India’s northeast is a largely overlooked

phenomenon.@CAts importance was two-fold. First, it provided an arsenal for the Naga
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separatist movement in the 1950s, as explored in chapter II. Second, it embedded the crisis of
colonial governance that war instigated. State power had already declined significantly by
1945, but the increasing agency of individuals in the highlands — enabled by the spread of
firearms — compounded an already alarming situation. By the end of war, the reality was plain

to see.

The proliferation of small arms and light weapons (SALW) across India’s northeast
unfolded in a variety of ways,®®%nd was the starting point for a long history of weapons
diffusion.@®®nderstanding the spread of SALW is a fundamentally difficult task, since it often
involves negligence, malpractice and illicit trading. These trends can be difficult to trace and

detect. ®®PAs Rachel Stohl and Suzette Grillot have suggested, the obvious scarcity of
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information makes research problematic.@®Ht is not, however, impossible. For the Assam
highlands, the data available from American military sources provides a baseline level of
quantitative information. From this baseline, it is possible to extrapolate outwards to forge a

keener understanding about the breadth of SALW proliferation.

Around 1,000 modern weapons were left behind in the CBI Theatre by US forces after
the Second World War. American military officials became increasingly alarmed by reports of
lost weapons as the war unfolded. Notices identified how ‘the loss and theft of weapons in the
hands of United States Army personnel in this Theater has reached serious proportions’.@GF

Table 2 provides a US military estimate of the SALW lost by its personnel by the end of August

1944.
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Type Lost/Stolen Lost in Plane Crash Combined
Pistol 248 169 417
Carbine 110 22 132

Rifle 40 2 42
Submachine | 40 49 89

Gun

Totals 438 242 680

The statistics corroborate the information provided in quarterly reports provided until that
point.@??Although no total overview is given by the end of US operations in 1945 a reliable

estimate is possible from the remaining data available.

In total, the US military records suggest that around 1,500 SALW were reported as lost
or stolen by September 1945.2°@his was accompanied by the tens of thousands of rounds of
ammunition.@?*Across 1945 the recovery rates of these weapons ranged from just over fifteen

per cent to just under thirty-seven per cent per quarter.©”Even the highest bracket indicator of
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weapon recovery rates leaves around 1,000 modern weapons circulating in the region. This —

it must be stressed — is the most conservative estimate.

The CBI Theatre extended beyond the northeastern frontier of British India, leaving the
question of how many of these ¢.1,000 firearms permeated specifically into the Assam
province. To provide an insight into the levels lost in British India’s northeast specifically,
correlating data in the US archives with British administrative reports is useful. In a report to
Archibald Wavell — British India’s Viceroy — Clow noted the following in October 1944:
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Based on the US reports available, it is likely that Clow’s assessment was derived from the
August 1944 report produced by the American military and shown above in table 2.©?Between
Clow’s assessment and the increasing cooperation between the British and Americans in
combatting the losses of firearms, it can be inferred that a significant proportion of the recorded

losses were filtering into the Assam province.©?PThe summer 1944 estimate, for example,

provided a permeation rate of just under fifty-nine per cent.

Applying the fifty-nine per cent Assam permeation rate to the total firearms diffusion
in the CBI Theatre would be an overstretch. However, the number of guns caught up in the

illicit markets directly involving Assam, which became even more extensive in 1945, suggested
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that a high proportion of missing weaponry in the region was likely maintained.@?®he archival
evidence about the sheer breadth of weapons that remained in the Assam highlands in the post-
independence period — demonstrated by the arsenal of the Naga underground — adds further

support to the suggestion that a high proportion of SALW filtered into the northeast.

There is also further context to add to the conclusions established so far. There is the
obvious issue with weapons ‘officially’ lost by US military personnel. This includes questions
regarding rigorousness and reliability, but in lieu of any concrete evidence a second important
point must be added. This second point is one that is enforced by source material. The US
reports are used because the American military was the most efficient at producing paperwork

about their own losses.@?"The US was not the only military operating in the region.

Figures on the other militaries in the CBI Theatre are less forthcoming. The archive
does suggest, however, that all were liable to losing weapons. The British were reported to
have lost firearms in Bengal in 1944 despite Clow’s claim that it was mainly the Americans
that were responsible for lax practices.®@€hinese weapons were routinely noted in illicit
smuggling routes and used by communities raiding in the North East Frontier Tracts (NEFT).@@?
The prevalence of Japanese rifles in the Naga Hills after the 1944 invasion provides further

evidence of the multiplicity of sources of firearms in the northeast. 2@@Vhat this suggests is
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that the c.1,000 weapons estimate provides a minimum baseline for the numbers that

proliferated in the northeast. The reality is likely to be considerably higher.

With these figures in mind, the concerns of colonial officials about the spread of
weaponry were altogether understandable. At the close of 1943, the frequent loss of arms was
noted to be the ‘chief source of anxiety’ for district officers in the NEFT.@@fh the following
autumn, Clow’s secretary R. W. Godfrey identified a similarly bleak picture in Manipur,
suggesting that ‘vast quantities of abandoned arms and ammunition [are] scattered all over the
State’.@@%Then, after the war concluded, discussions about the ‘thousands’ of firearms
circulating in and around the Naga villages of northern Manipur revealed the extent of the

obstacles that war had produced for the region.@@8

Framing the impact of this proliferation invokes the basic premise of several studies
focused on the historical impact of weapons, published in the past decade and a half. @@An
inherent logic runs through this work, which suggests that arms have active impact on historical
processes ‘well beyond their immediate service functions’.©@Placing SALW at the centre of

historical enquiry aligns with broader research avenues focused on the history of objects,
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commodities and ‘things’, which suggests they have a causal impact which often goes
undetected.©@Being receptive to the extent of proliferation and the panic it caused amongst
colonial officials strengthens the conclusion that SALW contributed to the breakdown of
colonial governance in the highlands. By empowering citizens with greater physical tools to
combat state subjugation, the diffusion of firearms was a key process in the history of the

northeast.

Colonial officials were aware of the potential problems for state authority this
proliferation signalled. A post-war drive was conducted to recover weapons, but the task was
a gargantuan one. To achieve the recovery rates previously identified by the US military,
‘salvage units’ were deployed by the Americans. But these were ‘so small in numbers that they
[could] never adequately cover all areas’.@@Both geography and numbers worked against the
American drive to recover weapons. These issues would prove to be insurmountable obstacles

for the British.

The British recovery drive began during the war as irregulars were deployed on salvage

missions.@"Results, however, were modest.©HThis continued after the war and was enforced
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by the reluctance of communities to surrender weapons. A case study of the village of Irong
Chesaba — about thirty kilometres south of Imphal — is informative in this regard. The village
was located close to a major administrative centre and in a region noted for its loyalty during
the war. Even with these favourable factors, recovery was difficult. When villagers were
questioned by colonial officials about a nearby Japanese plane crash, no information was
forthcoming.@H@t required a thorough inspection of the village to identify that military
equipment was salvaged from the crash by villagers and stored in three houses. Military stores
were desirable, whether for illicit resale, personal use, trophy hunting or broader political
aims.@""This inability to retrieve military equipment from a cordial village close to a central
administrative hub, without having to actively conduct a search, indicated a bleak outlook for

the recovery drive.

The nature of colonial governance ensured any recovery drive for unlicensed weapons
was doomed to be a forlorn task. The colonial regime lacked both the ground-level apparatus
to initiate a drive and the numbers to conduct active searches of villages. With these bleak
prospects, a strategy was implemented to concentrate on recoveries closer to the major

population centres.@"#urther into the interior of the highlands, the British effectively admitted
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defeat, especially with the added complication of insufficient official records about missing

military equipment.@"%he SALW that proliferated during the war were there to stay.

The widespread access to SALW was evident in the post-war highlands, as shown in
the next section. But altogether it is worth reiterating that war had a seismic impact on the
northeast. The crises of war initiated a breakdown in colonial governance, as the fagade of state
power unravelled, and the viability of the frontier governmentality model diminished. The
proliferation of SALW compounded this breakdown, providing greater ground-level agency
that was apparent after 1945. But the post-war environment also witnessed a final trend that
contributed to the post-colonial conundrum the Indian state faced in the highlands. Alongside
the breakdown in governance, and the proliferation of weapons, the rising tide of political

consciousness was a potent force as independence loomed.

Postwar: regional instability and political mobilisation.

The breakdown of colonial governance was a defining feature of the post-war highlands. The
lack of control was clearest in widespread regional clashes, sparked by the proliferation of
SALW across the northeast. The British administration’s control in the 1930s disappeared,
leaving behind a power vacuum for the Indian state. In addition, as talk turned towards the
future of the subcontinent, a widespread political mobilisation unfolded in the highlands. In a
region already characterised by weak state structures and easy access to modern weapons,

political activism provided a final challenge for the post-colonial state by 1947.
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The breakdown of colonial control was reflected in correspondence between British
officials. Panic defined this correspondence. Anxiety about ‘danger spots’ in the borderlands
was evident in a report that worried about how local disputes could spread throughout Angami
territory in the Naga Hills.©HThe effects this could have in the wider district enforced this
sense of colonial angst.@HThe ‘greatest danger spot in the hills’ was identified at the confluence
between the Naga Hills, northern Manipur and the North Cachar subdivision.®"%.ocal feuds
threatened to escalate, but British officials had a startling lack of information about ground-
level developments. For example, news of a meeting between several villages in Manipur —
who had discussed raiding Naga villages to their north — did not reach colonial officials until
long after the event. Additionally, it was Pawsey in the Naga Hills District who was notified
about the meeting, not the relevant British official in Manipur.®2""The prospects for regional

peace were bleak, and the colonial state lacked the capacity to intervene.

This unfolding reality was evident elsewhere, in the northern reaches of the Naga Hills,
the NEFT and the broader Assam borderlands.@A®%eapons recovered from the war provided
the arsenal for skirmishes that occurred without the state reprisals, which previously formed a

cornerstone of colonial governance.@AHistorical rivalries and local boundary issues were some
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of the motivators behind these clashes.©A@he important point was how they reflected the
breakdown of colonial power structures. The British simply could not enforce regional security

in the manner it had prior to the war.

Before 1942 inter-village raiding within British zones of control was confronted with a
show of military force. This formed part of the colonial habitus, which projected an imaginary
of state power that served as a deterrent to future infringements. After 1942 militarised
responses to perceived transgressions to colonial authority were difficult, as the foundations of
British rule in the highlands cracked. US intelligence reports suggested that around seven
hundred deaths were caused by inter-village clashes in the broader Assam borderlands by the
close of 1946.@A"he persistent number of raids reported by the British — and their death tolls

— suggested that the American estimate was likely a reasonable deduction. @A

Although the Garo, Khasi and Jaintia Hills did not witness the same raiding dynamics
evident along the Indo-Burmese border and in the NEFT, an erosion of state power was clear.
Colonial officials were aware of corruption fuelled by the wartime economy, but lacked the
personnel and resources to confront the issue.@*The faltering ‘steel frame’ of the ICS — evident

elsewhere in post-war British India — was similarly noticeable in the Assam highlands.@A¢
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Recruitment for the ICS in Assam had historically been a problem, as the province lacked the
prestige of administrative posts elsewhere.@ABut the effects of war magnified these issues,
with Clow particularly despondent.2AEThe geography of the highlands, which made posting
new officials difficult, was also magnified after the war in light of the breakdown of

governance. @AF

The post-war landscape was a far cry from the relative self-assurance of colonial rule
that characterised the 1939 expedition to the villages of Pangsha, Yungkao and Ukha. The
transgression in 1939 which prompted the expedition — essentially the use of dated ‘guns
against Government orders’ — was a common post-war occurrence which the colonial state
could not confront.28%The anxieties that defined correspondence and the reports of colonial
officials remained until 14-15 August 1947.@8The Assam highlands was a space defined by a

lack of state control and regional insecurity by the time independence was achieved.

But as independence loomed, another key trend in the highlands emerged. That trend
was political mobilisation. Prior to the 1940s, the colonial regime ‘left no room for electoral

processes and banned political activities’ across the highlands.@8€ultural organisations such
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as the Naga Club and the Young Lushai Association (YLA) existed but lacked political clout.@H
But with changes on the horizon and British strength eroding, a notable mobilisation occurred

from 1945-7.

Political mobilisation saw the birth of several institutions and had three distinct traits.
First, an historic disconnect from the mainstream freedom struggle translated into apprehension
about the national parties in British India. Second, the desire for autonomy for the indigenous
communities in the highlands was a core tenet of political activism. Third, ethnicity was central
to political mobilisation, as institutionalised markers of language, religion and culture all
underpinned identity claims. This mobilisation was the final key factor at the onset of the long

decolonisation of the Assam highlands.

Apprehension about British India’s mainstream parties — especially Congress — was a
clear trend in the highlands.©®AHistorically there was little connection to the freedom

struggle.@BBAnti-colonial activity was a regional undertaking, despite Congress’ subsequent
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manipulation of narratives.@8%n the post-war period, the disassociation from national politics
was demonstrated by Mao Naga leaders during an Assam Pradesh Congress Committee
(APCC) visit. During the visit, the Mao Naga delegation ‘confessed that they have heard the
names of Gandhi and Nehru as the great men of India but knew nothing of the Congress or the
League and wished to be associated with the other Hill Tribes in a N.E. India Federation’.@BP
Despite repeated attempts by the APCC to garner support within the hills, the disconnect

revealed by Mao Naga elites was a recurrent theme in the highlands.@BE

This disconnect was important because it fuelled the drive for autonomy amongst the
highlands’ political elite. Congress visions of national unity had little purchase. Autonomy was
desired to combat the paternalism of the valley.@BThis mindset was widespread. In the Khasi
hills, J. P. Mills — Clow’s Tribal Advisor — noted from an early stage how:
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With talk turning towards a future free from colonialism, a sense of difference from an Indian
‘other’ was widespread.@¢This was evident, for example, in the Garo Hills in complaints of
discrimination from the valley.@“@he disconnect from the mainstream anti-colonial freedom

struggle went hand in hand with the desire for autonomy.

Autonomy therefore became a cornerstone of highland politics in the post-war period;
its use as a practical tool to protect indigenous customs was increasingly championed as the
end of colonial rule dawned. Alongside Khasi and Garo cases was a similar trajectory in the
Naga Hills, evidenced in the summer of 1946 during a large meeting at Wokha in the Lotha
region.@“"The meeting was attended by numerous elites who had divergent views on whether
an independent Indian state had the right to rule over the Naga Hills.©“But one clear point of

unity was the desire for ‘local autonomy and due safeguards for the interest of the Nagas’.@CB

The desire to secure autonomy concessions in part instigated the rapid creation of

political institutions between 1945-7. The Naga Hills District Tribal Council that formed in
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February 1946 was the forerunner to the influential Naga National Council (NNC).©@Fhe Garo
National Council (GNC) quickly became the dominant political organisation in the Garo Hills,
though in the Khasi and Jaintia Hills a more fragmented picture emerged.@“The Lushai Hills
also witnessed a degree of contestation between its two major institutions established in the
period: the United Mizo Freedom Organisation (UMFO) and the Mizo Union (MU).@CkAll

these institutions, though, placed autonomy at the centre of their agendas.

The composition of these political institutions was important. Ethnicity was a defining
feature. Ethnicity was understood through identifiers like language, culture and religion but
was never static, nor a pre-destined marker for how political mobilisation unfolded. In March
1945, for example, the Assam Tribes and Races Federation was created. ©“Though short-lived,
the organisation took indigeneity as its central ideological construction. It envisaged a broader
political grouping than — for instance — the narrower focus on Naga identity pioneered by the

NNC. Between 1945-7 indigeneity was compartmentalised into distinct ethnic institutions.

National imaginaries — such as Garo or Mizo — were not born in this period. Identity
formation in the highlands had a far longer history.@®Arkotong Longkumer’s analysis of Naga

nationalism identified a deep-rooted conception of identity related to land, experience and
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religion that sat uneasily with modernist conceptions of nationalism.@P?Longkumer’s
conception mirrored the focus on the historic impact of symbols, rituals and local institutions
pioneered elsewhere by Peter van der Veer, Tony Day and Anthony Smith.@°®et, the political
mobilisation of the highlands between 1945-47 had a profound effect upon these national
imaginaries. The institutionalisation of various highlands’ nationalisms — evident in the birth

of political parties — was pivotal for the trajectories of post-independence identity politics.@PH

In short, therefore, anxieties about the future — centred on apprehension about

paternalistic practices towards indigenous communities — created the impetus for the political
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mobilisation of the highlands.®Phe nascent organisations were organised along ethnic lines
and placed autonomy at the forefront of their political agendas. Ethnicity was a decisive
mobiliser of support. In northern Manipur, for example, Naga communities looked towards the
NNC rather than the Manipur state Durbar.®PHhere were regional variants, such as the split in
the Lushai Hills District over local power structures and the flirtation with Congress in the
Khasi Hills as a practical means to ensure autonomy demands.@°But a constant theme was the

mobilising force that appeals to ethnic solidarity garnered.

The ground-level results of this mobilisation were detectable by the summer of 1946.
At a British Hills Officers’ Conference on 26 July it was noted how local-level administration
was already changing, for instance with the establishment of village and district councils in the
Naga Hills.©P? similar story was evident in the Lushai Hills, whilst a general note was made
about the calls for administrative and political changes across the highlands.@P®Rltogether, the
British were aware they could no longer ‘keep our Hills districts and tribes in a water-tight

compartment’.@PThis reflected the breakdown of colonial control, but also the potency of the
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political mobilisation that was underway. Ground-level action was evident as highlands’

institutions demanded new methods of governance.

By mid-1947, the ‘Bordoloi Sub-Committee’ hearings revealed what the politicisation
of the highlands signalled for the Indian state after independence.®®The Bordoloi Sub-
Committee was part of the Constituent Assembly.@5Headed by Gopinath Bordoloi, Assam’s
Premier, the Sub-Committee was tasked with ascertaining political aspirations in the highlands
after the departure of the British. A keen attachment to identity formations and the desire for
autonomy defined the hearings across the highlands. These ambitions for life after
independence were, therefore, a significant challenge the post-colonial state would have to

confront.

The hearings took place between April and July 1947.25@h the Lushai Hills, from 18
April 1947, Reverend Zairema made persistent reference to ‘the improvement of the position

of the Mizo people’, whilst Vanlawma similarly referred to ‘our internal administration, our
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laws, our customs...”.@E"When the MU representatives sat in the following day, a desire for
‘territorial unity and solidarity of the whole Mizo population to be known henceforth as...
Mizoram’ was plainly stated.©5Despite divergent ideas about the specifics — which included
an appeal by Vanthuama for the right to secede from the Indian Union after ten years — the
centrality of a Mizo conception of identity was paramount.25BAnd, as noted above, this

included demands for autonomy in various guises.@&¢

In the Garo Hills, the internal cohesion of the GNC ensured a unified outlook by the
time the Sub-Committee arrived.@EPAs in the Lushai Hills, the appeals to a Garo sense of
identity were clear, with the stated desire to ‘bring in all Garos from all over Assam’. @& role
within a federated India was more popular here than elsewhere in the highlands, but the GNC
likewise identified autonomy demands as it outlined ‘our special customs and manners which
are different from other peoples of the Plains’.@5fOnce more, the centrality of identity and the

desire for autonomy was clear.
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The meetings in the Naga Hills, from 19 May 1947, were more contentious than in the
Garo Hills. Proceedings began in problematic circumstances with members of the Sub-
Committee absent and Bordoloi’s opening speech — conducted in Assamese — not understood
by many Naga delegates in attendance.@ & hrough the course of talks, the NNC secretary Aliba
Imti mirrored Vanthuama’s earlier emphasis on the ten-year interim principle, though a series
of contrasting ideas about the future left Bordoloi frustrated and talks open-ended.@"But the
one clear trend to emerge — identified by Bordoloi — was the ‘very broad idea that the Naga
land should belong to the Naga people and... the Naga people will be governed by them in

their own land’.@"®nce more, the core aspects of political mobilisation were apparent.

The final Sub-Committee hearings in the highlands were held in Shillong from 10 June
1947 to consider the Khasi and Jaintia Hills. Despite the more convoluted political structure of
the Khasi and Jaintia Hills, a relatively coherent vision was put forward by delegates. @ Before
talks took place J. J. M. Nichols-Roy — an influential Khasi politician — submitted a draft
constitution which gained popularity throughout the region. It recommended incorporating the
Khasi and Jaintia Hills into Assam after independence, but as a distinct polity with control over

local administration. @ Unity for those who spoke the Khasi language — the dominant language
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in the region — was clear.©"®The old Siems similarly noted a desire for regional cooperation if
they remained ‘masters in our own house’.@Fhe central aspects of autonomy and identity were

once more cornerstones of the outlook from the highlands.

By the eve of independence, the political mobilisation of the highlands was a tangible
presence. It added a final factor to the post-colonial migraine that the Indian state would have
to confront. In addition to weak state governance and the proliferation of modern weapons, the
inhabitants of the highlands had signalled their political aspirations within an independent

subcontinent.

Conclusion.

War and independence instigated colossal change in the Assam highlands. The long
decolonisation had begun, but it would be defined by the state’s response to the challenges
established in the 1940s. The breakdown of colonial governance left a power vacuum for the
Indian state. The proliferation of SALW created a security dilemma, especially problematic for
aregion lacking ground-level governance apparatus. The political mobilisation of the highlands

above all posed an ideological challenge. The state required a viable agenda to satisfy regional
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identity movements whilst retaining a sense of national unity. These challenges required

resolution.

The severity of the situation was not immediately evident as independence dawned in
August 1947. The highlands did not witness the levels of volatility evident elsewhere in the
subcontinent, but neither was there an outpouring of celebration. It was, rather, a relatively
benign start to life after British rule. Yet, as Mildred Archer — based at Sanis in the Naga Hills
on 15 August — noted, the calm evident in the region was ‘slightly sinister. It is as if we are

sitting waiting for a storm’.@FArcher’s comments were unnervingly prophetic.

It is to the Naga Hills, where Mildred Archer was based, that this thesis now turns.
Elsewhere in the highlands the challenges presented by war and independence did not create
an immediate crisis. But in the Naga Hills the Naga National Council’s declaration of
independence on 14 August 1947 set an ominous tone.®FEWithin the NNC, several leading
figures were ardent nationalists. They worked towards creating a cohesive, effective institution
that could challenge Indian sovereignty and enact a separatist agenda. It was in the Naga Hills,
therefore, that the most capricious and immediate response to the challenges established during

the 1940s was evident.
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Chapter II: A colonial approach to a post-colonial problem: the

Indian state and the Naga conflict, 1947-58.

Introduction.

After independence, the formative stages of the Naga separatist uprising were critical. Key
trends for the long decolonisation of the Assam highlands were established and structural
challenges emerged for regional security in the northeast. This chapter analyses the shift from
potentially challenging border space in 1947 to site of civil war and emergency legislation by
1958. In just over a decade, the state response to the Naga nationalist movement began to

embed long-term problems not only for the Naga Hills, but the entire northeast.

The chapter identifies how both the provincial administration (1953-56), and central
government (1956-58), invoked a colonial mindset to confront the Naga challenge. Rather than
approaching the Naga nationalist movement in the guise of legitimate ideological aspirations,
the state opted for a security-led militarised approach. The problem — for the state — was that
the Naga rebel challenge emerged as a strong, coherent movement between 1947-52, in a
region defined by weak state control. Hence, as unrest led to clashes and then civil war, state
forces were not able to achieve victory. The inability to defeat the Naga movement in the field

produced future quandaries.

This chapter demonstrates that the state response to the Naga challenge produced three
adverse effects. First, it embedded the rift between Naga and Indian conceptions of nationality.
This directly contradicted nation-building aspirations at the centre, which aimed to reconcile

rather than juxtapose these visions of national identity. Second, it raised questions about the
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capabilities of the state. The longer the state was unable to defeat the Naga rebel movement,
the weaker it appeared. Third, the Naga movement established some key precedents for how
to conduct operations against Indian forces. In response to militarised government initiatives,
the rebel movement utilised its arsenal, geographic surroundings, and international neighbours

to notable effect, ensuring its survival.

All three of these effects directly relate to the facets of the long decolonisation noted in
the introduction. As demonstrated later in the thesis, these processes that began in the Naga
Hills did not unfold in a contained space. They had wider ramifications in the short-term for
the Assam highlands and the long-term for the security of the northeast. The early stages of the

Naga conflict, therefore, were crucial in shaping the post-colonial history of India’s northeast.

The consolidation of the Naga separatist movement, 1942.

The Indian state lacked both legitimacy and control in the Naga Hills after independence, a
direct consequence of the power vacuum left by the British. Between 1947-52, the Naga
separatist movement imposed itself in the hills. It established a presence unmatched by the
state, which clung to colonial methods of governance. The Naga consolidation of power created

the foundation for its separatist challenge, and the civil war that followed.

The region was fashioned as the Naga Hills District (NHD) within the Assam state after
independence.® " The NHD was the sole area of Assam to experience armed conflict in the
1950s. To understand how this occurred, the micro-analytical turn in conflict studies explains

how the Naga separatist movement took control of the power vacuum left by the British.
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In the 1950s, Indian politicians blamed the Naga uprising on a variety of external forces.
These interpretations have long-since been rejected in serious academic literature. Figures such
as Bishnuram Medhi — Assam’s Chief Minister from August 1950 — were quick to blame the
role of Christian missionaries and Pakistan’s foreign policy objectives."®®Udayon Misra
disproved mythologies about the missionaries which persisted into the 1970s whilst the other
explanations did not hold up to scrutiny."®? Yet subsequent analysis has displayed

shortcomings.

The suggestion that the leader of the Naga separatist movement — Zapu Phizo —

‘hoodwinked’ many ‘innocent and simple’ Nagas is as misleading as it is reductionist."*®tate-
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focused research has provided greater macro-level analysis of the Naga uprising."C"Yet,
beyond this literature, reflections are lacking about how the rebel movement organised an
armed challenge so effectively against a vastly superior foe. This is where the micro-analytical
turn is useful."®Alnsights from this literature are essential to understand the Naga uprising.
Before the post-colonial state instigated state-building strategies, the Naga movement forged a

cohesive nationalist movement.

Social networks and grassroots connections can be key indicators of rebel group

success."®BThe Naga National Council (NNC) was proficient in both guises. Attaining
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legitimacy can be critical for a separatist movement, and the NNC was the bastion of legitimacy
in the district by 1952.HC%Establishing parallel governance structures can be particularly vital
for the functionality of a rebel group.H®PThe NNC was effective in this vein. This vantage point
explains how an institution described as little more than a group of ‘tribal elders’ effectively

challenged state sovereignty.HCE

Forging a cohesive Naga nationalist movement was not straightforward. The Bordoloi
Sub-Committee hearings of 1947 did highlight the consolidation of a sense of Naga nationalist
identity, but it also reflected the broad scope of ideas about how identity issues should be
resolved in practice. The NNC did not receive unanimous support and there was no central
strategy that defined comparable institutions such as the Garo National Council."CFAs

independence loomed, this divergent landscape was clear.
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Differing aims led to confused strategies. The NNC leadership on the one hand sought
international recognition for its autonomy claims, sending correspondence to the leaders of
Britain’s major political parties and the Secretary General of the United Nations.H?®The latter
declared that ‘Nagas will be independent’ and that they would ‘not accept [the] Indian
Constitution’."??On the other hand, an agreement was reached with Assam’s Governor Akbar
Hydari at the close of June 1947."?@ he so-called Nine Point Agreement kept the NHD within
Assam but offered concessions in autonomy."?HThe confused outlook which involved calls for
independence and — simultaneously — an agreement with the Indian Union, was reflective of
the divided nature of the NNC in the summer of 1947.H?ABut after August 1947, the separatist

faction within the NNC gained ascendency.
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Though independence day passed in parts of the NHD with little interest, separatist
rhetoric soon abounded."?By mid-1948 Athiko Daiho — an influential Naga nationalist based
in Manipur — was arrested after clashes with Assam Rifles personnel.H?®Daiho desired a merger
of all Naga inhabited regions."?PHis intransigence was echoed elsewhere. In June another arrest
was made of a Naga nationalist, this time an Angami Naga named Zapu Phizo. Phizo similarly
campaigned for the Naga separatist cause and his release in December 1948 on compassionate

grounds was a fundamental decision."?E

Phizo became a focal point for the nationalist movement. He stood in contrast to the
more moderate line of NNC figures such as Theyieu Sakhrie and Aliba Imti. Phizo was not
content to negotiate for Naga sovereignty; he saw sovereignty as a fundamental right. Phizo’s
charged rhetoric was particularly well received after the Assam government was perceived to
have displayed its insincerity. In 1949, Assam’s Chief Minister informed an NNC delegation
that the provincial government had never accepted the Nine Point Agreement.H? It was not a
rejection of NNC autonomy aspirations per se, but the subtlety of the point was lost in the Naga

Hills and the apparent betrayal played into the hands of the separatist faction."@%he regional
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administration’s decision to renege on the Nine Point agreement widely translated as a sign
that the government could not be trusted."@7f democratic processes could not secure Naga

ambitions, then an alternate method was required.

Phizo was elected leader of the NNC in 1949 .H@®is personal travails suggested he was
a durable figure that would pursue the issue of Naga autonomy with intractability, without
susceptibility to weakness or corruption. He had defied colonial authorities, with a clear interest
in securing Naga rights. For example, when quizzed on his apparent collaboration with the
Japanese during WWII, he suggested that it ‘had nothing to do with being antagonistic to the
British or being pro-Japanese. His sole interest was to free his country from foreign
domination’."@"e ensured key allies — such as his private secretary Vilhume — became
important members in the NNC as part of his consolidation of power.H@™His ascent to the

leadership was an important step for the Naga nationalist movement.

After the separatist faction’s ascendancy in the NNC, it positioned itself as the dominant
bastion of legitimacy in the district. Forging social networks and attaining grassroots support
were key tactics. This was a trans-regional undertaking. The Naga inhabitants of the North East

Frontier Agency (NEFT) — especially in the Tuensang region — and the Tamenglong and Ukhrul
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subdivisions of Manipur were prominent zones for the NNC to exploit."@Bordering regions
with Assam, such as the strategically important town of Dimapur, were similarly important.H@<
Across the international border, there was a sizeable Naga population in Burma’s north-western

borderlands."@Map 5 gives a general indication of the areas the NNC targeted in its bid to

enlist support for the nationalist cause, highlighted in bold.
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THE EXCLUDED AREAS OF ASSAM The Geographical Journal, Yan.—Feb. 1944
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NNC campaigns on both sides of the international border were soon identified in
official reports."®"Hazy international boundaries meant establishing links was a relatively

straightforward undertaking and demonstrated the NNC far outmatched the reach of the state
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in the eastern borderlands.HH%n addition to NNC campaigning strategies, their ability to tap
into grassroots networks was a key aspect of their success. As scholars such as Paul Staniland
have identified, pre-war networks can determine how a rebel movement operates and how
effective its cohesion will be."H?Staniland looked towards pre-existing institutions that rebel

groups could utilise. In the Naga Hills, a similar undertaking was apparent.

As identified in chapter I, institution making was a relatively new phenomenon in the
Assam highlands after the Second World War. In the NHD, the Naga Club was the one major
organisation of note prior to the 1940s. But the establishment of institutions such as the Naga
Youth Movement and Naga Women’s Society after independence provided notable platforms
for the NNC."H@Whether these were merely ancillary institutions of the NNC or not is
something of a moot point."HHTheir support as technically external organisations provided a
vehicle to further the NNC agenda.""AConnectivity within society was a core aspect of the
Naga movement’s operations and the role of civil society organisations in providing this

connectivity was critical.

Tapping into civil society institutions ensured the spread of support for the NNC in the
early days and contributed to its durability as conflict emerged, as identified later in this

chapter. But the NNC’s concerted effort to embed itself within the social fabric of Naga society
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was so successful because of the lack of state legitimacy. Whilst the NNC was forging networks
and attaining support, the state invoked a short-term approach to governance which bore all the

hallmarks of colonial rule.

Despite the lack of state presence in the Naga Hills, the evolving influence of the NNC
was dismissed by the Assam government. There was a widespread belief that inter-community
rivalries would prevent a strong, coherent nationalist movement materialising.""BHistoric
enmity between Ao and Angami Nagas — two of the ‘principal’ communities in the NHD —
underpinned this assumption.""CIn Indian political circles the potential for communist
collaboration with hard-line Naga nationalists was the primary concern.""PEven within the
NHD, the Deputy Commissioner was noted to have not ‘take[n] the Council very seriously’ by
the outset of the 1950s.""EThis skewed perception of the NNC was problematic, but the
invocation of colonial governance — taken out of short-term expediency — ensured little ground-

level affection for the nascent Indian state.HHF
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The continuation of colonial tactics after 1947 was evident — for example — in 1952 in
the NHD, where a fine of four hundred rifles was handed out for bad behaviour."A®This directly
mirrored British governance in the region."A?Further afield, in Tuensang, rule through military
expeditions was still a primary strategy in the early 1950s."*&ecurity-focused governance was
the consequence of the lack of state presence in the Naga Hills. The inability of the regional
government to begin state-building practices until the implementation of the district councils
in 1952 — investigated in chapter III — therefore enabled the evolution of the Naga nationalist

movement between 1947-52.HAH

When the state tried to unveil the district council in the Naga Hills for local governance,
it was rejected by the NNC.H*AThe council was refused because the NNC viewed itself as the
legitimate authority in the region. It did not need a council granted by the Indian state. The
notion of legitimacy — in the Weberian sense — can be a crucial factor when intrastate disputes
unfold, especially in areas with weak state control."ABThis was the case in the Naga Hills in the

1950s. “‘Charismatic’ actions such as elections or pledges have been identified as cornerstones
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in the production of legitimacy."ACAs Isabelle Duyvesteyn has suggested, this provided a
‘relational concept’ between a rebel group and its constituents, ensuring the group’s perception
as a viable institution rather than an unlawful newcomer."APThis research nicely frames the

NNC’s legitimacy.

Two initiatives undertaken in 1951-2 crystallised this sense of legitimacy and
underpinned the NNC’s confidence when rejecting post-colonial state-building initiatives. The
first was a plebiscite which took place on 16 May 1951.H*EThough the NNC had made
significant strides by the late spring of 1951, it lacked a symbolic gesture of its popular support.

The plebiscite changed this and provided a key charismatic action for the separatist institution.

The plebiscite asked whether the Naga public desired independence from the Indian
Union."AFThe way the plebiscite unfolded enforced the perception of NNC legitimacy. From
the outset, the Naga leadership kept the Indian government abreast of its plans. Phizo himself
wrote to the President of India months in advance, detailing how the vote would unfold and —
crucially — extended an invitation to government officials to observe."B¢ Through this
correspondence the NNC ensured the plebiscite had a level of authenticity. The fact that

government officials never appeared was irrelevant, because the NNC signalled their intent to
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the central government clearly and openly. In addition, practical measures such as the use of

thumbprints to record votes were implemented on the day.HB?

The results were a key victory for the NNC, as the electorate voted overwhelmingly in
favour of independence. Questions remain about the extent to which the vote represented the
popular will of all Naga communities. Suggestions that the plebiscite was an overwhelmingly
Angami dominated affair have been put forward."B@imilarly, the extent of the electorate’s
knowledge about the NNC’s political obstinance and the reliability of the 99.9% approval
figure remain open to interpretation."BHA lack of source material surrounding the plebiscite
makes definitive conclusions difficult, but the impact of the plebiscite is much clearer. The
NNC frequently invoked the result to demonstrate that they were an authentic mouthpiece for
Naga nationalism, carrying out the democratically proven will of the people."BAlt provided a
sense of legitimacy for the rebel group among its constituents and a pertinent precedent to

justify its actions as it accelerated its challenge to the Indian state.

A second notable expression of the NNC’s legitimacy was also evident. A legitimate
institution has the power and authority to undertake charismatic actions of defiance. The NNC

demonstrated this when it organised a district-wide boycott of the first Indian elections.HEB
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Table 3 gives an overview of the 1952 Assam Legislative Assembly election results in the

Assam highlands.
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Two things are immediately apparent from table 3. First was the continued strength of the
identity-based institutions in the highlands, a factor scrutinised more rigorously in chapter III.

Second was the effectiveness of the Naga boycott.

The election boycott was part of the NNC’s attempt to bring attention to its nationalist

cause. The people of the region had voted for independence and the leadership were keen to
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push through this public aspiration. The fact that not a single vote was cast across all three
constituencies spoke volumes about where organisational power lay in the NHD in 1952. The
NNC proved it could effectively curtail the basic democratic processes of the Indian state."BOlt
subsequently initiated a broader civil disobedience campaign, which included ground-level
refusals to pay taxes alongside <"3$(10"#returning their coats of office in a symbolic rejection

of the state.HBE

By 1952 the NNC had filled the power vacuum left by the British, with the state a
distant second. This was a formative time for the Naga Hills. The influence the NNC attained
between 1947-52 enabled the intensification of the nationalist struggle that followed. The state,
meanwhile, clung to colonial forms of governance out of short-term expediency. Although this
was understandable in a practical sense, it enabled the success of the NNC. The NNC was in
the ascendency, an unenviable position for a post-colonial state with a weak grip on this remote

border region. This environment provided the foundation for the turbulence that followed.

The provincial government and the Naga challenge, 1955%.

Unrest in the NHD began in 1953. The provincial Assam government’s response to the Naga
challenge was rooted in a colonial mindset. This security-first approach contradicted nation-
building aspirations at the centre. It created an ‘us and them’ dichotomy, which contrasted with

the centre’s desire to accommodate regional identity claims in a pluralistic conception of Indian
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nationhood."BF Additionally, ineffective security-force operations against a cohesive, well-
organised nationalist movement began to shape perceptions about Indian state capacity. By the
outbreak of civil war in 1956, the provincial government’s response to the Naga movement

embedded challenges relation to nation-building and state perception.

India’s federal framework meant the regional Assam government — rather than the
centre — dealt with the initial unrest initiated by the NNC. Until 1953, the provincial
administration downplayed the Naga nationalist movement. In part, it misperceived the
evolving strength of the NNC. But overall, it had enough information to understand a concerted
challenge to state authority was brewing in the NHD.HCCThe makeshift use of colonial tactics
between 1947-52 was not particularly effective, but it was partially understandable in a power
vacuum lacking state apparatus. The continued use of colonial-minded governance after 1952,

though, ensured longer-term problems for the state.

The spark for unrest occurred during Nehru’s tour of Assam in late 1952 and early
1953.HC?Considering the election boycott and the civil disobedience campaign of the NNC, a
visit from India’s Prime Minister and premier statesman was deemed a timely intervention to
ease Naga nationalist concerns, after his visit to the NEFT.HC@ehru had consistently professed

an ideological affinity for indigenous rights and the visit was an opportunity to translate theory
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into practice."“HAlong with U Nu, the head of state in Burma, Nehru visited Kohima at the

close of March 1953.HCAThis visit would be known afterwards as the ‘Kohima Incident’.

The meeting was a farce. The NHD’s Deputy Commissioner — S. N. Barkataki — refused
the NNC leadership an audience with Nehru. Instead, he insisted they were only there as
spectators who would not be allowed to raise concerns."“BThis incensed NNC leaders, who
responded by staging a walkout during Nehru’s talk, publicly humiliating him in front of U Nu
by baring their backsides as they left the meeting."““Nehru raged and blamed Medhi for the
fiasco. Medhi channelled this fury towards Barkataki. Humiliation descended from Prime
Minister down to Chief Minister and finally Deputy Commissioner. The latter bore the brunt
and consequently lost his job."PThe Kohima Incident brought the NNC firmly within the
crosshairs of the provincial government, as Medhi’s administration sought to stamp out the

intransigence of the Naga nationalist movement.

In public the provincial government reiterated its rejection of the Nine Point agreement
signed by the NNC and Hydari, whilst its strategies on the ground had adverse ramifications.HCE
Increasing state repression has no guarantee of operational success, and the Naga response to

the provincial administration’s policies aligns with research that suggests military repression
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increases rebel group resolve.HCFThe state intensified police raids in the NHD, and especially
Kohima, as it implemented a security-first approach to the NNC."PColonial governance rested
on the spectre of force. After the Kohima Incident the provincial Assam government followed

in the footsteps of the British.

Security force raids led to arrests of NNC officials whilst the government ejected
perceived troublemakers from the district, in this case American Christian missionaries."P?A
belief that missionaries in the highlands were manoeuvring to create a ‘Christian bloc’ on
India’s eastern frontier circulated in political circles."P@The attempt to isolate the region,
evicting people and fostering controlled seclusion was a component part of the frontier
governmentality of the British. So was the reliance on force to instigate order. This, however,
was a post-colonial problem for a democratic nation-state, not a security concern for an

imperial regime.HPH
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Police raids and the eviction of missionaries continued over the next two years."P"But
the clearest parallels to colonial rule in the NHD unfolded in a legislative sense. The use of
emergency regulations was a core aspect of colonialism and the legislation passed in the Naga
Hills directly mirrored previous British imperatives."PPThe first step in this direction was the
Assam Maintenance of Public Order (Autonomous Districts) Act (AMPOA), which came into
force at the close of May 1953.HPThe AMPOA gave the state the power to restrict movement,
impose fines and generally confront any form of political activity deemed unsuitable. Security
forces, meanwhile, were given powers to undertake arrests without a warrant. The Act directly

contravened citizens’ rights that should be afforded in a democratic system.

The provincial state’s response after the Kohima Incident contributed to a growing ‘us
and them’ dichotomy. On the one side were Nagas, at first those involved with the nationalist
movement, but eventually the distinctions would be blurred. On the other were Indians, largely
in the guise of politicians, security forces and civil staff. This was vividly demonstrated by
Jairamdas Doulatram — Assam’s Governor — in the Autumn of 1953. He suggested in a meeting
> HDD

with missionaries still operating in the NHD that ‘he [who] is not for me stands against me’.

This atmosphere was anything but conducive for the centre’s aims to foster calls for a pluralistic
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conception of nationhood; Doulatram’s rhetoric reflected the simplistic battle lines that dictated

provincial decision-making.

The Assam government’s approach to the NNC was an inherent contradiction to the
ideological foundations of the Indian Republic, enshrined in the Constitution and rhetorically
championed by politicians like Nehru. Nehru repeatedly identified a mid-way between
isolationism and assimilation for India’s indigenous communities as the key to developing an
inclusive conception of Indian nationhood. He, for example, suggested:

Our objective... is to promote the progress of the tribal folk without interfering

with their customs or way of living and without in any way making them feel

that we are imposing anything upon them.HPE
Progress was critical but needed to be developed with respect for local conditions. However,

developments such as the provincial government’s response to the Naga movement provided a

blatant barrier to these ideological aspirations evident at the centre.

Whilst the overall strategy of the provincial government contrasted with aims at the
centre for nation-building, the operational performance of security forces began to raise
questions about state strength. The security-first approach led to greater numbers of staff,
improvements to defensive positions and the establishment of extra police posts.HPFA scathing
assessment produced by R. C. Dutt — the Assistant Inspector General of Police for Assam — in
1953 had suggested that security personnel in the Assam highlands were not fit to ensure basic

law and order. Table 4 provides an overview of the figures produced by Dutt.
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District Permanent Platoons | Temporary Platoons
Garo Hills 1 0

Lushai Hills 0 2

KOCO!L/58: H @

United Khasi & Jaintia Hills 2 0.5

Total 5 5.5

These numbers were — in the words of Dutt — insufficient to cope with even routine police work
in any given district."E?The drive to confront the NNC resulted in a drastic increase in the two

hundred and fifty or so Armed Police personnel operating in the NHD in 1953.

The problem for the state was that greater numbers, and focus on security, did not
automatically ensure success. The Naga nationalist movement steadfastly confronted this
approach. In August 1953 a government run high school was closed and between three and
four hundred students boycotted Indian independence celebrations, revealing the support the
NNC retained after the Kohima Incident."@acking from the Naga Youth movement was one
indicator of the continued strength of the movement’s grassroots networks, whilst the NNC’s
establishment of a parallel Naga institute for education in Kohima signalled that increasing

security forces would not deter the NNC’s operations.HEH
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The establishment of parallel governance structures is a clear and obvious contestation
of state sovereignty, if rebel groups have the organisational capacity and strength to do so.HEA
The establishment of the school at Kohima was part of broader NNC designs for parallel forms
of governance. In 1954, the NNC stamped its authority in the Tuensang region. It established
the Free Naga Supreme Court in July."EBThe creation of the Free Naga government, with
Hongkhin as its leader, provided an even greater indication of the separatist movement’s
resolve."ECEven though the parallel Naga Government was only established in the Tuensang
region for the moment, it reflected the NNC’s clear rejection of state sovereignty as well as its
organisational capacity. These parallel structures would be a recurring fixture as the unrest

intensified.HEP

The NNC were able to establish these parallel structures in no small part because of the
grassroots networks it had forged since 1947. In addition to strategies identified in the previous
section, the role of key NNC leaders such as Imkongmeren — the Vice President — in fashioning
ground-level support within interior communities was critical."E€This support allowed the
NNC to attempt multiple approaches to pioneer its claims for independence, such as in the

goodwill mission outlined in table 5.
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Delegates: Institutional Affiliation:
Ms Rano M. Iralu Naga Women’s Federation
Ms Ngutuono Naga Women’s Federation

Mr Rongsenwati

Changkikong Range Council

Mr Jasokie Naga National Council
Mr Chuselie Kohima Village Panchayat
Mr Tolhopu Naga National Council
Mr Gwega Naga National Council

Mr Khriesanisa

Western Group Council

Mr Khrehie Judge, Kohima Division
Mr Diechiilie Dimapur Tribal Council
Mr Vingunyii Youth Advisory Board, Kohima

The goodwill mission was organised to spread word of the Naga cause across the Assam
state.HF®The objective was ground-level sympathy for Naga nationalist ambitions. Although
the mission achieved little, its delegation offers an insight into the use of local networks.""?The
support from women’s and youth movements remained strong whilst the regional spread of

delegates offered further proof of the broad appeal the NNC held.

The establishment of parallel governance structures and utilisation of grassroots
networks by the NNC was a clear contestation of the unfolding militarisation initiated by the

Assam government. Despite public claims to the contrary by provincial politicians, regional
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peace deteriorated between 1953-56."F@By March 1955 between twenty and twenty-four
Assam Rifles battalions were operating in the Tuensang region."FHDivergences appear in the
archives about the scale of destruction that accompanied these changes. The alleged massacres
at Yengpang and Chingmei are hard to corroborate, but the NNC leadership accused Indian
security forces of atrocities in these instances."FAEasier to substantiate was the obvious
outbreak in skirmishes between Naga separatists and Indian security forces by 1955,

demonstrated in table 6.HFB
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Region Deaths Injuries
Tuensang (NEFA) 258 68

Echoes of British rule resounded as villages were burnt and oaths of loyalty were taken

to the Indian government.HFPBut the provincial government faced a much more cohesive
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organisation, with greater popular support and weaponry, than the British ever faced. Thus, the
Naga movement struck back against security forces with notable successes. NNC volunteers
were noted — for instance — to be ‘running loose’ in certain parts of Ao country."FEThe
utilisation of the interior ensured that training camps were established for rebel fighters as the
Naga fighting force expanded.HFFMeanwhile, at the village of Yimchunger, virtually the entire
population was noted to have mobilised to attack an Assam Rifles outpost.*®®espite the gulf
in resources between the Naga movement and the state, the nationalist group of ‘tribal elders’
more than held its own against the security-focused strategies of the regional government. Each
success bred confidence within the movement, whilst raising questions about the state’s

capacity to confront regional challenges to its sovereignty.

Without any notable victories against the Naga movement, the state once more took its
cue from the British approach to borderlands security. At the close of 1955 the regional
government published the Assam Disturbed Areas Act (ADAA) in the -##".&@"A*//*AS?The
ADAA followed from the AMPOA and gave the government the power to declare any area as
‘disturbed’, whilst granting even further powers to security forces. For example, clause 4 stated

that any magistrate or officer at Havildar, Sub-Inspector or higher rank, had the power to:
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The qualifications in the statement provided security forces with supreme power if they could
provide enough pretext for their actions. The ADAA was the logical continuation of the

security-first outlook that the provincial government initiated in 1953.

The result was civil war from 1956. Despite the general resolve of the Naga movement,
the first signs of factionalism emerged as the influential Sakhrie criticised the violent turn
initiated by Phizo. Because of increasing casualties, Sakhrie signalled his intention to form a
new liberal party in 1955, intent on negotiation rather than armed confrontations with the
government.A®Sakhrie’s considerable personal standing posed a threat to the cohesiveness of
the NNC. The response was swift and brutal. A®Aln January 1956, Sakhrie was assassinated by

the rebel Naga movement.AGB

With the murder of Sakhrie, the implementation of the ADAA and the growing clashes
between rebels and security forces, the central government stepped in and deployed the Indian

Army to take over control of security patrols at the beginning of 1956.A¢“Meanwhile, a Rs.
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5,000 bounty was placed on Phizo’s head, and the Naga separatist movement went

underground.A®PThe civil war had begun.

The period between 1953-56 shaped the evolution of the Naga nationalist challenge.
Rather than dialogue, the regional government chose a security-based approach. This may have
curbed the nationalist movement if security forces enjoyed operational successes, but clashes
between state and rebel forces did not produce any conclusive results by the outbreak of civil
war in early 1956. In the process, the Assam government had actively chosen a strategy which
worked in opposition to the rhetoric of nation-building at the centre. The battlelines drawn
between ‘us and them’ did not sit easily with the ambitions to foster a sense of national identity.
Meanwhile, the lack of concrete state successes indicated that — despite its clear advantages in
resources and numbers — the state may not be particularly effective at waging armed conflict

with regional nationalist groups.

The central government and the Naga civil war, 19568.

From 1956 the central government compounded what the Assam administration began. It too
implemented a security-first strategy that embedded the divide between ‘Naga’ and ‘Indian’
that the provincial government had exacerbated. Meanwhile, the course of the civil war began
to provide lessons for successful insurgency against the Indian state. The NNC had already
demonstrated the capabilities of a strong, cohesive movement. But as war unfolded, the
underground’s use of modern weapons, the northeast’s topography and links across
international boundaries revealed lessons in how to build a sustained challenge to state

authority. As a result, the perception of state strength was further scrutinised, as a

$ g, 7SNV ;5 0+808+) - 't>"BEMGL0BADEGH I LG EQMAGSERD | L@BG/A 7 @'4*081/6_7 EFEJ" /484 <<EBMHi(-81%

130



proportionately weak rebel group engaged in protracted conflict with the Indian government.AGE
The short-term inability to defeat the Naga underground, therefore, created structural

challenges for the state in the long-term.

The deployment of the Indian Army did not deter the Naga separatists. The
underground utilised its local connections to ensure survival whilst parallel governance
structures expanded noticeably. Taxation continued to be paid to the NNC rather than the state
in various regions.*¢"Control over interior regions ensured training camps were created deep
within mountainous terrain.A?®The underground created the Naga Home Guards (NHG) as a
formal fighting unit to replace the more ad hoc volunteer system that came before.A?” Alongside
its armed wing, the underground expanded its official governance organs. The Naga Federal
Government (FGN)*?@was established on 22 March 1956, to supersede the administration
created in Tuensang with Hongkhin as its leader.A?"This organisational capacity underpinned

the Naga underground’s durability.
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There was, though, one notable change in strategy for the NNC. The ability for citizens
to ‘free-ride’ during civil conflicts is difficult. When battle lines develop the chances of
avoiding choosing sides — implicitly or explicitly — diminish significantly.A?AThe payment of
taxes to the Naga underground rather than the state, noted above, offers one of many examples
of how implicit support was offered to the underground during the civil war. But to ensure
civilians did not explicitly side with security forces and potentially compromise the rebel
movement, coercive tactics became widespread from 1956. The Assam government
crystallised the us and them dichotomy and central government tactics followed this trajectory.
Yet, the Naga underground also contributed as coercive tactics increasingly distinguished a
clear line between traitor and loyalist. In short, both government and rebel actions compounded

this oversimplified environment of Naga ‘nationalists’ and ‘traitors’ by the later 1950s.

Instances such as the kidnap of Telichuba Ao from Chuchujemlong village
demonstrated the underground’s turn to coercive methods to retain civilian control.A?B
Telichuba was a former NNC member who renounced the violent methods of the underground.
On the evening of 31 March 1956 separatist volunteers raided Chuchujemlong with the intent
of targeting Telichuba. He was kidnapped while his wife was barricaded in an adjacent room.

Coercion and terror tactics became increasingly common as the underground stifled dissention.
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Terror is often used in civil wars for strategic purposes, instead of constituting random,
mindless acts of violence.A?CIt can be a potent tool for rebel groups.A?PIt can also take many
forms and have a causal impact on the outcome of civil conflicts.A?EFor the Naga underground
it become an effective strategy to proactively confront potential challenges and formed a core
aspect of its tactical repertoire from 1956 onwards.A?"In a trade-off for the inevitable defections
terror would — and did — lead to, the overall degree of control through coercion was seen as an
acceptable trade.A@Former NNC members such as Telichuba became targets, as did <"3$(10"#
who were seen as sympathetic to the state, and %3("#!2#vho symbolically acted as a bridge
between the local and the state.A@“Altogether, this combination of terror and militarisation was

particularly jarring for the citizens of the NHD, and partially explains why citizens increasingly
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turned to religion as life under Indian rule became especially volatile.A@%h this environment,
it is plainly obvious why Naga citizens were reluctant to embrace a sense of self-identification

with the Indian nation.

Terror was a strategy that has been repeatedly used in the northeast; the ULFA’s wave
of secret killings between 1998-2001 was a particularly striking episode.A@"in the Naga civil
war, the underground’s so-called ‘wave of terror’ — noted from March 1956 by provincial
officials — was made possible by the quantities of small arms the rebels held.A@4.ight machine
guns and mortars were amongst the modern weapons recovered from rebels by Indian security
forces.A@BThe arsenal was not infinite, but the operations the Naga underground carried out
demonstrated the potency of modern weapons for insurgency in the region.A@%Activities such
as the persistent cutting of telegraph wires and general disruptions to communications
alongside an upturn in kidnappings of pro-government civilians were enabled by the firepower
of the rebels.@The longer the Naga underground carried out operations with proportionate
success, the clearer the message about rebel group capability, if access to modern weaponry

was possible.
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The Naga arsenal enabled an attack on Kohima in June 1956.A@®]though the assault
was eventually repelled, the situation in the Kohima region was volatile and the day after the
underground struck a significant blow. As a civilian convoy made its way along the Kohima-
Imphal Road underground forces swooped and looted a reported Rs.700,000 worth of supplies
whilst leaving three dead.A@Significantly, a Lok Sabha MP who was present in the convoy
was temporarily kidnapped. Rebel assaults on supply transports were not uncommon, but the
capture of a member of the Lok Sabha was a demonstration of the potency of the armed rebel
underground.AHCA fter the MP in question was released, he brought the case before parliament,
ensuring a public audience for Naga operations whilst condemning the negligence of state
security forces.A"” He claimed that every rebel he had seen was equipped with modern
weaponry, which included STEN guns and grenades.A"@Media reports also gave a public
platform to narrate the successes that Naga rebels achieved with their armoury of modern
weapons.*HHThrough these avenues, information — and lessons — from the Naga civil war

circulated.
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The use of modern weapons in a region with weak state control formed a key precedent
for insurgency in the northeast. It was not the only lesson drawn from the Naga civil war. The
use of the region’s geography was a similarly potent factor exploited by the underground. The
exploitation of the hilly, jungle terrain of the Naga Hills can be gleaned from a Subsidiary
Intelligence Bureau (SIB) report on a meeting at the village of Sanis in the summer of 1956.
The meeting hosted over 2,500 notable Naga elites from across the region and provided insight
into how the underground used the interior of the Naga Hills despite the military presence of

the state.AHA

The Sanis meeting was ‘the largest meeting ever held by Phizo since the inception of
the idea of independence and [the] formation of the NNC’.A"BIncluded on the agenda was the
election of a President — or B*%"$<*— for the FGN. The election provided a key reflection on
the shift towards coercive tactics for the underground. After Imkongmeren declined the
position, Phizo declared ‘sit down if you cannot shoulder the responsibility, you should be
machinegunned’ AH% hrisanisa was ultimately elected, but his acceptance speech was hardly a
stirring call to arms. He declared that ‘as no one wanted to be President’, he would shoulder
the responsibility to the best of his ability.A"P This reflected the shifting reality of the
underground, a grim but resolute attachment to the separatist cause enforced by an increasingly
coercive leadership group. Yet, the meeting also demonstrated the effectiveness of the Naga

interior for the durability of the underground movement.
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Sanis spoke volumes about the enduring organisational ability of the underground,
which utilised hilly, jungle terrain to advantageous effect. To spread word of the meeting, ‘a
notice asking all Tribal Council Presidents, representatives of all the Tribal Councils and
villages, Youth leaders and Women’s Federation representatives was circulated’.AHE The
grassroots networks continued to produce results for the movement and ensured that so many
attendees could be present despite security force patrols. Guides were offered and travel was
undertaken in small groups to avoid detection. Secrecy was paramount, but the movement felt
confident enough in its control within the interior that it could host such a large meeting without
being surprised by security forces. The use of the interior, therefore, was a key asset for

insurgency in the northeast.

The terrain of the highlands was an advantage for the underground, but also one that
would be utilised in time by all insurgent groups operating in the region. The topography of
the northeast was important for insurgency. Arguably more important, though, were the
international boundaries that ringed the region. Geo-politics, as well as natural features, were
therefore critical. The Naga underground operated out of the international borderlands,
especially along the Burmese border, to good effect from the outset of clashes with the state. AHF
But its contacts established with East Pakistan in 1956 set another notable precedent for the

region. Third party intervention and external patronage can be a key indicator of rebel group

longevity.*CThe links to Pakistan were important for the Naga underground in 1956, as it
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provided refuge within the Chittagong Hills Tracts (CHT).AA?1t provided a haven for rebel
leaders and Phizo utilised this external help to evade capture from 1956 until his exile to

London in 1960.AA@

The use of modern weapons, the exploitation of interior and international terrain as well
as external patronage were critical factors for insurgency in the northeast. Together, the lessons
established during the Naga civil war provided some key indicators for would-be insurgents
elsewhere in the region. These were transferred in various guises, explicitly through contact
between neighbouring institutions and implicitly through the outcome of the Naga war.AAH

During the process of decolonisation, therefore, the precedents of insurgency began with the

Naga underground.

Whilst the underground established key precedents, the central government’s
militarisation of the Naga Hills only raised questions. The longer it took to strike a decisive
blow against the Naga movement, the weaker the state appeared. Its security-based outlook,
which mirrored that of the provincial government between 1953-6, included an intensification
of patrol operations, which accelerated casualties for both sides.A**Table 7 displays the official

casualty figures provided by the Indian Home Ministry by the summer of 1956.
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Killed Wounded
Naga Rebels 370 n/a
Indian Army Forces 68 234

These statistics were accompanied by an estimated one hundred and twenty-one civilian

deaths AA“By the summer of the 1956, the casualty list was accelerating.

In an effort to improve operations, fourteen Armed Police platoons stationed in the
Naga Hills were converted into Assam Rifle (AR) units with basic training in guerrilla tactics.
This was followed by plans to create another AR battalion out of eight more Armed Police
platoons.*APln addition to improved training, recruits were provided with weapons more suited

to confronting the Naga underground, shown in table 8.

"()*& D&10).IF * IKLPIRO++05/&):=196+#&(/:$.19(:$)05=!>5AB

Weapon Number | Ammo Reserve Ammo | Total Ammo
Required Required

Rifle (No. 5) 748 37,400 112,200 149,600

LMG (Bren) 56 42,000 112,000 154,000

Grenade Firing Rifle 56 336 1,232 1,568

STEN Gun 126 11,340 22,680 34,020

2” Mortar 14 672 1,176 1,848

Pistol .38” 24 288 432 720

Pistol signal 14 168 504 672

Grenade 770
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STENS reflected the recognition about the advantages of lightweight, fast-firing weapons in
the hill terrain of the highlands whilst light machine guns and mortars provided greater

firepower than the previous reliance on rifles.AAF

The central government clearly recognised the seriousness of the situation. The
militarisation of the Naga Hills indicated this, as did the visit of G. B. Pant — the Indian Home
Minister — to Assam to chair emergency talks in July 1956.AB%Yet, practical problems hindered
the effectiveness of state-led operations, from intelligence to training and recruitment. Though
significant resources were allocated for the Naga civil war, this did not neatly translate into

results.

There was a disparity between state and rebel intelligence networks.AB? Whilst the
underground was well integrated into the social fabric of Naga society, Indian intelligence
gathering was hampered by this lack of penetration. Advances were made, leading for example
to the capture of relatives of Phizo and their armed guards, but overall, this remained a
problematic issue for the state.*B€The underground was able to utilise its internal leverage to
H

continually strike back, especially against government-friendly citizens in the region.AB

Meanwhile, the underground’s use of terror ensured villagers were reluctant to offer
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information to security forces."BABetween the lack of state presence in the region and the

reluctance of Naga citizens, attaining intelligence on the Naga movement was difficult.

Practical challenges were also presented in the training and recruitment of security
forces. The Army was meant to offer training for regional security personnel, but this was a
relatively ad hoc system that left certain units without suitable preparation.ABBMeanwhile, the
second converted AR battalion noted earlier was plagued with issues in efficiency and
effectiveness, despite the projected outlay in training and weaponry.B9t would, ultimately, be
disbanded altogether. ABPEfforts to entice local recruits from the highlands into security forces
were also met with an overall lack of enthusiasm.ABEThe practicalities of conflict in the Naga

Hills, therefore, curtailed the effectiveness of state-led operations in the civil war.

The perception of state capabilities was impacted by these developments. The Naga
war rumbled on for the next two years without any definitive victories for the government, with
small-scale clashes common.ABF Casualty rates were far higher for rebel forces than security

forces by 1958, shown in table 9.
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Killed Wounded Taken Prisoner
Nagas 1207 1235 1686
Indian Civilians 28 36 2
IA Forces 162 452 0
Totals 1397 1723 1688

However, despite Naga losses outweighing those of Indian forces, the inability to produce any

notable breakthroughs posed considerable problems for the state.

The MP kidnapped by the Naga underground — Jogeswar Singh — offered a clear
critique of security forces, accusing them of negligence prior to the rebel attack.A“?In the Lok
Sabha, the critique was swept somewhat under the rug by MPs, whilst the central government
was keen to deflect the seriousness of clashes between state and rebel forces.A°@ut this rose-
tinted assessment — displayed in public by politicians such as Nehru, Minister for External
Affairs J. N. Hazarika and Minister of State B. N. Datar"“"— could not be maintained
indefinitely. Across the highlands, as shown in chapters III and IV, the evolving perception of

state strength was keenly felt.
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Whilst the Naga civil war established pertinent questions about state capacity further
afield, internally the disdain for security forces was displayed by underground tactics. One

example was shown through a case of arms surrenders in Autumn 1956, displayed in table 10.

"'()*& +F&OCOI9(*:I T$+6():=!1$I+$*HS(1>?DAB s

Weapon Type No. Surrendered
Shotgun 900

Rifle 28

STEN gun 2

The surrender of so many weapons was initially thought to indicate a growing level of
government support from civilians. This belief was quickly dispelled after the revelation that
the underground encouraged civilians to surrender largely unserviceable weapons to gain the
trust of security forces.A“BSuch episodes, which raise questions about other apparent success
stories of weapons surrenders, were part of a broader refutation of security force

effectiveness.ACC

The precedents of insurgency and state perception were two notable factors in the early
stages of the Naga conflict, after the centre took the lead in operations. A third was the
entrenching of identity conceptions that the provincial government began. Ardent supporters

of the underground had a clear ideological opposition to a pluralistic conception of Indian
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nationalism, but this was not a unanimous trend amongst the 212,975 citizens of the NHD.ACP
Nation-building aspirations were understandably low on the agenda as civil war began, but
there was an opportunity for the state to bridge the chasm between ‘Indian’ and ‘Naga’,

especially considering the underground’s coercive tactics.

Between ardent rebel followers and state security forces was a large population of
civilians. It has already been identified how the militarised environment of the Naga Hills
naturally led to an apprehension towards Indian nationhood amongst Naga citizens. However,
greater focus on the strategies implemented towards these civilians could have been pivotal for
the Indian government, providing a degree of relief from a volatile atmosphere whilst
projecting the nation in a positive light. But a lack of attention to civilian support was critical
and the state bypassed a significant opportunity. To compound this, its tactics adversely
affected perceptions of identity, creating animosity towards ‘Indian’ forces. The result was an

intensification of the disconnect between Indian and Naga conceptions of identity.

Some state-led tactics had operational uses but appeared on the ground to punish
civilians far more than rebel ringleaders. For example, gatherings of five or more people were
banned throughout the NHD, but this served to restrict civilian lifestyles more than it combatted
rebel operations, creating a source of discontent in the process.A“EBut the clearest example of

missed opportunities was in the village grouping scheme initiated from 1956. The idea was
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drawn from British counterinsurgency tactics during the Malayan Emergency.A“"On paper, the
tactic aimed to win ‘hearts and minds’, turning the civilian population into an advantage against
the rebels. The hypocrisy within these counterinsurgency (COIN) tactics is drawn out in greater
detail in the Mizo civil war in chapter IV, but the Naga case-study aligns with the revisionist
historiography of COIN.AP%Village grouping was little more than state sanctioned oppression
of civilians. It led to citizens being forcibly moved from their homes, restricted their freedoms
and allowed for excesses by security force personnel. In this environment, conceptions of an

Indian ‘other’ spread rapidly.

Village grouping in the NHD was an operational failure, but its ideological effect on
the civilian population was a more significant ramification.AP? The most comprehensive
ground-level assessment of Naga counterinsurgency operations was provided by a series of
interviews conducted by Nandini Sundar. Despite a lack of archival material on grouping in
the Naga Hills, Sundar’s conclusions closely mirrored the Mizo experience that is drawn out
in chapter IV of this thesis. Her research, which encouraged villagers to reflect on their
experiences, suggested a clear hardening of attitudes against the government.P€The conduct

of military personnel, the impact on day-to-day life and the treatment of Naga civilians as
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outsiders, rather than Indian citizens, all combined to ensure a disenchantment about Indian
security forces. As a corollary, this enforced perceptions about the Indian ‘other’, especially

impactful considering the prior isolation from ‘mainstream’ India and its citizens.APH

The realities of village grouping, alongside other ground-level initiatives, were
something of a debacle. Archival material on village grouping may not be extensive, but it still
does suggest that health crises followed the forced movement of citizens.APASmall-scale
disagreements between security personnel and Nagas plainly opposed to the underground
provided a further source of unnecessary friction.APBSuch occurrences ensured that where
loyalties between state and separatist group were unclear, there was little incentive to support
the central government’s military drive in the Naga Hills.AP°The appeals to civilians were part-
baked and paled in comparison the detrimental effects of ground-level strategies.APPVillage
grouping failed to aid the state’s military operations against the underground, but embedded

the chasm between conceptions of Naga and Indian nationhood.

The village grouping initiative was an early episode in a long history of security force
actions against Naga citizens which enforced anti-Indian sentiment in the region. The most

fundamental step was taken in 1958. The NHD had already been declared a disturbed area
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under the ADAA.APEThe continuation of colonial methods by the central government was
further revealed as it sought greater powers through emergency legislation. The result was the
Armed Forces (Assam and Manipur) Special Powers Ordinance, passed on 22 May 1958.APF
The Ordinance provided the precursor for the Armed Forces Special Powers Act (AFSPA)

passed later in the year.AE®

The AFSPA granted powers like the ability to shoot on sight against anyone deemed to
be an enemy of the state. Its ‘draconian’ rules have drawn extensive criticism.AE?If the 1953
AMPOA signalled the invocation of colonial era exceptional legislation, then the AFSPA
provided the zenith of this mindset. Rather than transitioning towards a democratic approach
to internal challenges, the central government embedded the inclination towards colonial,

security-first policies in the Naga Hills, first initiated by the provincial administration.

The implementation of the AFSPA in 1958 was effectively an admission of state
weakness: an admission that it lacked the capabilities to confront the Naga separatist challenge.
This reality, by the close of the 1950s, became increasingly evident across the highlands, as
identity movements elsewhere arose with their own perceptions about Indian state capability.

The complete betrayal of democratic freedoms to pursue a military-based approach was more
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comparable to British frontier governmentality than effective governance in a democratic
nation-state. Where the provincial government began with the AMPOA, the central

government continued with the AFSPA.

The evolution of Naga identity in the first decade after independence was critical. It
was a key time to demonstrate to the citizens of the Naga Hills the advantages of Indian
democracy. Instead, the security-based initiatives of the state crystallised divergent Naga and
Indian nationalist conceptions. This reality was a clear contradiction to the nation-building
ideals of the early post-colonial Indian state. When added to the notes on state perception and
insurgent precedents already identified by this chapter, key trends in the Naga Hills were

clearly emerging as potent factors for the long-term stability of the northeast by 1958.

Conclusion

For the long decolonisation of the Assam highlands, the early stages of the Naga conflict were
crucial. Questions about the state’s capacity to confront identity movements were particularly
important because of the national trends affecting the highlands, as shown shortly in chapter
III. By 1958 the chances of an inclusive conception of Indian nationhood catching on in the
NHD had diminished rapidly, especially after the passing of the AFSPA. The entrenching of
anti-Indianness in the Naga Hills would impact how identity movements elsewhere in the
highlands developed, also covered shortly. Meanwhile, the early precedents established by the
Naga underground would similarly evolve in notable ways in the future. The types of weapons,
the different internal and international bases, and the external patron may have all fluctuated in
later years. But these fundamentals became key for the insurgencies of the northeast, first

established by the Naga underground.
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Though these trends became paramount for the northeast’s prospects of stability, it is
important to point-out that an unsuccessful start to the Naga conflict was not necessarily
terminal for the prospects for peace in the northeast. The effects within the NHD were always
going to be difficult to reverse after 1958, but further afield the rest of the highlands was not in
open conflict with the state. Instead, a more benign start to life in post-colonial India unfolded.
The next chapter moves on to interrogate how, despite this more benign environment, the
broader highlands became increasingly politicised by the close of the 1950s. In the NHD, the
state’s security-led approach created problems. In the rest of the highlands, its problematic

state- and nation- building practices expanded these problems.
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Chapter III: The challenges of state- and nation- building in the

highlands, 1947-62.

Introduction.

In the NHD, storm clouds circled shortly after independence. This was not the case in the rest
of the highlands. Yet, between 1947-62, a notable transformation occurred. This transformation
was slower and more subtle but just as decisive, both for the security of the highlands and the
conflict dynamics of the northeast. A relatively benign start to life under Indian rule dissipated
as the 1950s wore on.AF@By the early 1960s, in the highlands beyond the NHD, conditions

favourable for insurgency were forged.

Regional, national and international processes were critical in this transition. Regional
state-building ambitions were curtailed by practical issues. This created questions about the
highlands’ fit within India’s federal structure; a workable governance model, development and

positive change was lacking. National calls for linguistic reorganisation in the 1950s had an
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acute knock-on effect in the highlands. Identity movements were strengthened and clashed with
the central government’s nation-building aspirations. This laid the platform for an environment
conducive for insurgency, after the Assam Language Act passed in 1960. International relations
between India and China had indirect ramifications throughout the highlands. The Sino-Indian
war of 1962 revitalised the Naga rebel movement but also impacted regional politics. The hill
state movement became less militant as a result, but in the Mizo Hills the war revealed the
breadth of instability. Altogether, the challenges of state- and nation- building created the
conditions for insurgency, whilst the Sino-Indian War demonstrated the differing reactions of

the highlands’ identity movements to these conditions.

This transition embedded long-term trends — originally identified in the Naga rebellion
— by the early 1960s. Firstly, the state was increasingly perceived as weak across the highlands,
not just in the NHD. Secondly, the friction between Indian nationalism and highland identities
varied from uneasy accommodation to outright hostility. Finally, the persistence of the Naga
movement solidified foundational precedents for future insurgent operations in the northeast.
The first decade and a half of the long decolonisation of the highlands, therefore, was critical.
Civil war in the Naga Hills was obviously important, but the inability to bridge challenges in
the rest of the highlands was similarly significant. The result was widespread political unrest

and the genesis of a second civil war.

Regional challengedor state- and nation- building, 194754.

In the early years after independence, regional challenges within the highlands were the most
pressing concerns for the provincial and central governments. On the one hand, state-building
was needed for an area previously defined by a lack of state control. On the other, regional

identity aspirations — which were institutionalised on the eve of independence — had to be
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integrated into Indian nationalist discourses. These were the immediate challenges the state

confronted in this former frontier region of empire.

A recurrent narrative at the time — circulated by provincial and central government
officials — stated colonial rule produced artificial boundaries between hill and valley, disrupting
historic networks within a supposedly natural, historic Assamese region.AEHState- and nation-
building objectives intended to rectify this dislocation. State-building involved the production
of tangible state apparatus in a decolonising region, from the construction of governance
institutions to improvements in infrastructure and communications. The desire for national
unity — especially central in Nehru’s rhetoric — required an ideological resonance with Indian

nationalism. In both instances, translating theory into practice was difficult between 1947-54.

After independence, the highlands became Autonomous Hill Districts (AHDs) within
the Assam state. The Bordoloi Sub-Committee hearings prompted the Constituent Assembly
to ensure autonomy provisions for parts of Assam’s borderlands. The provisions were codified
in the Indian Constitution, published in 1950. The result was the Sixth Schedule, which

provided parameters for the AHDs, shown in table 11.AFA
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No. Name

1 The United Khasi-Jaintia Hills District
2 The Garo Hills District

3 The Lushai Hills District

4 The Naga Hills District

5 The North Cachar Hills*

6 The Mikir Hills*

The Sixth Schedule granted democratically elected district councils to the AHDs, with
autonomy in aspects of local legislation alongside taxation, education and justice. This was a
notable change from colonial rule, where power rested in the hands of an unelected official AE€
Issues of regional and national interest — in economics, development and security — were
beyond the remit of the district councils. But, overall, the model was a practical effort to
preserve indigenous culture whilst providing a degree of autonomy, a recurrent theme across

the highlands during the Bordoloi Sub-Committee hearings.

The district council model was critical for both state- and nation- building, as shown
shortly. For the former it provided a method for transforming administration, governance and
local infrastructure. For the latter, the model was decisive for the central government’s nation-
building ambitions under Nehru. National unity was a key aspect of the central government’s

ambitions for development and economic prosperity.AEPUnity was also paramount for political
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cohesion within such a diverse nation-state.AEEA defining feature of the early post-colonial
state was the desire for an inclusive, pluralistic conception of Indian nationalism which
transcended regional identity markers.AEF Nehru’s outlook on indigeneity — which weighed
heavily on government policy — fell somewhere between isolation and assimilation.AFC®
Essentially, this meant preserving indigenous rights and culture whilst developing an

ideological attachment to the nation.AF? On paper, the district council model provided the

solution for the highlands.
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Nehru explicitly identified the importance of the district council model; it was critical
to reconcile the tension between highland identity formation and Indian nationalism. In a
remarkably prognostic discussion with the head of Assam’s Tribal Areas Department, the
following was noted:

The PM [Nehru] was very anxious that the District Council should be given

every opportunity to make a good start. He enquired about the financial position

of their bodies, and stressed the importance of loans and subventions to them in

the beginning... The PM was anxious that everything possible should be done

to convince the Tribal people that [the] Government were serious about making
the district autonomy scheme a success. The failure of the scheme, whatever the

reasons might be, .2<!/& 0*#1)/& 2$& /'*& .3#/& #*0231#& 0*6*05TH¢ AB@H

particularly referred to the fact that the success of the scheme in the other areas

would surely influence the course of wants in the Naga Hills.AF@
The centrality of the district council model to Nehru’s macro-level thinking was palpable. The
anxieties of the highlands’ political elite between 1945-7 — identified in chapter I — were an
ailment that required resolution and the district council model was the remedy prescribed by
the centre. Further correspondence between Assam officials and Nehru substantiate the claim
that he felt autonomy concessions were pivotal for the highlands. To Medhi, he suggested that
the protection of local customs was essential to bridge the gap between indigenous

communities and national consciousness.AFHBut, to realise these ambitions of harmony, the

district council model needed to be viable in practice as well as theory.

Yet, before the district council model was implemented, there were early warning signs
for state-building aspirations. Roadbuilding offered one example. Partition meant the Lushai

Hills District was especially detached from the rest of the country, with international
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boundaries to the east, south and west. This meant problems in communication, transport and
supply.AFAThe bridle track that linked Aizawl to Silchar — and thus towards the Assam Valley
— was virtually unusable for motor vehicles during rainy season.AFBFunding was therefore
allocated for the Silchar-Aizawl Road, by the central government.AF°The difficulties the project
faced revealed the inherent tension in India’s federal system that, in turn, prohibited smooth

state-building in the highlands.

After the initial allocation of funds, the centre subsequently reduced the money
available to the provincial government for the project. This was problematic for the Assam
administration, which had focused its energies on publicising the scheme within the Lushai
Hills.AFPFailure to deliver on its promises raised questions about the dependability of the
government, whilst Mizo citizens in certain areas took it upon themselves to begin construction
because of the state’s lethargy.A"EThough the centre-regional dispute over funding was never
serious, it raised questions at ground-level in the Lushai Hills about the commitment to the
development plans the state supposedly had. Though funding issues were understandable
considering the severe economic problems the Indian state faced by the late 1940s, the episode

proved to be indicative of persistent issues faced in state-building.

Even some of the most small-scale, mundane designs were defined by inefficiency. This

was evident when trying to bridge communication problems in the Lushai Hills. Lack of
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infrastructure meant that the district’s two major settlements — Aizawl and Lungleh — could be
completely cut off in the event of an emergency. The Deputy Commissioner devised a cheap
and simple contingency plan to forestall this. He required funding for six bicycles, to be used
by trained runners in an emergency, to provide points of contact within the district whilst larger
infrastructural projects — such as road-building — developed.A"F Such a small-scale plan took
around half a year of discussions with provincial government officials and police departments
to reach a decision.B¢®espite the advice of both the Lushai Hills Deputy Commissioner and
the Deputy Inspector General of Police for Assam on the usefulness of the scheme, the
provincial government rejected the plans. They cited a lack of funds whilst directly
contradicting the advice offered to them.B®?The inability to create even the most basic solutions
for the highlands’ communication problems indicated the challenges inherent to early post-

colonial state-building ambitions.

These broader issues with state-building provide useful context for the unfolding of the
district council model. The district councils were established in the highlands in 1952.B¢@rior

state-building ambitions were curtailed by friction within India’s federal system, but after 1952

AFF & Bl , BVE6 ; 740808*'4 VILAKE 6@DDCIIA? 18/t i AJHECE =000J¢ 6@ . IMBIGEBK/& , BOPEQt SBIEJL T4 VIRI@LD 126
VILEBD I 26/ (¢PAFAIGE(-8*"%

% BBl , BVE6 ; 760808*'4 VILAKE 6@DDCIIC@?1B/& § AJHECE =C00Jé 6@% . IMBIGEBK/E , BCPEQE SSBIEJL €& VIRIQ@LD 1264
VILEBGD 126/6* 3k ; MG@P 1B(-8*24% - Bt , BVE6 ; 760808*'4V' 64V AGKCQEOE?EL] 4V 47" . CPFH/E34[E?AEBK(-8+'¢

1B B, BVI6 ; 760808* OE?EL] 4V k7% C2FHIGEEV I LACKI6 @D DCIJIC@? 18/ § AJHEC=CQ0J/6(Ok - IPBAEBKE(-8+'%

WHOGA"HS)"8)$%08&) 7"66-((-"+)"+)$%6&)C-99)/#&.()"8)/(('6: YBHINT | SIV I(HC#<C2CIBKIA0=0D 1iSBOEBI/A(-11Y/k
L'6 (8% , H1ENCIGBIMEL MBA2MCORC 2 6H 14 7=\/E SEJ 286k 1JGEPQCIHIN/ PAGK 1031 SHIBLC246H 1k HCFHQE?NJLSH 1EM@A M S 181
MBIESIN'G , HUASEJ0800@S INEPKISH 11 JBEP(CIHD 1 264@01B1 FC@2EUMAAPMUIESSHC246H INCIGBONGT'E - @B I AEDLQI/GHIAES(S
i ETHIBIB1 FCQ2EQIMBAMO SEJRAPR 100 INEC?4( ~8+HIEJLLEBG@0KGH 1L § AJHECH=C00J/4 SHOGICH 1[0 SECIBI FC@2EUMBAPMUSE
(2EAFABESINC24(~ 114 SCGHC2iH 1] HEJUE PNA[EC260ES=C00J's

157



a more concerted system — at least in theory — for localised state- and nation- building was

created.

The district councils were generally toothless entities. The only minor success occurred
in the Lushai Hills but involved legislative change rather than state- or nation- building
achievements. At the elections to the Mizo District Council (MDC) and the Assam Legislative
Assembly, the MU attained notable victories.BHTo realise its democratic message, the MU
passed a series of legislative changes between 1952-54. It reduced the taxes on paddy paid to
chiefs and changed rules on hunting, honey and salt.®B®*The Acquisition of Chiefs’ Rights Act
of 1954 was the last in a series of changes aimed to break power structures enabled by
colonialism.B®BThe changes implemented by the MDC ensured the village councils — rather

than the older hereditary chiefship system — exercised local administrative power.

The MDC’s legislative revolution was the only positive for a model which is widely
considered unworkable.BCElsewhere, the councils were challenged because of their limited

scope of powers. The inauguration of the Khasi and Jaintia council in 1952 was undermined
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by a public protest in Shillong.B®PThe time taken to implement the Sixth Schedule and a lack
of political representation for the highlands underpinned the unrest in the Khasi and Jaintia
Hills.B®EThis line of thought questioned whether the district council offered any genuine
autonomy, if power still effectively lay with the Assam Legislative Assembly.B6FThe model,

therefore, was not wholeheartedly subscribed to purely because it spoke of autonomy.

The challenge evident at Shillong was not uniform. But a series of meetings from 1952-
4 between members of various hill associations reflected the growing scepticism of the model.
These discussions resulted in the foundation of the East India Tribal Union (EITU).B?CAfter a
meeting at Tura in the Garo Hills in early October 1954, the demand for a separate hill polity

B??

was aired for the first time.”’" The hill state demand was driven by a belief that Assam’s
highlands did not belong in an Assamese polity. The offer of regional autonomy, through the
district councils, was not sufficient. The councils held limited powers, whilst the provincial
and central governments held all real control over decisions. It is worthwhile reflecting, at this

point, on how regional developments impacted on the growing challenge to the district council

model.
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In the quote given above, during Nehru’s discussions with Assam’s Tribal Areas
Department, the last line is particularly noticeable: ‘the success of the scheme in the other areas
would surely influence the course of wants in the Naga Hills’.B?@ehru saw the scheme acting
as a beacon to curb nationalist ambitions elsewhere that were antagonistic to his vision for
nation-building. What happened was the reverse, as the Naga challenge enforced criticism of
the district council model. Certainly, propaganda campaigns between India and Pakistan did
not help. One Assam official was particularly irked by the ‘insidious propaganda indulged in
by Pakistan’ that had created discontent in the Khasi Hills bordering East Pakistan.B?"But

within the highlands, the rumblings of discontent in the NHD had their own implications.

The separatist agenda of the NNC resonated throughout the broader highlands. Certain
‘extremist’ elements elsewhere in the Assam highlands clearly took their cue from the Naga
separatist agenda. Those pioneering volatile ideas included S. A. Chyne in the Khasi Hills, who
sought a similar path to Phizo’s methods.B?AWhilst the NNC acted largely independently from
the influential political organisations in the Garo, Khasi and Jaintia and Lushai Hills in an
operational sense, its ideology and strategies were a key barometer for indigenous elites
seeking greater levels of autonomy. As a central government publication reflected by the mid-

1950s, ‘there is no denying the fact that the demand for a hill state partly reflects the separatist
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pull of the extremist elements’.B?BThis statement reflected the importance that extremism —

pioneered by the NNC — had in conditioning the political atmosphere of the highlands.

The highlands were not operating in a vacuum. The knock-on effects of political
activism in one area created reverberations. Institutions such as the EITU were partially the
result of these reverberations. Ground level anxieties, the spectre of the Naga challenge and
competing visions about the future of the highlands coalesced to form the first hill state
movement. Some of its key leaders — such as Williamson A. Sangma — were particularly
influential local figures who advanced the EITU’s standing.B?CThis fluidity of ideas led to a
report by an Assam official, which claimed the ‘spirit of separatism had been subtly infused
into the minds’ of certain figures within the highlands.B?P This intercorrelation across the
highlands was evident in the 1940s, identified in chapter 1.B*EIn the 1950s, it enforced the
challenge to the district council model and provided an obstacle to the state- and nation-

building objectives of the early post-colonial governments.

By 1954 there were signs that the district council model may not be an effective panacea
to the identity movements of the highlands. The MDC had peaked with its legislative revolution

whilst elsewhere the councils made little progress.B?" The birth of the EITU spoke of the
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growing rebuttal of the model. Yet, the challenge was not particularly serious by this point.
The general mood is best understood as grumblings of discontent rather than widespread
militant activism.B@#However, the regional trends that enforced this discontent were about to
be impacted by notable developments nationally. The effect of national politics underpinned

the transition from grumbling discontent into wholesale political action.

National challenges for stateand nation- building, 1954-60.

In 1954 minor discontent was evident in the highlands. By 1960, widespread political activism
abounded. This change was conditioned by national developments. Scrutiny of the district
council model within the highlands dovetailed with national calls for a linguistic reorganisation
of India’s federal structure. The clamour for political change that arose across the country
bolstered movements such as the EITU. This, in turn, exacerbated the challenges to state- and
nation- building that the post-colonial state already faced in the highlands. By 1960 the benign
start to life in independent India was over, and conditions favourable for insurgent action were

germinating.

Those within the highlands with qualms about the post-colonial political structure of
the northeast were given significant impetus in 1954. The States Reorganisation Commission
(SRC) was established at a time when challenges to the status quo were manifesting in the
highlands. Nation-wide calls for changes to India’s federal structure were acutely felt in the

highlands because regional state-building initiatives did not result in socio-economic
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improvement across the 1950s.B@By the close of the decade, the highlands still faced similar
socio-economic challenges to those evident after independence, as covered later in this section.
Therefore, as central, regional and local administrations struggled to instigate positive change,

nation-wide calls for greater regional autonomy had particular resonance in the highlands.

The northeast was not the only region to express discontent about India’s federal
arrangement. The protests in Shillong in 1952 were stimulated by an inherent logic that had
parallels elsewhere in the country. After 1947, the ‘imprint’ of traits associated with British
rule — especially after the 1935 Act — were retained in the political composition of the nation.B@@
As shown in maps 6 and 7, the political map of British India before independence bore notable

similarities to the country’s post-colonial federal structure.B@H
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Many of the old provinces provided the templates for the new states. The similarities between
colonial rule and post-colonial political structures created challenges in the 1950s, as

movements demanded a more democratic model attuned to regional demographics.

The vigour of demands intensified after 1952. Potti Sriramulu’s campaign for a Telugu

speaking polity separate from Madras state led to a hunger strike that ended with his death,
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revealing the entrenched desire for change in the south of India.B@A fter Sriramulu’s death,
movements for ethno-linguistic changes to India’s federal structure became more vociferous.B@P
In the central government, apprehensions existed about whether a federal restructuring was
contradictory to nation-building imperatives, because it risked entrenching regional identity
movements at the expense of the national.B@%But these attitudes thawed as campaigns for
change accelerated. Nehru declared before Parliament in late 1953 that a commission would
be appointed to conduct extensive research into the breadth of demands.B@fhis action was one
of many that demonstrated that the early post-colonial state genuinely aimed for democratic

evolution.BH®The SRC was established in the following year.

The SRC’s announcement had significant impact in the northeast. Memos and wires
were communicated to the SRC from various institutions within the highlands. Correspondence
was sent from the Khasi National Durbar and from Williamson Sangma in the Garo Hills.BH?

In the Mizo Hills District (MHD) — which had been formally renamed in 1954 — the UMFO

also sent a note to the SRC.BH@'he SRC’s travels in the northeast then intensified the clamour
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for potential changes to India’s federal model and emboldened institutions such as the EITU.BHH
The following reflection made by J. J. M. Nichols-Roy gave a sense of the agitation within the
Khasi and Jaintia Hills:

The hill people do not share the joy of the Independence of India. They feel they

are freed from one master to be brought under another master, who, according

to the feeling of the people, manifests the tendency to exploit the hills, especially

in the Khasi Hills.BHA
Nichols-Roy’s reflections detail how the district council model was insufficient to meet the

desire for autonomy in the highlands. Rather than instigating state- and nation- building

aspirations, the model was actively working against the highlands.

The extensive research of the SRC created the basis for India’s linguistic reorganisation
of states in 1956.BHBIt was an ethnofederal restructuring, a system of federal governance that
largely ‘equates to ethnically defined territorial autonomy’.BHCLanguage was the primary tool
used to define ethnic demands, even if it would not always be the sole basis for
reorganisation.B"PThe 1956 reorganisation was part of a broader shift away from the old

colonial template and towards an ethnofederal arrangement for the Republic, shown in map
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After 1956 a clearer political structure emerged. Fourteen states and six union territories
replaced the older model of part A, B and C states, with language chosen as a predominant
marker for polities. Although literature on the early changes to the federal structure of India
remains ‘scant’, India’s ethnofederal model has largely been framed as an archetypal success
story in global research.BACKatherine Adeney’s work has been particularly insightful for
understanding whether India’s federal structure has managed — or hindered — competing ethnic
demands. She stressed that despite a general decrease in ethnic-based conflict, regional trends
were varied.BA?This regional variation is important. The effects of ethnofederal restructuring

in the highlands offers a novel angle to nuance the debate.

In 1956, the highlands were not directly affected by India’s linguistic reorganisation.BA@

Indirectly, there was notable impact.BAHA fter the linguistic reorganisation of 1956 the hill state
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movement gained greater impetus, as the designs of the EITU were overlooked by the SRC.
Conversely, the reorganisation accelerated ambitions for the expansion of the Assamese
language in the northeast, an antagonistic agenda for identity movements in the highlands.
Thus, rather than looking towards a success or failure rubric in India’s ethnofederal structure,
this chapter argues that the fissures of the federal restructuring process served the critical
function of intensifying political activism in the highlands. The publication of the SRC’s report

demonstrates this point.

The report of the SRC viewed the EITU movement as relatively minor. It did not foresee
the EITU offering a concerted challenge to the northeast’s political structure. Subsequently,
the report dismissed the hill state aspiration along with the separate demands for a ‘Purbachal’
state pushed by the Cachar States Reorganisation Committee, whilst it similarly overlooked
various other suggestions emanating from the hills.BA*Ultimately, the report concluded that
‘the creation of a new hill state will... in the long run [work] against the interests of the
scheduled tribes’.BABThe paternalistic nature of the conclusions only enhanced the hill state
demand, and it became commonplace for hill leaders to invoke accusations of paternalism and

hegemony from the plains dating back to independence.BAC

A second notable aspect of the SRC report was the reflection on contrasting aspirations

in the northeast. Several institutions — such as Assam Pradesh Congress Committee, the local
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Communist Party and the Tripura State Congress — were ‘broadly’ in favour of maintaining the
status quo.BAPBut the report also alluded to the designs of the Assam government in expanding
its scope of influence into Manipur, Tripura and NEFA.BAEThe report, therefore, revealed the
internal paradox that calls for reorganisation to the northeast produced. On the one hand were
the designs to expand Assamese cultural influence and on the other were the calls to create new
states.BAFThe SRC revealed the political contradictions inherent in the long decolonisation of

the northeast.

In the highlands, the EITU became increasingly influential after the 1956 linguistic
reorganisation of the country. Its successes at the 1957 elections to the Assam Legislative
Assembly were evidence of this. Across the highlands, EITU affiliated politicians contested
fifteen seats, winning ten.BBCThis included victories for key figures within the movement, such
as Williamson Sangma in the Phulbari constituency, albeit with an incredibly narrow margin.B8?

Although still developing, the hill state demand was given notable public endorsement at the

1957 elections.

Though the majority of the EITU’s backing was primarily ideological, certain
institutions simultaneously utilised the movement for political goals. This was evident in the

UMFO’s backing of the EITU movement. The UMFO suffered resounding defeats against the
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MU in the early 1950s, but the hill state movement provided an angle for political opportunism.
At the 1957 elections to the Assam Legislative Assembly, UMFO candidates stood as part of
the EITU movement and won two of the three seats allocated for the MHD.BB@This was a
significant reversal for the UMFO, but in a broader sense political support from the UMFO

only strengthened the hill state demand.

The developing strength of the EITU movement went hand in hand with the
ineffectiveness of state-building initiatives. The ‘Pataskar Report’ offered the greatest
reflection on the struggles in creating state apparatus and forging development in the highlands

across the 1950s.BBHThe report included observations such as the following:

There is... a popular impression among the hill people that the pace of
development in their areas could have been much faster. The hill areas abound
in mineral resources and also resources for setting up power projects, forest
based and agricultural processing industries and manufacture of precision
instruments and light weight goods. These resources, according to this popular
feeling, are not being fully exploited because of the antipathy of the State
government.BBA

The lack of implementation of state apparatus, the poorly coordinated drive to develop aspects
of the region’s economy and the antipathy of the state towards the highlands were all recurring

themes of the report.BBB
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There is ample evidence to suggest that, as the 1950s wound to a close, the state-
building initiatives for the highlands failed to resolve the lasting problems evident since
independence.BB9n the broadest sense, the lack of socio-economic development was especially
concerning. The highlands were noted to be amongst the poorest in the state, which itself trailed
national averages of growth.BBPThe regional challenges before 1954 showed little sign of being

resolved by the close of the decade, as the highlands stagnated in various ways.

These structuring processes — ineffective state-building initiatives and issues with
nation-building — were important. They created an atmosphere where calls for greater political
autonomy had significant purchase. Desire for change was grounded in a belief that the post-
colonial vision for the highlands was flawed, as the ineffectiveness of state- and nation-
building actively enforced the growing strength of regional identity claims. The unfolding
events in the Naga Hills particularly encouraged the ‘extremist’ elements within these identity
movements. Together, these provided critical context for a seminal period between 1960-2

which dictated the short-term conflict dynamics of the highlands.

The conditions for insurgency and the trajectories of conflict, 19662.

Between 1960-62, the conditions for insurgency were forged across the highlands. The
evolution that occurred between 1954-60 laid important groundwork, which was then
exacerbated by events from 1960 onwards. The Assam Language Act (ALA), passed in 1960,

was fundamental. Widespread agitation followed the ALA throughout the highlands. However,
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differing trajectories unfolded between the Mizo Hills on the one hand and the Garo, Khasi and
Jaintia Hills on the other. In the former, a separatist movement was born amid localised famine.
In the latter, despite unrest, the Sino-Indian war had the unintended effect of stifling the more
extreme elements in the hill state movement. Though the conditions for insurgency emerged

across the highlands, it was only in the Mizo Hills that a civil war took place.

In Sanjoy Hazarika’s seminal work on conflict in the northeast — G/0"$<*O#&3H&/!*&12#/
— his coverage of Meghalaya was understandably scarce.BBE As he wrote, ‘Assamese
irredentism led to the creation of Meghalaya, the only state of the northeast, barring Arunachal
Pradesh, that has not seen a full-fledged insurgency’.BBFThe inference from major scholars is
that the state of Meghalaya — comprised of the Garo, Khasi and Jaintia Hills — provides little
insight into trajectories of conflict in the northeast. It is rarely recognised that, from 1960-62,
the Assam government was especially concerned about the hill state movement and its potential
for violence. This chapter argues that the entire highlandsB“®was susceptible to insurgency
during this period. Understanding why the Mizo Hills alone witnessed civil war, therefore, is

important when reflecting on how intrastate conflict is born.

The ALA — passed by the provincial government — was a critical hit to the nation-
building ambitions of the centre in the highlands. It was the culmination of a process fifteen
years in the making, where the state failed to bridge the ideological barrier between hill and
valley. The passing of the ALA was perceived to be a direct socio-cultural attack from within

the highlands. It enforced the strength of the hill state movement and compounded the
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disconnect between highland identity formations and broader conceptions of Indian
nationalism. The ALA, therefore, signified the ultimate manifestation of the failure of nation-
building, as identity formation was embedded as a localised phenomenon opposed to

assimilation.

The ALA was an important piece of legislation. It reflected the contradictory forces in
play in the northeast that had been revealed during linguistic reorganisation. The Act aimed to
make Assamese the mandatory language throughout the state and flowed from the designs of
Assam’s elites highlighted in the SRC report. Pursued by institutions such as the Asom Sahitya
Sabha — an influential literary organization — the ALA was primarily concerned with the
preservation of Assamese culture.B¢?Although the specifics of the Act were not as draconian
as sometimes portrayed, it was perceived in the highlands as a clear show of socio-cultural

aggression,BC@

The ALA embodied the anxieties about hegemonic tendencies in the plains evident
across the highlands since 1945; the ‘Assamisation’ of the highlands was widely believed to
be underway.B°HThe impact of the ALA has been downplayed in scholarship. It was
traditionally employed as a convenient ‘scapegoat’ for Indian officials, who were eager to

deflect away from the shortcomings of the district council model as the demands for a hill state
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increased.B“A But when framed within the broader processes of decolonisation, it has
fundamental importance. Building upon the core theme of nation-building, it enforced the
dichotomy between hill and plains whilst sharpening the identity movements within the

highlands.

It is critical to note that the ALA was an initiative pursued solely by the provincial
government. The centre was aware of the detrimental effects on nation-building it could signal.
The correspondence of Bimalaprosad Chaliha — Assam’s chief minister from the close of 1957
—revealed this. In a wide-ranging letter, Nehru cautioned Chaliha against the Assamisation of
the state, and noted the following:

I can understand the desire of people in Assam to further the use of the

Assamese language. Indeed it is one of our national languages as laid down in

the Constitution. But the way agitations are started and often supported by

young school boys disturbs me for the future of Assam. There is a certain

immaturity about all this and a narrowness in outlook which will come very

much in the way of the development of Assam... As you well know, the

language issue in Assam has some effect in the hill States. The path of wisdom

obviously would have been not to do anything at present which disturbs the
atmosphere on these hill States.BB
Nehru knew what the extension of the Assamese language signalled for highlands.B®“He saw
the Act as contradictory — and damaging — for the centre’s aspirations for nation-building. But

the federal structure of the Republic afforded significant power to the provincial administration

and the ALA was passed by the Assam government.B¢P
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The response was both emphatic and immediate. Bengali speaking communities in
Assam rallied and organised a conference in Silchar at the beginning of July 1960 to combat
this perceived aggression.BEIn the highlands, a comparable level of political activism
unfolded. Within a few days of the Bengali conference at Silchar a meeting of the EITU
leadership was held. The result was the formation of a new organisation, named the All Party
Hill Leaders Conference (APHLC).B¢FAlthough the EITU initiated the hill state movement,
the APHLC was the institution that intensified demands in an increasingly volatile

environment.

The APHLC immediately called for a hill state, separate from Assam, and ensured talk
now turned to action. Publicly, the centre was keen to denounce the idea of a separate state.BP®
But the vociferousness of the APHLC demands brought the government to the negotiating
table. The situation across the entire state was tense, leading Chaliha to suggest a review of the
law and order situation.BP?The result of APHLC demands was the offer of a ‘Scottish Pattern’
alternative, which proposed greater levels of autonomy from the provincial government

without offering full statehood.BP@ he concessions included greater power for ministers elected

to the Assam Legislative Assembly in a highlands constituency seat.BPH"However, in light of
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the ALA’s passing, the APHLC refused any offer short of statehood. This led to a series of

negotiations between 1960-62.8PA

The breadth of thought within the APHLC was notable. As with the early Naga
movement, there was a broad church of competing ideas. In the Naga uprising, the ascension
of Phizo had been critical. The signs of extremist elements in the APHLC were evident.
Chaliha, for example, noted how ‘there have been indications some of the younger sections are
getting extremely restive. Posters have already started appearing threatening people [who
supported the] Scottish Formula’.BP8n addition to threats made towards figures such as Chaliha
himself, he also predicted that ‘a serious threat to law and order’ could develop and that ‘we
need our own forces’ to ensure that the threat could be met.BP°The democratic ideals of key
members within the APHLC — and the fact that Congress had achieved certain gains previously
with J. J. M. Nichols-Roy around independence — were key factors keeping the movement
peaceful BPBBut the increasing strength of anti-democratic elements noted by Chaliha signalled

that the conditions for a violent turn were not off the table.

The ALA ensured that the APHLC had the required strength to push for its hill state
demand. Confident in its position, it consistently rejected the proposals that stopped short of
full statehood whilst ramping up efforts to force the state’s hand. In a symbolic gesture, a non-

cooperation movement was launched on the first anniversary of the passing of the ALA by the
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APHLC in 1961.BPE The strong showing of APHLC candidates at the 1962 Assam elections
further emboldened the organisation.BPFWith this in mind, the situation across the summer and

autumn of 1962 was worrisome for the state.

Stanley D. D. Nichols-Roy — the son of J. J. M. Nichols-RoyBE®— was one of the
APHLC’s main leadership figures and in the summer of 1962 was noted to have set out
proposals to establish a parallel government.BE? Once more, the comparisons to the Naga
movement were clear and the open talk about flagrantly disregarding state sovereignty was a
notable step for the APHLC. Nichols-Roy, it should be noted, was not the only one pushing
the APHLC agenda further, as other local leaders encouraged direct action against the
government.BE@pen talk of reputing state sovereignty, alongside the disparate ideas within the
APHLC and the consolidation of a highland identity all offered key indicators that a turn

towards conflict was possible.

These were conditions favourable for insurgency. Key indicators suggested this:
extremist elements in the hill state movement, anxieties within the provincial government and
the acceleration of political action. There were clear parallels to the Naga separatist movement.

Though the APHLC leadership were more democratically inclined than Phizo, it is worth
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remembering that the key figures in the NNC before Phizo’s ascent — such as Sakhrie — were
similarly peace-minded. The geostrategic location of the Garo, Khasi and Jaintia Hills was just
as favourable as the Naga Hills for waging civil conflict. Civil war was a possibility in the area

around 1960-62.

The impact of the Sino-Indian war was crucial in curtailing the heated nature of the hill
state movement. It might appear peculiar that a war that did not even touch the terrain of the
APHLC’s remit could have such a decisive impact, but the timing of the war — in light of
political developments — was startling. Literally hours before the Chinese invasion of India on
20 October 1962, ongoing APHLC meetings were noted in large numbers across the Garo,
Khasi and Jaintia Hills.BE*Propaganda was increasingly volatile because members of the Assam
government openly questioned the force of the hill state movement.BEAA large scale meeting —
known as ‘Demand Day’ — was planned for 24 October to demonstrate the breadth of the hill
state movement. Tens of thousands of people were projected to come out in force to
demonstrate the veracity of the APHLC.BEBConsidering the strength of the APHLC following,
the volatile atmosphere and the historic precedents of similar days of direct action, the future

looked volatile BEC
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Hence, the timing of the Sino-Indian war was pivotal. The war, in theory, opened space
for political concessions if the APHLC leadership wanted to exploit the debacle unfolding in
India’s northeast and northwest borderlands. This did not happen. Chaliha sent an urgent
telegram to the APHLC leadership pleading for a suspension to their demands after the Chinese
invasion.BEPDespite the potential for dissent created by the border war, the APHLC leadership
made a decisive effort to postpone demands and support the government against the
‘aggressors’.BEEThe role of the leadership was critical in shifting the APHLC’s stance towards

support for the government, and away from political confrontation.

It must be stressed that the change in stance of the APHLC was not a sudden jingoistic
embrace of Indian nationalism. Rather, the prospect of war provided a strenuous test of the
APHLC’s aims. If India’s grasp on the northeast fell, the prospects of a bright, autonomous
future for the hill state movement was even bleaker under Chinese influence. Interestingly,
there were parallels between the APHLC’s changing stance and the argument provided by
Bérénice Guyot-Réchard as to why communities in NEFA accepted the return of Indian forces
after the war, despite the clear ‘disillusion’ in the region about the Indian state.BEIn short, the
Indian state was weaker and less efficient — for example in military terms or state-building
initiatives — than China. This weakness provided potential opportunities for an autonomy
movement and greater possibilities to resist the state. For the leadership, who were critical in
engineering the turn, the possibility of a negotiated settlement with the Indian government was
not off the table by 1962. It was the elements within the movement that took their cue from the

Naga underground that were pushing for armed confrontation with the state. But the leadership
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— importantly — still held sway as the Sino-Indian war began. In the short-term, Indian — rather
than Chinese — influence was preferable, certainly from the perspective of the APHLC
leadership. This did not mean that the Garo, Khasi and Jaintia Hills were suddenly replete with
ardent Indian nationalists. But it did explain the shift towards the support offered from the

APHLC to the Indian government in 1962.

Even with this explanation, the change in tone was startling. It spoke to the organisation
of the APHLC that it could alter paths so quickly and decisively. Instead of ‘Demand Day’
forming a robust show of support for the hill state movement, it became a mass rally against
the Chinese incursion.BCIn the following days pledges were sent from local elites in support
of the war effort.BF? A week later, a joint resolution was passed in Guwahati on 31 October
taking ‘a solemn pledge to work, co-operate and give all help in expelling the enemy from the
territory of India’.BF@All of Assam’s major political parties lent their signature to the resolution,
including the APHLC. This was a swift turnaround following the war, as the ‘heat’ was taken
out of the hill state movement.BFHThe volatile atmosphere prior to 20 October 1962 had several
possibilities. The Sino-Indian War effectively provided an acid-test for the APHLC leadership.

The leadership, during a foreign invasion, decisively backed the government.

The impact of the war should not be understated. It demonstrated how issues such as

timing and external forces can impact conflict trajectories and the dynamics of identity
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movements. The border war is well known for the indignation felt afterwards in India.BFA1962
has primarily been understood from international and national perspectives, with Guyot-
Réchard’s work providing much-needed reflection on its regional importance.B 8 For the
APHLC, its indirect effect upon the nature of the hill state demand was critical. However,
despite the war providing some much-needed good news for the Indian state in the Garo, Khasi

and Jaintia Hills, it signalled trouble in the Mizo Hills.

The impact of the ALA was as keenly felt in the MHD as elsewhere in the highlands.
Yet its consequences were even more damaging because of the famine that hit the district from
the late 1950s. The famine — referred to locally as 1"1/".  — unfolded as a direct result of
ineffective state-building strategies. The stagnation in creating state apparatus and igniting
development was particularly important in the MHD, as the famine which gripped the region
was both predicted and avoidable. But the lack of efficient governance structures ensured that
widespread destruction followed. The famine was the ultimate manifestation of the failure of

state-building in the Mizo Hills, and compounded the impact of the ALA.

The famine involved the cyclical flowering of bamboo plants which, in turn, ignited a
surge in the rat population. This historically posed a problem to grain stores. Since the cycles

of I"1& and "'2$<&ould be roughly predicted, contingency planning was possible.B*“Colonial
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rule had been autocratic, paternalistic, and laced with the spectre of violence but had adapted
to provide relief in the early 1900s. By the famine of 1959 the post-colonial model established
for the MHD meant a lack of preparation for I"1/".  despite repeated warnings from the Mizo

populace.BFPThe result was widespread hardship.

By the time the local government was aware of the gravity of the situation — and funds
were sanctioned to combat the crisis — the famine was already raging.BFEConcrete estimates for
the number of casualties are difficult. Joy L.K. Pachuau estimates that around five per cent of
the population died.BFF That estimate would mean over 13,000 deaths.“4t can be said with
more certainty — as revealed through the archive — that death, poverty and crime all abounded
between 1959-61.°¢?The inability to effectively communicate between the MDC and the
Assam government, alongside a lack of basic state facilities combined to facilitate the
disaster.®@he famine of 1959-61 that gripped the Mizo Hills was the embodiment of failed
state-building projects in the district. Not only were development initiatives fundamentally

flawed, but the post-colonial model for the MHD actively allowed the famine to wreak havoc.
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This context is crucial for understanding the Mizo civil war. The legacies of colonial
rule presented a post-colonial quandary for the Indian Republic, which state- and nation-
building initiatives aimed to resolve. The categorical failure on both counts, personified in the
ALA and Mautam, produced the conditions ripe for insurgency. Amid famine, a relief
organisation was established because of the inability of local authorities to stem the tide and
provide support for beleaguered citizens. Calling itself the Mizo National Famine Front, the
institution achieved considerable support because of its efforts. A year after its foundation, the
organisational dropped the word ‘famine’ from its name and restyled itself as a political party,
the Mizo National Front (MNF).®HThe MNF was the embodiment of a reaction in the Mizo

Hills to the inability to resolve the challenges established during the long decolonisation.

The parallels between the operations of the MNF and those of the Naga underground
were striking. Although the two organisations never formally joined, the durability of the NNC
presented a clear template for the Mizo rebels.“*The porous nature of the highlands meant that
the two organisations were in contact to trade specific information, whilst the broader messages
established by the Naga underground offered clear guidance in how to contest the state.“®Eln
the same way that Phizo’s leadership had acted as beacon for the ‘extremist’ elements in the

Khasi Hills in the 1950s, the Naga separatist challenge underpinned the MNF’s rise.
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The MNF’s transition from famine relief institution to civil war instigator is analysed
in chapter IV. It paralleled the rise of the NNC, from tapping into grassroots networks to
seeking help across the international border. But for the present chapter it is important to note
the impact the Sino-Indian war had on the Mizo Hills. The MNF was a nascent institution by
the time of the Chinese invasion. Whilst the war signalled a rapprochement of sorts between

the state and the APHLC, the opposite occurred in the Mizo Hills.

The resolution passed in Guwahati on 31 October 1962 was notable for its lack of Mizo
representation. The hill state movement had fluctuating purchase in the Mizo Hills. In the
1950s, the MU remained independent from the EITU, whilst the UMFO backed the movement
in the 1957 elections. The ALA and famine motivated a change in stance for the MU. It briefly
coordinated with the APHLC because of the developing ground-level unrest in the MHD.©®¢
But the reconciliation between the APHLC and the state, in response to the Chinese invasion,
was not well received in the MHD. The support offered to the Indian government was out of
sync with the ground-level agitation against the state brewing in the Mizo Hills. The 1962 war,
therefore, ensured the cleavage of all Mizo connections to the hill state movement as the
demands for a separate Mizo polity intensified.“®™o, whilst the Sino-Indian war assuaged the

political climate in the Garo, Khasi and Jaintia Hills, it accelerated the potency of nationalist

discourses in the MHD.

With this context, Sanjoy Hazarika’s observations on Meghalaya — noted earlier — are
worthy of reflection. The inability to resolve challenges for state- and nation- building resulted

in a volatile political climate by the summer of 1962 throughout the highlands. Though
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Meghalaya never witnessed insurgency the APHLC was mobilising, and political violence was
not out of the question. The Sino-Indian war therefore played a significant, if indirect, role in
the rapprochement between the APHLC’s leadership and the state. It is a timely reminder of
the impact unexpected historical processes can have on the trajectories of conflict, adding a
significant variable into research which too often reduces its explanations to baseline
indicators. Even if conditions are ripe for insurgency, tertiary historical processes — such as

international relations — can condition the contours of conflict.

Altogether, the stasis of state- and nation- building aspirations produced some key
developments within the long decolonisation of the highlands. In the former, the weakness of
state institutions — laid bare during famine — was a key area the MNF exploited as it moved
towards civil war. The perception of state capabilities went hand in hand with the state-building
and development drive which badly stagnated during the 1950s. The MNF pounced on these
shortcomings. Therefore, the ineffectiveness of state-building affected the way the state was
perceived in the highlands, in a similar way that the Naga conflict shaped perceptions of the

state’s military proficiency.

Meanwhile, the nation-building ambitions of the central government were almost
destroyed during this period. The impact of national trends and the ALA strengthened regional
identity movements. In the Garo, Khasi and Jaintia Hills, the Sino-Indian war proved regional
identity was not unilaterally in militant opposition to Indian nationalism, but fervent support
was scarce. An uneasy accommodation emerged. But in the Mizo Hills, localised identity
discourses increasingly clashed with broader nationalist appeals. The contrast between Mizo
identity and Indian nationhood was increasingly confrontational. Both state perception and
identity formation — critical factors in the long decolonisation — were moulded because of

regional, national, and international trends between 1947-62.
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The SinoIndian war and the Naga conflict.

The ongoing Naga civil war ran parallel to the processes highlighted in this chapter. The
persistence of the underground is worthy of brief reflection, as it continued to amplify the
military limitations of the state. The state’s implementation of the AFSPA was a violation of
democratic norms akin to colonial tactics of governance. It reflected state weakness rather than
strength, and the underground’s longevity only reinforced this perception of weakness. In the
aftermath of the Sino-Indian War the links the underground established in China also set a key
precedent for insurgent operations. These went alongside the pre-established lessons drawn
about the Naga arsenal and the geography of the region for insurgent outfits. The underground
was on the defensive until the Sino-Indian war, but the 1962 conflict gave fresh impetus to the
separatist movement. This enabled evolving perceptions about the state, and the development

of lessons for insurgency in the northeast.

Despite the illiberal nature of the AFSPA, it had operational effectiveness. The sacrifice
of democratic freedoms created longer-term problems for initiatives such as nation-building,
but between 1958-62 the state gradually gained the upper hand in the Naga civil war. On the
eve of the Chinese invasion of NEFA, the Naga movement was at a low ebb. A triumphant
tone defined the rhetoric of both central and regional government officials by 1962. On 22
August, Senayangba Chubatoshi Jamir — Parliamentary Secretary to the Minister of External

AffairsCCE- declared before the Lok Sabha:
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The moral[e] of the hostiles [is] low and central direction of their activities [has]
been non-existent for some time. The small bands into which the hostile ha[ve]
been split up [are] short of men, money and equipment.©CF
For once, the public statements issued by Indian politicians were a relatively accurate reflection

of events.C?C

By this point Phizo was exiled in London, having travelled there from East Pakistan via

Cc??

Switzerland on a fake Salvadorean passport in 1960.%°*Despite the Naga leadership’s ability
to seek refuge in East Pakistan — and the utilisation of the international borderlands by NHG
cadres for movement — direct assistance from Pakistan declined because of the delicate nature
of Indo-Pakistan relations.©?@nternally, heavy state security force presence meant the Naga
movement had to operate outside the NHD, which created problems for its grassroots support
networks.©?HThis military presence also ensured embryonic signs of separatist support was

firmly stamped out at source.*?AThe Naga underground was not defeated, but it was facing

increasingly difficult odds.

The underground, it should be highlighted, was still potent despite the shifting tide. The

continued use of terror tactics was clearest in the assassination of Imkongliba Ao in August
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1961.€?BImkongliba was the first leader of the Naga People’s Convention (NPC) and a key
figure for the central government’s designs, since the NPC was at the centre of talks for creating
a Nagaland state within the Union.©?“His murder by Naga underground forces demonstrated
the rebel movement was still in the fight. It also provided a message for Naga citizens who
wanted to follow the conciliatory path of the small, but government-backed, NPC. These tactics
persisted — for example with the kidnap and execution of an Assistant Commissioner — but the
implementation of terror was increasingly undertaken from a position of desperation.“?’PAnd

the state was aware of the shifting balance of power in the hills.©?E

By 1962 the Naga rebels were running low on weapons, money, and supplies.©’"Since
the outbreak of civil war, the NNC had declined in local popularity and — although it retained
a strong core — the increase in surrenders by Naga separatist personnel suggested the movement
was, to an extent, ailing.“@%he impact of the Sino-Indian war was pivotal for the rejuvenation
of Naga forces. This happened in two ways. First, the security force presence in the Naga Hills
briefly diminished because of the Chinese invasion. Second, in the aftermath of the war the
Naga underground established ties with China to secure support for the separatist cause.

Together, these dynamics prolonged the Naga civil war and — as a result — embedded
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perceptions about Indian state capacity and the benefits for insurgency that links to China

created.

The Chinese invasion created panic and dismay; its swiftness took the Indian state by
surprise and left its premier disconsolate about the deterioration of relations between two of
Asia’s major powers.©@’A direct military consequence of the invasion was to move Indian
forces away from the Naga Hills and towards NEFA.©@@This provided the respite the
beleaguered separatist movement needed. The armed rebel forces on the ground wasted no time
in capitalising. Although Phizo spoke openly about declaring a ceasefire considering the
invasion — and certain Naga voices lent rhetorical support to the Indian government®@" rebel
actions on the ground revealed a different picture.“@By the close of the year attacks on convoys
increased and larger bands of rebels were operating once more.@®his led to an escalation in
clashes between the Indian Army and Naga forces. The previously optimistic appraisals of

Indian officials in 1962 were dashed by the start of 1963.€@C

In London four Naga leaders — Kaito Sukhai, Yong Kong, Mowu Gwizautsu and

Khodao Yanthan — had travelled to meet Phizo in September 1962 for crisis talks about the
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civil war.°*@Two of these — most likely Kaito Sukhai and Yong Kong — were swiftly sent back
after the Chinese invasion to take advantage of India’s brief military woes.C@By December,
Kaito was noted to have led a band of rebels in the border regions between the Naga Hills and
the Sibsagar district.°@"aito’s movements reflected a general reassertion of rebel strength.
The death toll of Indian security forces rose.“H®T'wo hundred and seventy-seven civilians were
kidnapped by rebel forces between October 1962 and February 1963.€%?The few media outlets
that had access to the Naga conflict also noted the re-emergence of the underground.©"© he

change in rebel fortunes — a direct result of the Chinese invasion of NEFA — was swift.

This changing tide was further embedded by the underground’s subsequent collusion
with China. Reports suggested that a standing offer of assistance to the Naga cause from China
had existed since 1956.°HH Apprehension previously abounded within rebel ranks about
receiving aid from the communist regime because of the centrality of Christianity to Naga

nationalism.©"Therefore, the question of external patronage was laced with trepidation. Phizo
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was especially wary.“HBBut by 1962 these ideological concerns eased slightly, due to the

practical realities faced by the underground.

Back in London, Phizo’s apprehensions about Chinese support were counteracted by
his exile and the potential for an internal revolt against his authority.“"°Yong Kong, who had
travelled with Kaito to London, journeyed to China to establish a relationship between the rebel
movement and Chinese officials. In all, he spent six months in China, whilst modern weapons
and supplies provided further impetus to the resurgent Naga underground.“"PIndian officials
were soon made aware of this external patronage, which added a further sense of despondency

to the hopes of ending the civil war.“HE

The collusion with China opened a new avenue for the Naga underground. It continued
to prove conducive, with contact maintained well into the ceasefire that took effect from 1964
— covered in chapter V.“"*Varying levels of support from East Pakistan also continued.“A®With
India’s relations with its neighbours strained — for instance since the revelations about the Dalai
Lama’s retreat into Indian territory in 1959 — the Naga underground took full advantage.“A?The

exploitation of India’s foreign relations was a theme that would consistently haunt the Indian
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state as insurgencies sprouted across its northeast. First with East Pakistan, then with China,
the Naga underground displayed the advantages of external patronage in civil war. This was a
key step in the evolution of the northeast’s long-term prospects for peace. The exploitation of
India’s international rivalries repeatedly reoccurred, in the MNF’s links with East Pakistan —

as shown in chapter IV — and further down the line.

The concrete advantages of external patronage compounded some of the lessons already
established by the Naga underground in the 1950s. The geography of the region and access to
modern SALW provided the basic tools for insurgency. But external patronage signalled
longevity. This interlinkage of ideas, established by the Naga rebel movement, had lasting
traction across the northeast. Between these precedents for insurgency, and the growing
perception of state weakness, the persistence of the Naga movement was a notable thorn in the

side of the Indian state.

Conclusion.

The first decade and a half after independence in the Assam highlands — beyond the
NHD - provided more subtle challenges for the state than those witnessed elsewhere in the
Republic. But they were just as decisive. The Naga nationalist movement could be explained
away as an esoteric uprising: a rare challenge to Indian sovereignty that had few parallels within
a vast, diverse nation-state. But the parallel trajectories in the highlands by the early 1960s
revealed the deep-seated nature of the challenges presented by the northeast’s borderlands. The
transition from frontier governmentality to democracy required more resolute state- and nation-
building practices. The Indian government — at provincial and national level — was unable to
deliver. This inability moulded ideas of state capability. Ideological attachment to Indian
nationhood ranged from uneasy accommodation to outright hostility. Both were critical,

forging the conditions for unrest.
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The result of skewed state- and nation- building was an environment susceptible to
political action, with the potential for civil conflict. This was the case in the highlands almost
two decades before the volatility emerged within the broader northeast. From the early 1960s
the challenge established by the APHLC demanded changes to India’s federal structure. From
the early 1960s the MNF capitalised in the Mizo Hills and instigated the turn towards the
second civil war in the highlands. By the early 1960s, the Naga underground had persistently
demonstrated how to effectively wage a sustained irregular conflict against the Indian state.
Crises abounded across the Assam highlands. This supposedly peripheral region of modest
importance — by the start of the 1960s — was proving to be a significant problem for the post-

colonial Indian state.
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Chapter IV: ‘An elephant chasing a rat’: The Indian state and the

Mizo conflict, 1961-70.

Introduction.

In 1966, the Mizo National Front (MNF) initiated a civil war against the Indian state, half a
decade after its formation. The Naga conflict hinted at the Indian state’s inability to confront
separatist insurgency. The Mizo civil war confirmed it. Contrary to popular belief in academic
and policy circles, Indian security operations against Mizo rebel forces were defined by
ineffectiveness. As one resident in the Mizo Hills reflected in a regional council meeting, ‘Mr.
Chairman Sir, we have all seen the [Indian] Army as against the [Mizo National Front]. They

look like an elephant trying to chase a rat’.©A@

Rather than a ‘quintessential example of successful counterinsurgency’, the Indian
campaign in the Mizo Hills was a failure at humanitarian, operational and ideological levels.“A"
This failure had consequences. First, suspicions about the state’s military capabilities that arose
in the Naga conflict were compounded in the Mizo Hills. The Indian state was perceived to be
unable to confront insurgency. The movements that formed in the northeast from the late 1970s

onwards knew the state had limitations. Second, the excesses of counterinsurgency (COIN)

operations embedded anti-Indian resentment in the Mizo Hills. As in the Naga wars, this
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actively worked against nation-building aspirations at the centre, creating another case of ‘us
and them’ syndrome. Third, the inability to defeat the MNF ensured the rebel group continued

building precedents for insurgency that the Naga underground began.

The two-decade long civil war in the Mizo Hills was defined by state ineffectiveness.
Once more, India’s security-focused doctrine only produced greater long-term challenges. This
chapter identifies how a famine relief organisation turned into civil war instigators (1961-66),
before outlining the formulation of India’s COIN strategy (1966-67) and its resounding failure
(1967-70). The chapter concludes with reflections upon this failure and what the Mizo civil
war’s impact signalled for stability both in the highlands and the wider northeast. As the long
decolonisation of the highlands was ending, the effects of the Mizo civil war created lasting

challenges for the prospects of peace in India’s northeast.

From famine relief to insurgency, 196166.

As outlined in chapter III, the conditions for insurgency had arisen in the Mizo Hills District
(MHD) by 1961, the result of problematic state- and nation- building initiatives. This did not
mean civil war was inevitable. In this environment the MNF was critical. It capitalised on the
zeitgeist in the hills, which was defined by widespread disillusion about the MHD’s place in
post-colonial India. It fashioned a move away from civilian support for the democracy-inclined
leadership of the APHLC to pursue an independent path. Taking its cue from the Naga
underground, the MNF forged a relatively cohesive separatist movement that began a civil war

in 1966.
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After its conversion from famine relief organisation in October 1961, the MNF was
critical of the APHLC leadership’s ‘soft’ approach towards attaining autonomy.“**The MNF’s
combative rhetoric concerned the Assam government. In the summer of 1962, Chaliha
provided the following assessment:

We deputed our senior officers in March last to examine whether time has come

for taking action against the leaders of the Mizo National Front but we were

advised that the support for the organisation at that time was so little that by

taking action against them we will be giving them undue importance. Therefore,

we did not take any action against them. Since then, however, their activities

have increased and what is more serious is that they are establishing contact

with the Pakistan Assistant High Commissioner at Shillong for assistance.“A8

The MNF were on the radar of both the regional and central government, but no proactive

agenda to forestall the organisation was forthcoming.

The durability and relative successes of the Naga underground weighed significantly
on the thinking of the MNF leadership. Laldenga — the leader of the MNF — openly stated in
public his knowledge of the Naga movement whilst talking about the commitment to attaining
Mizo independence.“A“Meanwhile, buoyed by the struggles of the state in the Naga civil war,
the MNF grew in strength with a widespread feeling amongst volunteers that they could contest
Indian sovereignty with sufficient popular backing.“APIt is critical to note that as the MNF

expanded, the Naga underground and Chin insurgents in Burma were frequently involved with
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the Mizo Hills. This contact between armed groups — and their ties to East Pakistan — was

critical.

Reports from Assam Rifles (AR) patrols are amongst those which reveal this collusion.
Across the Burmese border Chin volunteers utilised their close connections in the MHD to
operate against Burma’s security forces. After conducting raids in Burma, Chin groups
sheltered in the MHD in Champhai®“fand Thingsai.“*"Even the nascent Paite National Council
based in Manipur used the Mizo Hills for refuge.“®®Meanwhile, joint small scale operations
were noted between Chins, the Naga underground, Mizos and Kukis.“B?These links did not
constitute outright alliances, despite the close links to East Pakistan all enjoyed, but they

formed the basis for the transference of ideas and knowledge of insurgency.c®@

The budding networks that emerged through cross-border anti-state activity were key
as a point of contact. It was no surprise, for example, when MNF supporters during the civil
war were found to have close ties to the Naga underground.“BHA statement made by the MNF

member Lalminthanga is revealing in how this transference occurred:

&5G< _$ig124(+0*0( () "4V ILAKI6 @D DCIJIC@? 1B:<Ch@EVCIGBIMA6AE6 @D DE?NE 26k (JHBIIEDEOIN 1 J/i+i<<EBMHA(-18'%
&< _ $ig124(+0*0( ()"t - APSVCRCIC@?EQ 5 00CMIB/E i APFQIHIGEEV 1 LACKE6@D DCIIC@? 18/6SBCaEN (Oh<<EKR(-18'%

8% < _ i g2k (+0*0( ()4 [t - "W AECHETLG@&CHIE V ILAGKS ' 2JL IMG@BL g 12 1BEQE @04 4@QCM1 /& SIJED/k BB JGE @04 I GHC 2%
R@OA?GI 1BJG@7?46H 1CBEB 16AB?6a@AB? | K&0B@DE>EJCAETCICE 24 SICHIEBD RE?NEED DA?(CCA?"/d**4<<EBMHA(-18'%

%< . Big12(+0*0( () "LBNNCEC@?ERV I LACKE6@DDCIJICA? 1B/&<<Ch@\V/CIBIMG6@EBIIED /4 (84 [E?AEBKL(- 182k < . Bhg 1 2%
(+0*0( () 'EVILAKI6@DDCIIC@? 1BE<Ch@&\/CJIGBCMG/ANBEOGEG 1 Q1 FBED/E (L4<<EBMHE(-18'

ERFQENIGIGEQ/S_7 16S@BTIL@0LG @@L IBERC@?™E , HIAC?TI6@A>EJGRAETCICE 24S IBICDL@BGE 264P IMEAJ1/AEJRQEN 1 /A EPPEKS
E?NE=E0Ih&JAFF 1J6/6JCECI§IL@?I@BIHCLEME 2&P IREGN IMCICR 120EMG@BEP THC?NEBI P 1QRFBRALS ? 16S@BTJ'4 \QGCDEG 1QK/AGH@AFH/&
GHTKEJAFF 1.J6INEGHCISOEMG@BES EJEJ IM@?NEBKEG@ECN 1 GQAFK 'S

&% < $t g2t Q2(0((1'% 7'6 ="t 7EBEKE?% 6@% VILAGKE 6@DDCII@? 18 <Ch@ VCIGBIMG/E _BLLBIHI?I@?% <7 b
€@)A?611BJo. KDLEGHCIIBJ"/& (& [AQKE (-11'¢ 1?4 6GHCI& CPIGE?MI/k 'k NEQHANAEREE SEJE JAJL IMGING @08 QC?TJ8 6@& GH & 7 EFES
A?NIBFB@A?NIC?8(-1+/kP 10@B 1P 1C?FE@ACINEO@BEJAL LOKC?FEC?0@BDECCA?86@8CH 1d<<7 = 4026 (-11'4=CIEMQ@JI 1EM@?? IMCCA 24606
CHIBIPIED@R D 176:SEJ@AGIC? INGPKEGH 180EMGEHCIEPB@CH I BRSEJSSEDESCE/RGH 1% . IMBIGEBKE@0EV 1012M140@BEH1E<<7 ="

199



I decided to go to Nagaland instead of going to China. Accordingly during the
last part of Dec ‘66 I along with staff proceeded to Kohima by bus and after
halting for a day at Kohima, I managed to go to Chedema village, the so-called
H. Q. of Naga Federal Govt. and then I... managed to get a chance to have some
talks with Mr. A. K. Sukhai, self-styled Prime Minister of Naga Hostiles in one
of their Battalion H. Q... I simply put him some questions whether he was in a
position to provide us some escort if we go to Burma. In reply he told me that
if we go in a big batch then he would try to help us... Mr. Sukhai was asking me
whether we were trying to go to China and I did not tell him anything at that
moment.©BA
This statement by Lalminthanga was a specific example of how inter-regional ties strengthened
the MNF. It was not operating in a local vacuum. Instead, it was part of a geopolitically unstable

region where the lessons of one insurgency had weighting on another.

In this vein, the MNF established links in East Pakistan in 1963, as the Naga
underground had done previously.“BBExternal bases in East Pakistan — in the Chittagong Hill
Tracts (CHT) — were decisive for the durability of the Naga rebel movement. The MNF
followed the NNC’s lead. The MHD’s direct western border with East Pakistan made this
connection even more advantageous than it was for the Naga movement.“B€The Naga
underground’s arsenal was primarily comprised of the SALW left behind after WWII. Though

some of these weapons were used by the MNF, and smuggling routes provided another source
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of firearms, the links to East Pakistan provided the core of the MNF’s arsenal.“BPA series of
trips were undertaken by Mizo rebel cadres to bring back weapons and supplies, starting in
1964. The arms haul from this trip is displayed in table 12 and was followed by further journeys

in 1965 and 1966, just as civil war broke out.

"()*& +J,8(*H0B5!, (&XINKU!'/:/+14&120:+1 70V/:+0)=1>2 A8

Type: Quantity: Ammunition:
Rifle 21 35,960

LMG 2 73,500

STEN gun 15 n/a

Tommy gun 3 27,300

Pistol 3 27,300
Grenade 336 n/a

Alongside its growing arsenal, the MNF also organised its fighting forces with the birth
of the Mizo National Volunteers (MNV).CBFBy the eve of civil war, MNV battalions were
organised throughout the district at key zones and villages. The units were relatively small —
with the largest numbering no more than two hundred — but extensive. In sum, eighteen

battalions existed according to Indian Army reports, including sizeable forces at Rieik — close
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to Aizawl — and Lungleh.““@Altogether, the MNV had around 2,000 recruits in its ranks by late

1965 and were supplied by a sizeable number of small arms, shown in table 13.
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Type: Quantity:
Rifle 270

LMG 31

STEN Gun 150

Pistol 12

The arsenal was not the most extensive, but nonetheless provided the tools to challenge state
authority.©@he lessons provided by the Naga underground suggested that a small arsenal of
modern weapons could be incredibly advantageous in the hill terrain of the highlands. This
knowledge was utilised to good effect by the MNV both at the onset of civil war and during

Indian COIN operations.

Exploiting the geopolitics of the Mizo Hills was critical for the MNF’s success. But the
support and internal cohesion it forged closer to home was similarly decisive. At the Assam
Legislative Assembly by-elections in 1963, its popularity was evident. Two of the seats
reserved for the Mizo Hills were previously vacated by MU-APHLC candidates in 1962, part

of the broader attempt to push the hill state demand prior to the outbreak of the Sino-Indian
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war.CCHAt the elections, the MNF swooped as its candidates won both seats. Lesser, but still
evident, gains were also made in local elections to the village councils.““The electorate’s
shifting support for the MNF, especially at the expense of the MU, was a testament to the
lasting popularity of the institution because of its relief work during the famine as well as its

strong nationalistic message.

Additionally, the MNF’s ability to tap into grassroots networks was particularly
important. It was able to permeate into what Anoop Sarbahi called the ‘enhanced structural
connectivity’ of the Mizo Hills.““BSarbahi has persuasively argued that Mizo society was
exceptionally well integrated because of the efforts of the Welsh Presbyterian Mission. This
meant layers of communication between smaller settlements and the larger villages in the
district. The MNF tapped into these pre-existing networks to ensure a level of cohesion akin to
the NNC in the early 1950s.““Further to Sarbahi’s findings, additional grassroots campaigns
increased the functionality of — and support for — the MNF. Propaganda crusades, for example,
were particularly useful.©“PThis was a clear contrast to government presence in the district and

the broader dislocation from Indian nationalist rhetoric.

Overall, the potency of the MNF contrasted with an estimation provided by a British

official who produced a wide-ranging report on the nationalist movement in 1964. The official
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—E. H. M. Counsell — noted how the MNF was unlikely to ‘indulge in terrorism’.“fe further
suggested that the organisation was destined — even at its most potent — to be no more than a
‘pinprick in the vast tough hide of Congress India’.““FCounsell’s projections could not have

been less prescient.

The MNF unleashed a surprise attack across the Mizo Hills District on the evening of
28 February 1966. Codenamed Operation Jericho, the attack resulted in MNF forces
overrunning most of the district. Only in Aizawl did Indian security forces manage to hold out
in the Assam Rifles barracks.“P9n the rest of the Mizo Hills, the MNF held sway. This rebel
group — which Counsell waved away as an irrelevance — had instigated the second civil war in

the Assam highlands since independence.

Civil war and the formulation of COIN strategy, 196667.

The MHD was the largest of Assam’s AHDs — at over 20,000km? — and the MNF relied heavily
on its organisational capacity to conduct its audacious assault.“P*The surprise of both Indian
security forces and the wider nation spoke volumes of the efficient planning by the separatist
group. For example, press reports revealed how government officials were caught off guard by
Operation Jericho.°P®uch a flagrant renunciation of state sovereignty required a swift response

from the Indian state.
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India’s Home Minister Gulzarilal Nanda declared publicly that the MNF would be
crushed ‘with all the forces at our command’.“PHThe uprising was unprecedented. It was a
complete rejection of state legitimacy and overturn of political authority within a district. The
Naga movement had engaged in protracted low intensity conflict but never came close to
ousting the state. Such a complete and categorical rejection of Indian legitimacy had not
occurred since the aftermath of Partition in Hyderabad.“®AAnd, because international media
outlets reported on Operation Jericho, India’s global prestige was questioned.“PBThe state’s

initial response was swift.

Indian security forces spread across the district were reinforced and large-scale
operations were undertaken by the Indian Army to reclaim control of the major population
centres. The initial firefights largely took the shape of conventional warfare.“P9n these regular
conflicts the army’s resources ensured there would only be one winner. Aizawl was retaken
after some brief — but intense — fighting. “®°®_ungleh and Champhai were also reclaimed in swift
fashion. Within weeks the district had seen a region-wide rebellion and a complete subsequent
reversal in its major towns. By 20 March 1966 a degree of order had been re-established by

Indian forces.CPE
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The central government achieved swift successes in the weeks after the MNF’s assault.
But the Mizo civil war did not end in March 1966; it rumbled on for the next two decades.©PF
The lasting impact of the Mizo civil war was defined in the aftermath of Operation Jericho.
The Indian state was far less effective after the MNF’s shift towards irregular conflict. This
ineffectiveness contributed to the evolving perception of Indian state capabilities, embedded a
clear sense of anti-Indian resentment in the Mizo Hills and ensured the MNF developed lessons

for insurgency that the Naga underground began.

After March 1966 Indian security forces struggled to stamp out the rebel movement.
As in the Naga hills, state presence in the interior was scarce. Additionally, even though MNV
fighters were defeated in the field, rebel forces claimed substantial weapons caches during
Operation Jericho. This provided further impetus for the movement as it shifted towards
guerrilla tactics. Table 14 gives an overview of the weapons captured by Mizo forces during

Operation Jericho.

"4 +=,8@(*:LSIXS.IHBI+HSINKU!.6(/)CI<I$(0+/&) QS (/4#8E:

Type: Quantity:
Rifle (.303) 285

Rifle (Grenade Firing) 10

Rifle (Musket) 6

LMG 15

STEN Gun 38
Revolver 6

Mortar 2
Grenade 500
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Between its internal cohesion, control over the interior, arsenal and fighting forces, the MNF

was well equipped to fight a guerrilla campaign.

This contrasted with state-led operations. A report produced at the close of June 1966
revealed this lethargy, as posts established across the district were hampered by difficult terrain
and the effects of monsoon.“5? Successes were evident in the confiscation of weapons and
arrests of rebel personnel — as displayed in table 15 — but these did not definitively impact rebel

forces.

“()*& +>,8)./0)19(*81$, &(+: I INKU!($H$5:=! NO(4#ED6)$!>?AABS

Number: | Type: Number:

MNF suspects apprehended 530
MNF weapons confiscated 884
MNF weapons confiscation by type:

Rifle 74

Rifle (Semi-Automatic)

LMG 3

STEN Gun 6

Other 800

Although the number of weapons confiscated appeared to be high, the vast majority of these
were listed as ‘other’. In correlation with similar source material elsewhere, these ‘other’
firearms were likely to be country-made, ineffective weapons with limited practical uses in
protracted conflict.“EHThe weapons that mattered were the modern firearms, of which the rebels

had gained more than they lost between March and June 1966.
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The report noted above, published at the close of June, outlined a combination of
inefficient operations and the lack of a coordinated strategy. Security forces were poorly trained
and unsuited for guerrilla conflict whilst intelligence on the rebel movement was lacking.©EA
The inability to win local support hindered intelligence gathering.“FB Despite the clear
advantages the state held in resources and personnel, it once more struggled to contend with

rebel forces operating out of the difficult terrain of the highlands.

These ineffective measures were compounded by the blatant disregard for the use of
‘minimum force’ against its citizens, a principle enshrined in the Indian Army Act.“E®Despite
public denials by government officials, proof emerged that the Indian Air Force engaged in
arial bombing of Aizawl.°EP As the only town in the district, Aizawl had the highest
concentration of civilians in the Mizo Hills.“EEThe bombing of Aizawl was the first in a string

of military operations that blatantly disregarded the policy of minimum force.
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Appeals to Indira Gandhi — who had taken the Indian premiership following the deaths
of Nehru and Shastri — from the MNF leadership, citing Geneva Convention protocols, initially
went unheard.“5FWhere security forces took control on the ground, reports about harassment
of civilians were commonplace.©"CThe inability to identify MNF sympathisers resulted in
contentious arrests based on precarious foundations.“"” These actions hardened civilians’
attitudes against Indian security forces and heightened levels of suspicion when genuine errors
of judgement did occur.®F@leanwhile, the spectre of colonial violence continued to penetrate
the Indian security psyche. Table 16 — for example — identifies the extent of burned villages in

the MHD by the summer of 1966.
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Incident No Village Houses Burnt
1 Champhai 180
2 Khawzant 80
3 Enahlan 100
4 Kelkang 60
5 Sangau 4

6 Khawabok 60
7 Pangzawl 50
8 Hnahthial 50
9 Pukpui 70
10 Puksing 34
11 Kaoapui n/a
12 Baikal n/a
Total 688

Indian security forces did not have a concerted strategy to deal with the MNF’s shift
towards unconventional warfare. A range of issues plagued security personnel. There was no
suitable jail in Lungleh to hold rebels by late June 1966.€FThis provided a practical headache,
as prisoners were transferred out of the district into a jail at Cachar, which soon experienced
severe overcrowding.“"BWhen curfews were attempted, poor planning ensured disruptions in

cultivation, embedding resentment against the state.“~“Meanwhile, the effort to control civilian
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movement was hampered by ground-level administrative practices, as passes were offered

frequently and indiscriminately in some locations to citizens.©FP

Ineffective security measures hardened civilian attitudes against the state while efforts
to improve civilian relations were underwhelming. Relief funds were established for those
affected by security force operations. But administrative sluggishness hindered the
remuneration process and meant non-governmental institutions were established to provide
aid.“FEIn Aizawl — for example — the Aizawl Citizens Committee was created to provide relief
measures.“FFArchival material revealed the state was keen to ensure financial remuneration for
victims, but this desire was curtailed when theory translated into practice.°®®Efficiency was

necessary, but the state remuneration efforts were defined by incoherence.

A final problem curtailing the state-led operations against Mizo rebel forces in 1966
was the exposed nature of government-friendly regions in the far south of the district.°®?In

these areas, the MNF failed to secure popular support. They held potential for security forces
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if looking to squeeze the rebel movement. Yet, Chakma communities, for example, were noted
to be at the mercy of raids by rebel Mizo forces. The result was burnt villages and socio-
economic hardship.?®@s time wore on, as identified later in this chapter, these anti-MNF
communities began to consider collusion with the rebel movement out of sheer necessity.

Altogether, the transition towards irregular conflict was a cumbersome one.

This reality led to discussions for a concerted strategy. A cohesive plan was required to
counteract the guerrilla operations of the Mizo separatist movement.°®HThe result was not quite
a fully coordinated doctrine of COIN operations. However, the plans put in place constituted a
discernible strategy to defeat rebel forces. This COIN strategy was implemented from the

beginning of 1967.

To understand India’s COIN strategy in the Mizo Hills, it must be placed within the
broader, global historiography on counterinsurgency. As Scott Gates and Kaushik Roy have
noted, research on COIN in India and Pakistan is strikingly underdeveloped.P®A This
underdevelopment has prevented a rigorous examination of some of India’s previous

campaigns. This is noticeably so in the MHD.
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Internally, the Indian Army has provided a clearer articulation of its COIN strategy
since 2006.P¢8n academic circles, since the turn of the century, broad conclusions about India’s
COIN experiences have been made.P®Fallacies exist in this research. This is especially clear
in the Mizo civil war. Despite being under-analysed, it has become commonplace to
characterise operations against the Mizo separatist movement as a success story: ‘the
quintessential example of successful counterinsurgency’.P®PIn Bibhu Prasad Routray’s
analysis, the Mizo campaign anchors his work as a victory par excellence for the Indian state.
It provides a significant building block for Routray’s central conclusion, that India’s failures
have resulted from an inability to enact good practice. Good practice — to Routray — included
the village grouping scheme implemented in the Mizo Hills, which supposedly curtailed the
MNEF’s ability to survive by controlling sparsely populated areas.®®FThis narrative is difficult

to sustain when the contents of the archive are revealed.

India’s COIN approach in the MHD has been critiqued before. As identified in chapter
II, Nandini Sundar provided a crucial insight into the quotidian effects of village grouping.

Whilst there is a consensus that operations in the Naga Hills were a failure, Sundar argues
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against the grain by suggesting similar problems were evident in the Mizo Hills.P®FBaruah’s
internal logic — about the limitations of a COIN-focused approach — imply a similar
conclusion.P?CBoth are right to critique to assumptive premise of COIN success in the Mizo
Hills. But this chapter suggests the critique needs expanding. Sundar, for example, essentially
suggested a moral failure; the Indian state failed its citizens on humanitarian grounds. Rather
than a purely humanitarian failure, Indian COIN operations in the MHD were further

characterised by ideological and operational failures.

To reach this conclusion, developments in global research into COIN provide a key
starting point. India’s COIN approach in the MHD closely mirrored Europe’s colonial powers’
wars of decolonisation. The implementation of village grouping schemes, the ideology of
‘hearts and minds’ and the use of ‘minimum force” were all taken directly from the colonial

D?? A long lineage of research has delved into how

textbook in managing insurgency.
counterinsurgency doctrines were developed and weighed heavily on warfare in the twenty-

first century in Afghanistan and Iraq.P?@ he revisionist wave of this research is acutely relevant

for this chapter.
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Traditionally seen as the go-to model for counterinsurgency operations — especially so
in the British case — the revisionist wave questioned the entire premise of the successfulness of
European COIN.P?M In the seminally cited British approach in Malaya, Hew Strachan has
suggested ‘divide and rule’ was a more apt appraisal of British approach than the doctrine of
hearts and minds.P?A The revisionist approach has paved the way for significant broader
reflections. If — as David French argued — British COIN was more concerned with reinforcing
state legitimacy than winning hearts and minds or humanitarian norms, the entire premise of
India’s COIN strategies is brought into question.°?BDid India’s strategy in the Mizo Hills
actually rest upon a desire to win the support of civilians in the MHD? Similarly, Martin
Thomas questioned whether France’s wars of decolonisation were as exceptional as first
thought. Rather, the violence and repression that characterised French rule in Algeria was

notably consistent with global comparisons.??CAs will be shown, the Mizo Hills witnessed a
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comparable security-first strategy which was defined by violence and excesses against

civilians.P?P

Historiographical developments on COIN therefore provide the foundation for the
reinterpretation of India’s COIN experience in the Mizo Hills. Rather than accepting security
force narratives about hearts and minds, India’s COIN approach is judged by the ground-level
outcomes of security force actions. Instead of accepting an operational success occurred simply
because peace was brokered in 1986, the efficiency and effectiveness of COIN is scrutinised
with greater rigour. To interrogate these questions, a largely untapped source-base is utilised.
The Mizoram State Archives holds a sizeable degree of material to pursue this research.
Through the regional archive, a clear critique of the traditional assumptions about India’s COIN

campaign in the Mizo Hills emerges. This was not a success story. It was not even close.

The failure of Mizo COIN operations, 196770.

Indian COIN operations were a failure on three levels: humanitarian, operational and
ideological. This section demonstrates the sheer breadth of inefficiency that defined India’s
COIN operations before the next section reflects on the implications of this chaotic episode.

This section is focused on how these failures occurred, including the extensiveness of security
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force transgressions against Mizo citizens and the structural problems hampering the efficiency
of Indian COIN. When the realities of Indian operations are presented, it becomes abundantly

clear that this was no success story for the state.

From 1967, a clearer Indian strategy emerged in the Mizo Hills. The obvious ultimate
objective for the state was victory over the Mizo separatist movement. To achieve victory, a
relatively coherent plan was established to win over the Mizo populace, whilst cutting links
between civilians and the separatist movement. The tactic of village grouping formed a core
practical tenet. Within this village grouping initiative, a rhetorical commitment to minimum
force was supposed to be a guiding light for security forces, to win hearts and minds and pave

the way for the destruction of the separatist agenda.P?E

In practice, this strategy was derived from British methods of COIN.P?F The Indian
Army lacked any standardised approach to irregular warfare at the time and was yet to establish
training centres for guerrilla campaigns.®@®ence, the approach fell short of a fully coordinated

doctrine.°@"This was, however, the clear macro-level plan from 1967. But the Indian strategy
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rested on ideas which — unbeknownst to Indian military planners — were built upon shaky
foundations. As with the British experience, no definitive answers were produced when theory
met practice. When pushed, did hearts and minds take precedence over military authority and
state sovereignty? Meanwhile, did security forces have the internal cohesion to be able to push
through this relatively clear strategy? The unfolding of Indian COIN operations revealed the

practical realities undermining the broad strategy in place.

The starting point for India’s COIN strategy was the first wave of village grouping,
codenamed Operation Security.°@@Jnder Operation Security, the ‘Protected Progressive
Village’ (PPV) scheme was born. This first phase of the village grouping initiative led to a
resettlement of villages within reasonable proximity to the Aizawl-Silchar Road.P@This was
the major road in the MHD, and Indian forces were reliant on it for movement and supplies. It
ran southwards from Silchar, into the north of the MHD towards Aizawl and continued onwards
to Lungleh in the south of the district. Table 6 shows the numbers of citizens moved to the PPV

centres in 1967.
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Phase SIL No. Name of PPV Centre Original Shifted Total
I 1 Zemabawk 456 860 1316
2 Thingsulthliah 876 2431 3307
3 Tlungvel 662 1804 2456
4 Baktawng 963 1628 2591
5 Chhingchhip 370 1840 2210
6 Chhiahtlang 370 1539 1909
7 Serchhip 1265 1220 2485
II 8 Durtlang 1213 1727 2940
9 Sihphir 1036 990 2026
10 Lungdai 1050 2264 3314
11 Kawnpui 1393 1403 2796
12 Thingdawl 1050 999 2049
13 Bilkhawthlir 700 360 1060
14 Vairengte 531 477 1008
I 15 Bungtlang 368 1534 1902
16 Pangzawl 369 1943 2312
17 Hnahthial 323 3106 3429
18 Zobawk - 707 -
Totals 12995 26832 39110

The table displays the original populations of the eighteen villages, alongside the new figures
after the implementation of Operation Security, as civilians from outlier regions were moved

towards these centres.

The basic premise of village grouping was to merge a small number of settlements in a
region into one central settlement. This central settlement was usually the most strategically
advantageous current village. Hence the Kawnpui centre — Sl. No. eleven — drew together

citizens from three settlements in that general region: Kawnpui, Mualvum and Bualpui.?@fhe
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result was the expansion of the population of Kawnpui from 1,393 to 2,796, as the other villages
were deserted. The PPV scheme was hindered by significant operational problems from the

outset.

A clear breakdown in communication between military and civil authorities hampered
the efficiency of the scheme. Despite a public announcement that Operation Security was to be
initiated, not all the relevant civil authorities were notified. This led to the Extra Assistant
Commissioner at Kolasib writing in a state of confusion to his superior, citing zero knowledge
about this newly unfolding plan.°?@®his disjuncture between civil and military authorities was
a recurring trend that hampered efficiency. At the end of January, for example, the Mizo
District Council (MDC) was notably out of the loop with how the village grouping scheme was
developing.P@As the ruling institution in the MHD, the confusion that followed by not keeping

the MDC abreast of developments was both detrimental and avoidable.

A further practical issue curtailing the effectiveness of Operation Security was the lack
of state apparatus in the district. The inability to establish efficient postal services and the
failure to implement a new ID card scheme intended for greater control within PPVs were
notable examples in this regard.®@®nce more, the ramifications of poorly implemented state-
building practices created problems down the line for the state. Additionally, the severe lack of

accommodation provided a problem for staffing levels, noted in at least six of the grouped
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centres.°@Compounding these issues were the more immediate problems of water supply and

the lack of medical personnel.°"®peration Security, therefore, began in a disjointed manner.

Early signs of resistance to the scheme were evident as the MU sent a delegation to
New Delhi to protest to the central government. The delegation declared that village grouping
should have never taken place. The protestations of the MU provided a further issue for the
state to confront, one of public perception.°"?In an attempt to garner positive press a small
batch of journalists were taken to the MHD on a state conducted tour. The reports were positive,
noting the efficiency with which the scheme was carried out.°H® his escapade on the one hand
offers another example of the unreliability of press reporting in the northeast and the attempts
of the state to present a rose-tinted assessment of unfolding events in the highlands.?H"On the
other, it partially explains how COIN operations in the Mizo Hills became routinely seen as a
success story, as the wider public read press reports about effective operations against Mizo

rebels. On the ground a different reality was unfolding.

Objections to a state-imposed relocation scheme would be expected in any society. The
government were forcing citizens to move from their homes and resettle in new locations. Sam

Manekshaw — the Indian Army’s GOC in the east — believed that in time this contestation would
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ease.PHABut this required a concerted turnaround to start winnings hearts and minds amongst
the Mizo populace. The problem was that the teething issues in the opening months of 1967
continued as the year progressed. By April, problems that had plagued Operation Security from
the outset were simply not addressed. A lack of coordination between civil and military
authorities continued to be a recurrent theme.P"BThis inefficiency resulted in greater failures as

the year wore on.

The story of Pu Khawpuia’s murder in July 1967 was reflective of the lack of
restrictions in place to curtail rogue security forces. Inefficient military practice and planning
enabled ground-level excesses against civilians, which in turn actively hindered the central
objective: winning hearts and minds. It was Lalbuaia — the head of the MDC — who brought
the case before the Assam government. He suggested the incident was symptomatic of
structural issues that plagued Operation Security. On 15 July 1967 Khawpuia’s house was
raided by security forces. He was a prominent figure in the community, but the raid was not
related to the war. Rather, security force personnel were interested in the contents of his safe.
Upon refusing to hand over the keys to the safe to Indian forces, Khawpuia was shot and

killed.°H“Such mindless, sporadic acts had a deep-seated impact on the Mizo populace and
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excesses such as this were part of a broadening dislike of Indian security forces. As one official
working in the PPVs noted, disillusionment against the initiative was clear amongst the
populace.PHPRather than winning hearts and minds, Operation Security was actively turning

citizens against the state.

The echoes of the Naga war rang across the hills, as the actions of Indian security forces
embedded the chasm between highlands identity and Indian nationalism. Village grouping, in
its early stages, enabled ground-level excesses that adversely impacted civilian perceptions.
These excesses were common in the PPVs. In the eighteen regrouped villages — shown in red

in map 9 — recurring quotidian issues hampered the entire premise of Indian COIN.
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Without winning local support, bringing the civil war to a swift end was incredibly difficult.
But within the grouped centres shown in map 9, civilians increasingly found themselves at the
mercy of military personnel. Without effective mechanisms in place to keep security forces
disciplined — and no clear method of submitting complaints about civilian victimisation — the
actions of military forces had a significant impact upon the ultimate failure of the village

grouping plan.

Not all security forces acted with impunity. But persistent and routine transgressions
unfolded with striking regularity. The victimisation noted at Baktawng (SI. No. four) — which
included the alleged rape of women, routine beatings of citizens and thefts — was echoed in
similar complaints raised in the Chhingcchip (SI. No. five) centre.PHfIn both cases, the silence
from above was deafening when complaints were made by the MDC.PAAf the premier source
of administrative power in the district could not bring attention to excesses that were being
committed, then the civilians living within the PPVs had even less chance of exposing military

misconduct.

Within the archive, the clearest example of complaints against a specific individual is
reflected in the protests levelled against Major Sharma. It is worthwhile noting that the official
archive is likely to understate — rather than accentuate — such misconduct. Sharma oversaw the
Sercchip (S1. No. seven) PPV centre. His conduct was brought into question on several

occasions. This included attempts to ‘outrage the modesty’ of a civilian, followed by efforts to
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bribe citizens, provided by battalion funds, to ensure silence.PA? Numerous cases about
Sharma’s misconduct towards civilian women were highlighted. These offenses created a
‘deep’ impact on the civilian population about the way Mizo citizens were treated by an

increasingly stereotyped Indian other.PA@

As security force behaviour deepened civilian animosity towards the state, other aspects
of India’s COIN strategy compounded the failure to win hearts and minds. Aspirations for
state-led publicity tours within the MHD were hampered by a lack of basic utilities. This
ensured plans, such as film screenings, could not take place.°AHLack of labour enforced the
decision to coerce civilians into work. This was followed by delays in payment to these
workers, which only furthered the discontent.°A* Added to this was a broader sense of
operational ineffectiveness. In certain cases where MNF volunteers were captured, bribery of
corrupt officials ensured that rebels slipped through the net of security forces.?ABReports of
government staff still being targeted by the separatist movement continued despite the

existence of the PPVs.PACThis was a story of widespread COIN inefficiency.

To compound the issues noted so far, the MNF’s control over the interior regions meant
that some PPVs took significant time to establish, whilst the Kawnpui centre was noted to be

under government control on paper only. Indeed, it was described as a ‘hotbed’ of separatist
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activity.PAMn a similar vein, the expansion of control over the Zobawk (SI. No. eighteen) centre
was a drawn-out and contested process.PAEThe quotidian resentment against government
security forces in other PPVs ensured that citizens in the Zobawk region were in no rush to
submit to Indian military rule. Although the PPVs should have been areas where a modicum
of normality was restored — considering the heavy military presence — skirmishes between

government and separatist forces continued with regularity.PA*

Despite a relatively clear COIN strategy, significant problems hampered state-led
efforts across 1967. Confronting the MNF’s influence in the interior was always going to be a
difficult challenge for Indian security forces, but the way COIN operations unfolded made the
task far more arduous. But it is important to stress that this was a relatively new form of
operations, and the swiftness of the Mizo uprising was especially startling. Teething issues
were to be expected. They could be explained if early mistakes prompted improvements. The
setbacks of 1967 did not necessarily dictate a complete failure. But as India’s COIN strategy
in the Mizo Hills expanded, inefficiency and ineffectiveness were persistent staples. This
persistence across 1967-70 ensured the overall failure of India’s counterinsurgency operations

against the Mizo separatist movement.
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By July 1967 Rs. 37,357,613 had been spent by the Indian state on the Mizo civil war.PB6
By mid-1968 there were thought to be around 70,000 Indian troops tied down in India’s
northeast, with around 20,000 operating in the MHD.PB?This was a concerted effort to eradicate
insurgency in the highlands, but the unimpressive expansion of COIN operations undercut this
commitment in resources. By 1970 the Mizo rebel movement was still at large. The state failed
to win the hearts and minds of the Mizo populace as an array of offences were committed

against citizens of the district.

After Operation Security, three further waves of village regrouping unfolded between
1967-70. Forty more centres were established under the Approved Centres scheme, followed
by another twenty-six regrouped villages in the ‘Voluntary’ Centres initiative. Finally,
seventeen further centres were established under the Extended Loop Areas plan. Overall, the
scale of these initiatives had an unprecedented impact on the day-to-day lives of the citizens of

the MHD. Table 18 gives an overview of civilians affected by the four waves of village

grouping.
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S1. Heading Original Shifted Total

No. (Population)

1 PPVs (18 Centres) 13,315 30,241 43,556
Kolasib 3,219 0 32,19
19 Centres (including Kolasib) 16,534 30,241 46,775

2 Approved Centres (40 Centres) 34,450 54,465 88,915

3 Voluntary (26 Centres) 23,721 23,435 47,156

4 Extended Loop Areas (17 Centres) | 15,919 18,276 34,195
102 Centres 90,624 126,417 | 217,041

Before the first wave in 1967, there were seven hundred and sixty-four villages in the
district. Fast-forward to 1970, and the number of villages had drastically reduced to two
hundred and forty-eight. One hundred and two settlements were manipulated and forged by
village grouping operations.PBHThe gravity of these changes cannot be overstated. In sum, as
shown in table 19, over two-thirds of the population of the MHD were directly impacted by

village grouping.
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Number Percentage
District Population, 1969 316,950 n/a
Total Grouped Population | 217,041 68%
Total Ungrouped 99,909 32%
Population
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Despite this massive effort to restructure the fabric of Mizo society, the MNF was still active,

and the civilian population’s anti-Indian resentment became stronger than ever.PBB

In certain centres with notable anti-MNF feeling, Indian security forces did little to
ingratiate themselves to citizens. An episode in Tlungvel — SI. No. three in the PPV scheme —
is revealing.PBPro-government civilians in Tlungvel submitted repeated requests to Indian
forces for a security post, but the appeals were rejected. In the event of an attack, an alternate
plan was concocted. A volunteer force was established, that undertook patrol duties to watch
for rebel attacks. Indian security forces were supposed to respond if the volunteers signalled an
imminent assault. When an MNF raid party did attack on 5 January 1968, the volunteer force
on patrol signalled to security forces that an offensive was looming. Security forces ignored
the warning and rebels entered the village, burned eighteen houses and left around Rs. 15,000
in damages. More important than the economic destruction was the disillusionment of the
villagers of Tlungvel. They had aided security forces against the MNF but faced only adversity
for their efforts. In these circumstances, it is plain to see why villagers preferred acquiescence

to MNF demands rather than outright opposition.
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Added to the inability to keep pro-government volunteers safe were instances where
informants were exposed to rebel intimidation. An incident at the Thingsulthliah centre — SI.
No. two from Operation Security — was notable. An informant working for the Administrative
Officer supplied information on a suspected MNF collaborator.°BPThe suspected collaborator
was interviewed by police but quickly released. The problem came in the aftermath of the
suspect’s release. The informant’s identity was made known to the suspect, leading to open
public threats made by the accused. Even in rarer cases where COIN operations produced
information networks, the inability to keep informants safe — and their identity protected —

further hampered ground-level government aid.

The inability to safeguard informants expanded beyond the Thingsulthliah centre. In
Kolasib, a rare example of the nature of gendered violence — beyond the multiple examples of
sexual violence conducted by security forces — was evident in the case of Lalsangzuali.PBEThe
problems in recovering indigenous voices from the archive have already been identified, but

the majority of those that are uncovered are male.PBFThe insight of Lalsangzuali, a female
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government informant operating in Kolasib, offers a rare angle for reflection. As with the
incident at Thingsulthliah, the lack of protocols in place to keep the identity of informants
discrete exposed Lalsangzuali. She noted how, after her cover was blown, rebel forces ‘got
hold of me and most unceremoniously cropped my long and lustrous hair leaving me half-dead
in shame and humiliation’.P¢CThe nature of punishment is notable, an explicitly gendered form
of violence which did not have parallel for male ‘traitors’. Lalsangzuali subsequently refused

to operate in Kolasib, offering another example of the inability to protect informants.P<?

As with most of the instances cited in this section, the issues with informants witnessed
at Kolasib and Thingsulthliah were symptomatic of wider structural problems within Indian
COIN designs. Plans were made for an annual fund to remunerate civilians that provided
information on MNF movements.°C@The result was an ad hoc fund cobbled together, rather
than an annual pot, that was left with the civilian administration.°“HThe civil-military
conundrum appeared once more in this instance. Any information gathered by Indian
intelligence was sent straight back to New Delhi, so the civil administration was left out of the
loop and required their own networks.P¢“Without centralised coordination, sporadic, disjointed
information networks were established. Even when these were successful, they were often

plagued by inefficiency. For example, an informant aided the confiscation of several firearms
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at a house in the Sihphir centre — S1. No. nine — in January 1969.P°BBut it took until July for a
response about remuneration to even be acknowledged, never mind paid.°©“The mechanisms
in place to support information networks within the grouped regions were another example of

inefficiency.

By mid-1969, Indian COIN operations were best reflected by a tour undertaken by the
Mizo District Congress Committee (MDCC) to the regrouped villages.PCPThat the tour could
take place indicated that security forces held sway over the grouped centres by this point. But
this was the extent of positivity for the state. The findings of the MDCC plainly demonstrated
the lack of progress made since the initiation of Operation Security. The structural issues that
hampered the scheme in 1967 were still evident, such as the conditions of buildings that
officials were working in.°®EMeanwhile, it was noted how the atmosphere in the grouped
villages revealed ‘no sign or hope for the people’ living under the initiative.°“"The damning
report is corroborated by the archival evidence presented from within the grouped villages in

1969.

Back at Tlungvel, for example, the violations of security forces provided an example
of how the teething issues witnessed in 1967 were no longer start-up problems. Rather, they

were part of the normality of life in a grouped centre. Complaints made against Major
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Shekhawat provided a rare — but ironic — case of efficient civil-military unison as both worked
to cover up the transgressions of the Major. After complaints were made against Shekhawat
interviews were held. But Shekhawat, a clearly intimidatory figure, sat in on hearings, which
predictably led to a reluctance amongst civilians to follow up their allegations.PPCThe flagrant

disregard for impartial procedure was obvious.

Tlungvel appears so predominantly in the archive because it offers a rare example
where complaints did reach an official level. The Mizo Deputy Commissioner — K. K. Sinha
—was actively made aware of transgressions undertaken by Tlungvel’s Administrative Officer,
A. Ahmed. In addition to complaints about Indian staff drunkenly harassing civilians at
Tlungvel, Ahmed’s conduct came under the microscope.°®?’Ahmed was accused of drunkenly
beating a porter so badly he could no longer work.PP®&inha attained proof and sought to act
upon the transgressions that plagued the village since its original allocation as a PPV in 1967.PPH
Once more, the question of archival silence arises. At Tlungvel, repeated and persistent
offenses of various kinds were required before the Mizo Deputy Commissioner was made
aware of the scale of mismanagement. It is likely, considering the haphazard nature of Indian

COIN operations in the MHD, that many more examples like Tlungvel happened, but went

under the radar of official documentation.

Though there were likely to be many undocumented incidents, the archive is still replete

with data reflecting the haphazard nature of Indian COIN. By 1970 the first delegation of public
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officials was allowed to tour the grouped villages. Their findings mirrored those of the
conducted tour of the MDCC delegation the previous year. Overall, a picture was presented of
overwhelming discontent in a chaotically managed village grouping initiative.°P” The
animosity and disenchantment levelled at the government by vast sections of the Mizo populace
by 1970 was fundamentally a result of Indian COIN operations.PP8ndian COIN aimed to defeat
to the MNF. To do so, it attempted to win the hearts and minds of Mizo civilians. It clearly
failed. By 1970, four years after the beginning of the Mizo civil war, the bleak situation in the
district reflected the overwhelmingly poor response of the state to the second insurgency in the

Assam highlands.

Reflecting on COIN failures in the MizoHills

The extensive archival research in the previous section paints a clear picture. The success story
narrative of Indian COIN operations is wrong. Rather, a wide-ranging series of problems and
ineffectiveness curtailed India’s COIN strategy. This was consistent throughout the village
grouping initiatives, enacted between 1967-70. This reinterpretation has important

ramifications.

The inefficiency that defined Indian COIN operations produced a failure in three guises:
humanitarian, ideological and operational. These failures were important because they directly
correlated with the facets of the long decolonisation central to this thesis. Humanitarian failure

contributed to an ‘us and them’ mentality in the MHD, a strikingly similar fallout to the Naga
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conflict. As in the Naga conflict, this entrenched identity formations against Indian nation-
building aspirations. The ideological failure of Indian COIN compounded this effect on identity
formation since the mantra of hearts and minds failed to resonate. The operational failure was
notable for two reasons. First, the time taken to defeat the Mizo rebel movement shaped
perceptions about state capacity that were already evident because of the Naga war. Second,
this timeframe allowed the MNF to follow the Naga underground’s lead, as they exploited the
geography of the northeast and India’s international relations to aid its separatist agenda. The
MNF — for instance — forged links with other nascent nationalist movements in the northeast.
This created long-term issues for the northeast’s stability, a completely overlooked facet of the
Mizo civil war. Altogether, therefore, Indian COIN operations had ramifications that spread

far beyond the Mizo Hills.

Beginning with the humanitarian aspect, the previous section should make it abundantly
clear that Sundar’s conclusions were accurate: Indian COIN operations in the Mizo Hills were
a humanitarian failure. The Indian state did not uphold its duty — as a democracy — to its
citizens. It would be naive to suggest that anomalous rogue officials should constitute a failure
of COIN. A perfect COIN campaign has never unfolded.PPCInstead, any comprehensive
analysis should consider whether these transgressions were an outlier to an otherwise well-run
and fluid operation. The wide-ranging nature of offenses, as well as the breadth and persistence
of them, indicate that excesses were not anomalous occurrences. Rather, they were a routine

part of Indian COIN in the MHD.
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The findings within the archive enforce Sundar’s conclusions. She suggested that
‘grouping hugely increased the support for the insurgents, not necessarily ideologically, but as
a matter of justice’.°PPRepeatedly, the state publicly proclaimed it was conducting an internal
operation against its own civilians rather than fighting a war against an external foe.°°*War
against an external foe would still be conditioned by international humanitarian norms, but
greater accountability was required in an internal war against Indian citizens. The state
consistently botched the duty of care owed to its residents. This humanitarian conclusion is the
clearest, least contestable conclusion about Indian COIN operations. It does not require too

much more research, only greater recognition in academic and public life.

The humanitarian impact on identity formation was accompanied by the ideological
failure of COIN; the stated desire to win hearts and minds never happened. A central objective
for the state was an ideological victory, to win hearts and minds and turn the populace against
separatist forces. The actions of security forces and the structural issues with COIN ensured
this did not happen. The result was a final nail in the coffin for any lingering hopes for nation
building in the MHD. Because humanitarian failure hardened attitudes against the state,

creating an ‘us and them’ dichotomy, it enforced the broader ideological failure of operations.

This ideological aspect was clear immediately after the Indian Army was deployed,
following Operation Jericho, and persisted thereafter. A letter from the Aizawl Citizens
Committee to Bimalaprosad Chaliha revealed the pre-existent disconnect between Mizo

citizens and the government, in May 1966:
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From the action taken by the Civil and Military Authorit[ies], it appears that all
Mizos are under the influence of lawless elements [the MNF]. This concept may
be removed from the minds of the authorit[ies]... Otherwise, indiscriminate
arrests made by the authorit[ies] brought about hatred towards the
Government.PPF

Then, as the year wound to a close and the shift towards counterinsurgency began, the MHD’s
Deputy Commissioner noted the persistent disconnect:
A large number of competent officers are required especially under the
disturbed conditions prevailing in the district. The Govt. officers are performing
their tasks in the interest of the Mizos... and impartially carrying out their duties
under the most difficult circumstances to gain the confidence of the Mizos, but
if the Mizos wish to continue to have their prejudices it cannot be helped.PEC

The last line is notable, underlying the maintenance of the divide between state and citizen.PE?

Then, naturally, transgressions by security forces embedded this gulf.

Incidents where young women were targeted by security forces produced the greatest
backlash. For instance, after twelve Mizos were arrested in mid-1967 in the Chhingchhip PPV,
only the women were detained whilst the men were sent away to Aizawl. The following report
outlined the repercussions:

Consecutive 3/4 nights [of] cries of the girls [were] heard by the neighbouring

houses. It is believed that... Biaktluangi was raped by Major Sharma and Dy.

S. P. Sehgal. It was common talk in the centre for a few days after the incident
and was deeply resented by all sections of the local people.PE@
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The breadth of security force misconduct meant the incident at Chhingchhip was not an outlier
in hardening attitudes against the state, as demonstrated in Kolasib later in the year:
Sangsuali, sister of self styled Depcom. Lalsuiliana was apprehended at Sialsuk
and brought to Serchhip on the 16 September ‘67 and kept in Major Rawley’s
Basha. The Major was stated to have outraged the modesty of the girl. Two
brothers of the girl are JCOs in the Indian Army. Sensation prevails among [the]
public in general PEH

Anti-state attitudes hardened because of Indian COIN operations. This was a complete

contradiction to the ideological objective of counterinsurgency, to win hearts and minds.

By the early 1960s — as shown in chapter III — it was clear that ideological aspirations
at the centre regarding identity did not translate into tangible results. A dichotomy emerged
between highland identity and Indian nationalism. But COIN operations — and the abuses that
took place within — solidified this sense of Mizo identity. As a result of COIN operations, Mizo
identity was directly opposed to Indian nationalism. In the state’s attempts to be militarily

strong, it ensured the ideological divide between region and nation crystallised.

As already shown, COIN operations created hostility against security forces and the
state. The clearance of Thangte village in the Lungleh region, as part of the village grouping
scheme, offers further insight into how the ideological failure of COIN unfolded. According to
the records of D. S. Khongdup — the Additional Deputy Commissioner at Lungleh — Thangte
was not meant to be part of the regrouping scheme.PE*Despite this, security forces appeared at

the village, ordered its residents to leave and ‘immediately’ burned down the settlement.PEB
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Villagers petitioned Khongdup, and noted how the existence of young children made travel
difficult, whilst the predicament left them fearful for food supplies. The petition ultimately
asked for ‘sufficient time’ if regrouping was critical and noted the angst spread across the
village about potential military reprisals.°E¢Security forces were keen to press on with their

plans, regardless of the pleas of the villagers at Thangte.

At Thangte, as elsewhere in Indian COIN operations, security forces embodied the
state. The reality of security force actions was burned villages, violence and flagrant disregard
for citizens’ rights. The resentment created through these undertakings solidified local ties in
opposition to ‘Indian’ forces responsible for hardship in the district. Not every citizen wanted
to join the rebel movement. Far from it.°EPBut the way Indian COIN operations unfolded
ensured that very few were actively supporting the government, and even less were doing so

out of an ideological commitment to the nation.

On the ground, state-led drives for ideological development — such as plans for
‘National Integration Week’ — had little effect.?°55Ceremonial attempts to obtain oaths were of
little value when quotidian actions — evident at Thangte — produced such profound effects on

the day-to-day lives of citizens.P°EFThere was a gaping chasm between the rebel movement and
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the government, with numerous citizens falling somewhere in the middle after protracted
warfare emerged. The nature of Indian COIN ensured little ideological support from Mizo

civilians and actively created an obstacle to the mantra of hearts and minds.

Together, the humanitarian and ideological aspects of COIN were critical in the
development of identity formation in the post-colonial highlands. The final aspect of
operational failure is less obviously apparent but just as important. The Indian state threw a
sizeable amount of money, resources, and personnel into the Mizo conflict. This was enforced
by a deep resolve to defeat the Mizo separatist movement. By 1970, there was no doubt that
security forces had a greater degree of control over the MHD than it did in 1966.PF®Despite

this, an operational failure was also evident.

There is a flawed assumption that conditions the traditional understanding of Indian
COIN in the Mizo Hills. This logic supposes that, because the war concluded with a lasting
peace settlement, COIN operations must have been a success. This is a fallacy. A shifting tide
by the early 1970s was hardly a success. The MNF remained undefeated. It continued to operate
both within and beyond the region, despite disproportionate odds. In the time taken to resolve
the Mizo conflict, key trends emerged from this operational aspect of COIN failure.
Insurgencies can be fundamentally difficult to curtail, but the sheer breadth of ineffectiveness
of Indian COIN operations actively hindered the state. Ultimately, the remarks of L. Chinzah

—identified at the start of this chapter — were the most perceptive. His suggestion that the Indian

BIP1020@BM 13/ SH@% 1 ?JABINGGH 16 IMHA@USEJEPAB? INEN@S 26EJREEBIJAQR'E - 11E<<_ Big 1?28 (82(0(*)'%.. "¢ ] "t BF?CHACBCL6AS
$JICICE 264! 2L IMG@BE@OE - MH@@QJ/4=<<Ch@&\/CIGBIMG/E> (& - ILCIDP1BR(-13'%

Vg, 7HINT 4z 6 5 1+303+8'14'U[ 't @SQIBIEAA "¢ ] "% . OECMHIB/E_<<Ch@J"/i* 24<<EK&(-32't = @BAC?IGE M1 /86H 180CBIG1QINMGLAPJE
JOPMIE (-1*& SIBIEHIQNG €78 6HIE <=V (2% (-32'% ACH@AGK FBIEGIB: M@?CB@Q& @R 1B& E& NIMI26: DEa@BCOKE @04 CHIE <=V"J§
JIGQID 126J/ECH1E1QIMCCA? IEM@AQNE?@CSHER IGET 1 26LOEM I "6

241



Army was ‘like an elephant trying to chase a rat’ was more insightful that the success story

narrative.

Operational failure produced two notable conclusions. The first was the continued
evolution of the perception of the Indian state. Chinzah displayed a broader belief within the
MHD about the limited capacities of the state. His remarks came in a Pawi-Lakher Regional
Council meeting.PF?But this general attitude rang around the MHD. The attack at Tlungvel in
early January 1968 revealed the ease at which MNF forces could still operate in the district.°F@
And the general threats and sanctions that the MNF were able to impose across the MHD were
clear signs of the limits of state control.°""The internal perception of state capacity was
important in reducing civilian support — whether explicit or tacit — for the MNF. The inability
to present a more coherent challenge to rebel forces underpinned continued civilian support for
the MNF. But more important was the wider perception of state capacity in the northeast and

further afield.

The realities of this perception are identified in the conclusion of this thesis, but in short
COIN operations conducted by Indian security forces provided another telling lesson for the
wider northeast. The state was not able to defeat the Naga movement militarily. As chapter V
reveals, the attempt at political compromise with the NNC was also unsuccessful. In the Mizo

Hills the state demonstrated that the Naga civil war was not an oddity. Through these
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occurrences, the state proved it had a severe, profound inability to confront insurgency. This
knowledge was central in the emergence of insurgent groups and armed units from the late
1970s onwards across the northeast. With the lessons drawn from the Naga and Mizo civil

wars, the ‘new rebellions’ from the 1970s identified the state as a vulnerable enemy.P™

The second notable conclusion stems from the time taken to defeat the rebel movement,
a direct result of ineffective COIN operations. The MNF’s durability ensured it acted as a key
conduit for the spread of insurgency in the region. This was especially notable as links were
established between the Mizo separatist movement and the development of indigenous
nationalism in Tripura.PFBIn the late 1960s, the Sengkrak movement was born.PFClts existence
was directly enabled by the MNF. Joint raids were conducted and the MNF put the budding
movement in touch with contacts in East Pakistan.°FPAlthough the Sengkrak movement was
short-lived, instability in Tripura was just emerging. Hrangkawl, a key indigenous leader at the

forefront of this instability was directly influenced by the MNF.PFE

Beyond Tripura, the broader collusion between the disparate separatist movements of

the Indo-Burmese borderlands developed alongside the MNF’s survival. MNF raids were noted
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in Manipur, with identity movements there likewise on the rise.°F Links across the
international border with Burma, especially with Chin nationalists, were also a staple.ECThe
utilisation of the geopolitics of the northeast, a precedent already established by the Naga rebel
movement, was accelerated by the MNF. The effectiveness of SALW was repeatedly shown
by Mizo rebels who facilitated other emergent nationalist movements’ access to weapons.E®?
In sum, the precedents for insurgency established by the Nagas were embedded during the
Mizo civil war. The inability of the state to defeat the MNF ensured these precedents had

significant traction in a region that was showing signs of increasing volatility.

Therefore, the ramifications of India’s COIN failure in the MHD were vast, permeating
into both ideological and practical realms. Before moving on to the final chapter of the thesis,
one final conclusion is worthy of brief rumination. There were clear structural issues evident
in the village grouping scheme, ensuring that ground-level transgressions could persist. Yet,
taking a step back, it should be noted that the entire premise of COIN operations was built on
flawed logic. The entire utility of European COIN has been brought under the microscope,
especially in the past two decades. Unbeknown to Indian military planners at the time, their
go-to templates for success were hardly a reliable guide for successful counterinsurgency. In
this sense, the entire premise of Indian COIN rested on a foundation that was unstable from the
outset. This does not excuse the excesses that took place, but it does signpost how knowledge

production can undermine military operations from their very inception.
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The utilisation of village grouping schemes was drawn from half-baked operations
elsewhere, where circulating the illusion of hearts and minds served a greater purpose as a
mythology than a practical tenet of operations. As David French has suggested, ‘coercion, not
conciliation, was the mainstay of British policy’ when it came to counterinsurgency.E®@his
was a problematic precedent for the Indian military. Whether India’s COIN strategy ever had
a genuine commitment to hearts and minds is debatable. But, regardless of intent, its failure

was clear to see, as demonstrated in this chapter.

Conclusion.

By the end of the flawed COIN operations in the Mizo Hills the Indian state solidified its
reputation as a relatively weak institution that could not confront armed identity movements in
its northeastern borderlands. This reality was apparent in the broader northeast by the late
1970s, as discussed in the thesis’ conclusion. COIN similarly compounded the inability to
bridge the divide between highlands identity and Indian nationalism, ensuring that even today
a distinct regional identity persists in Mizoram without an emotional attachment to the state.ECH
Meanwhile, the durability of the MNF essentially confirmed what the NNC hinted at, in
conducting anti-state operations. All this is a far cry from the apparent success story of Indian
COIN operations, which continues to persist as a popular mythology. The transference from
the early stages of the Naga civil war mainly resonated in the highlands, at least in the shorter-

term. But together, the lessons from the Mizo and Naga civil wars — and their longevity —

ultimately acted as a beacon for the wider northeast.
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By the time the fourth wave of village grouping unfolded in the MHD in 1970, the end
of the long decolonisation was close. Chapter V delves into the end of the long decolonisation.
It identifies how the inability to negotiate a political settlement with the NNC between 1964-
72 simultaneously contributed to state perception in a comparable way to COIN operations in
the Mizo Hills. It also investigates the logic behind the political and economic reorganisation
of the northeast in 1972, where significant opportunities existed to cast off the shackles colonial
precedents had established. A different politico-economic outlook was created for the
northeast, which eschewed the colonial template evident until 1972. But this new framework’s
own inherent problems ensured the transition towards a unique northeastern region — complete

with its peculiar amalgamation of conflict dynamics and instability — was underway.
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Chapter V: Peace talks, federal restructuring, and the end of the

long decolonisation, 1964-72.

Introduction.

By the 1960s the highlands were defined by crises. Civil wars abounded in the Naga and Mizo
Hills, whilst the APHLC’s demands for statehood for the Garo, Khasi and Jaintia Hills
continued.F®A This thesis concludes by analysing two opportunities for the state. These
opportunities had the potential to assuage both short-term crises in the highlands and long-term
structural challenges for the northeast. The first was the Naga ceasefire, from 1964-72. The

second was the political and economic reorganisation of the northeast, implemented in 1972.

The Naga ceasefire provided opportunities for state perception. The Naga and Mizo
campaigns displayed state military limitations, but conflict resolution offered an opportunity
to demonstrate its diplomatic efficacy. Meanwhile, the reorganisation of the northeast created
the potential to resolve the many challenges that plagued the state since independence. The
skewed governance model, the inability to initiate state-building and the antagonism towards
Indian rule could all have been eased with an effective political and economic restructuring of
the region. In both instances, opportunities were squandered. These discarded prospects

enabled the emergence of the ‘exceptional” northeastern region from the late 1970s onwards.
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By 1972 the northeast was fashioned as a post-colonial construct, a vision of state
design which departed politically and economically from the colonial model that preceded it.EGB
This long decolonisation was not a successful transformation. The postcolonial migraine
established in the 1940s in the Assam highlands was never resolved. Further, the problems
created along the way — related to state perception, identity formation and insurgent operations
— were problematic, transferable factors that survived the 1972 reorganisation. The political
and economic model for the northeast was transformed, but the lingering issues established
during decolonisation persisted. The proliferation of militant activity from the 1970s onwards
in the northeast — the beginning for the region’s unique amalgamation of conflict dynamics and
instability — was a direct consequence of this inability to resolve the challenges of

decolonisation.

Ceasefires and peace talks in the Naga Hills, 19642,

The Indian government could not reverse time. The Naga and Mizo wars revealed the state’s
limitations when confronting insurgency. But the peace talks that commenced after the 1964
ceasefire — between the Indian state and the Naga rebel movement — presented a chance for an
alternative route to conflict resolution. Rather than forcing the Naga underground into
submission, the chance for political compromise appeared. But peace talks floundered. The
ceasefire persisted until 1972 in name only. The lost chance for peace did little for state
perception, whilst leaving the long-running civil war at a crossroads as the close of the long

decolonisation loomed.
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Though chapter II focused primarily on the state’s military approach to the Naga civil
war, there was a political strategy too. This approach hindered the prospects for peace in the
NHD. In 1957, the central government forged a dialogue with the — admittedly few — state-
friendly Naga figures.E©The hastily assembled Naga People’s Convention (NPC) was
identified by the Indian central government as the legitimate negotiating institution in the
district.EPThough not quite a government stooge, the NPC lacked any regional clout to act as
a mouthpiece for Naga consciousness in the way the NNC had.E®EThe decision to bypass the
NNC altogether in negotiations was problematic. Successful conflict resolution requires
genuine commitment from both sides.ES By excluding the entirety of the Naga underground,

the state torpedoed its chances of successful negotiations before they even began.

The underground labelled the NPC traitors, which undermined settlements such as the
‘Sixteen-Point Agreement’.F?® Negotiations unfolded between the NPC and the Indian

government from 1957 onwards but stood little chance of success whilst the underground
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E??In late 1957 the Naga-Tuensang merger was announced.F*@

remained active and influential.
This was a useful bargaining chip for the state, since the NNC had outlined its desire for the
amalgamation of the Tuensang region — formerly part of NEFA — with the NHD after
independence.E?HBut this chip was effectively wasted. The grant of full statehood, arguably the
best hand the state could play, was also squandered because the agreement was not endorsed
by the underground. Statehood was announced in 1960 after negotiations with the NPC.E*ABut
this political compromise — the creation of Nagaland as the sixteenth state of the Indian Union

in 1963 — had no effect on the Naga civil war.E?BIt was a concession effectively given away by

the state.

By the time the ceasefire began in 1964, the central government realised the need for a
settlement endorsed by the Naga rebel movement. The rejuvenation of the underground — after
the Sino-Indian War — as well as ongoing political strife in the highlands motivated the Indo-

Naga ceasefire.E?CIn 1964, after notable efforts from the Naga Baptist Church, the ceasefire
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was announced.E?POn 24 May, the ceasefire was signed, followed by its ratification in August.
It officially began on 6 September 1964.E?EIndian government delegations then met with rebel
Federal Government of Nagaland (FGN) representatives five times during the remainder of the
year.E?F Peace talks unfolded intermittently until 1972 with numerous extensions to the
ceasefire. E@Pespite the length of the truce, peace talks did not resolve the conflict, which

reignited in 1972 after the ceasefire formally lapsed.

Academic analysis in India tended to blame the breakdown of the ceasefire on the Naga
underground.E@*This oversimplistic view overlooked several nuances. More importantly, it
suggested an air of inevitability about the failure of peace talks. This was not the case; peace

was possible. Insights from the literature on conflict resolution are helpful to understand this.
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This literature uses the ‘bargaining model’ ideal *@@his ideal suggests that parties within peace
talks would inherently prefer a favourable settlement to unending conflict.F@But to reach a
successful conclusion, key obstacles must be overcome, especially ‘commitment’ problems
and ‘information’ shortages.E@The former essentially revolves around issues of trust, and the
latter on how each side perceives the strength of their opponent. If such obstacles are overcome,

a settlement is conceivable.

The declaration of the Naga ceasefire reflected certain logic within conflict resolution

E@B

research. When insurgent groups survive their initial vulnerability,=®"conduct irregular
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warfare,F@%control territory in peripheral regions,F@™face successive stalemates with state
forcesF@%and use terror, peace talks are more likely.E@FAll these factors applied to the Naga
civil war, as established in chapter II. In addition to the logical nature of the ceasefire, it is
critical to understand that talks were not predestined to fail. Several Naga rebel leaders
indicated that complete independence from the Indian Union was not necessarily a deal
breaker, whilst British and US officials also noted this sentiment.EH®Jayaprakash Narayan —
who formed part of the Nagaland Peace Mission — was most sensitive to the question of
sovereignty when he suggested that:

The case put forward by the [Naga] Federal [Government] is historically right;

so too is India’s case... they are two sides of the same coin... We are not asking

that the voluntary participation in the Indian Union should be unconditional...

[We] first plan out the form of the [Indo-Naga] relationship, and then ask people

to endorse it. To be within the Indian Union might mean many different

things.EH?

Terms like independence, sovereignty and autonomy were not always straightforward. Narayan

realised that the sticking point was the way rhetoric had been framed, as he noted ‘the very
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phrase “within the Indian Union” is a red rag to a bull!”.E"@orging a dialogue about these

combustible notions was difficult, but not impossible.

There are a range of indicators which can affect conflict negotiations.EHHDuring the
Naga ceasefire, obstacles were fourfold. First, was lasting resentment in the Naga Hills about
the war. Medhi’s return to Assam as an MP in 1964 revealed the ingrained animosity that
citizens had towards certain politicians. A letter from the Naga Baptist Church, for example,
blamed him for ‘must of the troubles and sufferings’ that occurred during his time as Chief
Minister.EH*Another letter suggested he ‘should be deported from India as a national criminal
because he is the creator of hell in Nagaland’.EHBThis vitriol was not reserved solely for Medhi.

Hem Baruah — MP for Guwahati — was mocked for his claim to have Naga interests at heart,

(1# &*L-,\)

(' JUIK@?NEGH16CIIAT J@UMAD DCSD 1 26E?NEC20@BDESC@ /6] IR IBEQRENNCGC@?EROEMG@BIRHER 16P 11 24CN 12600 INgSHIMHEME 2%
HC?N1B&M@?00CMGE B1 J@OACC@?'8 , HIJIEME?4BE?F 160B@DE DEMB@SQ IR 10k 0EMG@BJE JAMHE EJ&GHT& 1D 1BF 12M 14 @08 FQ@PEQ/E QCP 1BEGS
?@BDJE E?N&GHI& 21 1N 0@B& E?8 C?761B?ECC@?EQQKSE BIM@F?CI ING GHCBN& LEBGKE D INCEG@B'S !'76 @R 1BM@DC?FE CIJALJE BIQEGING 6@k
M@D DD 126k LB@PQI DJ/&GH 14 ? 1 IN&0@B&C?ICCCACCA?EQR FAEBE 261 1 JEME 24P 18 E&MBCGCMEQ) OEMG@B"& , HI&QIR 10k @08 RC@QT ?MIGC28
M@?0QCMGEME PENCMGEG 1§6H 18N 1 JCBEPCQUGKE@OBL. 1 EM 1 /ASHCQJGR0BEF D 1 26ECCA24SCEHEGH 168 1P 108FB@AL/EH 18SEKIGHEGPEGGQ 1 JINCOOAT 14
E?NEGHIE IDPINNIN?1JJE @04 CN 1 @@FCMEQE M@?M1B?2J& ME?% LB@RCN 18 0ABGH 1B& LB@PQI D J& 0@B& BIEMHC?F& LIEMI& J1CEQI D 1263'%
= CPEQQK/&@? 1EM@?M 1 B24C?MB IEJC?FQKE @6 I NE SCCHC?EP@GHEGH IEEMEN I DKEE?NEC 26 L@QCMKECIEGH 1672 1 INGG@EC?MOAN 1FBEJIBO@6JIS
@BFE?CIECC@?IEC?6 2 1 FAGCECC@PJ'E - 1 16 BUQEBNE VVAABIDELE?NE = ICT 16 - QCIBR@16/8_ - AIQC?FE - EMEC@?EQCID%E , H14 ! DLEMG @0
A1EMIE4BAMIIINJE@24O IP 10kgB@ALL 2 BEFD I 26EGC@ 26 2A6CRIGA EBY " /6>"2#+'9)"8) 7"+ 8B & (92 -1tk 8") ix*2* (¥/4300™
0(*1t 6EB@QK 2L $'& =EBGh 100/&_>"LOEC?C?FEGH1E - GEPCICOKE @04 7 I F@GCEGING - 16601 D 1768 6@é ! ?6BEJGEC & AEBJ"/t >"2#+'9) "8)
7"+89-5$)0&("92%8)+' (X (---V/e+™ **LUBGHENE=ENQI66/t_B?FBK@Bi IEBKY%=@SteC@)1 2M 18! DLEMGIEI0AN 1 Ji6@SEBNE
41EMIED@?FEVEBIABCE 24O 10AF T 1J"/8>"2#+'9)"8)7"+89-5$)0& ("9 28-)*BiX*2*2Y/i0) ) ~ 3224=@SEBNIE?NE. GEBT/} =@Sk
6(R0E A EBJE>?N"Z416@4E PNE>QQC@66/E_UEGG)1EVC00AIC@?"Z6>BCMa ] 1 10JGE?NE ] BLIGEAICI FE?N/k_<<AGAEQIKEBIIABINGV/CIGBAIGH
INT@@FK&E?NE 6@D DCD 126 4B@PQ1 DJA 28 6OR0% AEBJ /e >"2#+'9) "8) 7"+89-53) 0&("92HKEYH(28 X*2*2Y/k *2** ™) 0Lk
<<EBC?EL <<EQEDANGE?NE [@JF% - BE?MCIM@EBOREBEN@E 6APEB/E _ ; R1BM@DC?F: UEBBCIBJ&6@: OBEJIB@E@CIE I PMOAIC@24CPE 4 IEMIG
4BAMIJINJ" /e N#-$&;&'5& *2* (& nHEEL IS SS' JCLBC @BFoM@D D 1 26EBKoP@F0*2* (0@R 1BM@DC?F5PEBBC 1BJ5FBEJJBAAEIS
(PMOAJC@?SLIEMIS

LBAMIJI I J%ACDVI@ABMIYLHL i CJ6EADVD INCADY | DECQEACDVMEDLECE?Y . 1491A\LNEGI & - I PBAEBK&*2* (&+PHa7
AMOIEBAMHENI ?F1JaC?a . @AHASBIEES*GaL IEMIA@L IBECA?IaCDLEMGINAPKAMICDEC I aMHE?F 1 &* 6 aFBEJIBA@GIAC?M)
AJC@?ac?al IEMIALBAMIIIIJa*6aE?NaD@BI TADVMA?61 26y=, <uipk GEMMIJJING *)& - IPBAEBK: *2*(rk EQIB/
_GBCGCMEQRUEBBCIB™E

(3 4B . BI6< .1*1-01) WO IRIBI 2Nk @?FBUE?N] 122 16H1 ] IBHAGHGLUCIH?ABE DA< INHC/*OR[AQKE (- 1) k<< INHC"JIBICF 2%
EJig@RIB?0B: @04 <<ENBEJIMED 14GGLE?% 1 2N4C24 <EKk (- 1)/AE061BE SHMHEHIBIGAB? INLG@LSIIED k<< INHCHENKP 11244604
P@BBASICH161BDC2@08FKE@OLELUBLXIHE6'D 5 §@00CMCER: & TOMT INGALJGECBI"46@4 HCILL @I PF4C2L < ENBEJKEJREBI JAQG B0
A?LALAJEBOSKIC IS IIED " JHCFHIEPN G- 118, 7SIV 5 (- 10%+0'%>"1g {7 OB8CI/E =CFHOE?N 1BJE?NL @SIE?N 1BJLSIIED"
+2U[AKL(-18'%

(% _ PI6< .4*1-01) 4 CDELP@L60E i EQUEHENABL . HEJGB/i+ (R[AQKE(-1)'%

254



despite ‘never [having] cared to visit Nagaland [during] all these years of our travail’.FH°The
Naga Baptist Church noted the following about him:
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Resentment about the war, and the role of certain politicians, ran deep in the Naga Hills,

providing the first obstacle for negotiations.

A second obstacle was public sentiment, in India and the Assam Valley. An article in
the K(#*07*0noted the ‘widespread belief in India that if the Army had been left to deal with
the problem, then the Nagas’ resistance would have been broken long ago’.EHEA letter written
by the general secretary of the All India Nationalist Christian Association also revealed this
strand of public thought. As the general secretary noted to Bimalaprosad Chaliha,
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At national level, discourses of this nature were common.FA®This was mirrored in parts of the
Assam Valley, which elicited angry rebukes from Naga citizens.FA? Altogether, there was

notable national and regional public opposition to the ceasefire.

A third element to add into the mix was the ideological nature of the Naga movement.
Greater focus on ideology in recent literature led Eric Keels and Krista Wiegand to identify
how ‘indivisible’ factors — such as ideas — can be overlooked within the bargaining model
construct.®A€The diametrically opposed ideological outlook of the Naga underground and the
Indian government presented a relatively obvious obstacle, but one that could nonetheless be
overlooked in traditional conflict literature.EAHThe Naga rebel movement could not be bought.
A lasting political settlement that reconciled Indian claims over the Naga Hills with the rebel

desire for independence was required.

The fourth and final obstacle was factionalism in the Naga ranks. As identified in
chapter II, the use of terror affected the popularity of the NNC after 1956. By the time of the

ceasefire, the movement enjoyed less popular support and Phizo’s position as leader was more
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precarious than it had been.FA%As an Indian government official wrote, ‘a successor to [Phizo]
has not emerged and the underground is reported to be going through a phase somewhat akin
to that of a collective leadership arrangement’.FAB Possible cracks in the leadership, and
fluctuating levels of public support within the Naga Hills, heightened the possibility of
factionalism.FAFactionalism had the potential to affect lasting peace, as a cohesive unit could

enforce peace terms in a manner that a divided movement could not.FAP

Therefore, four identifiable obstacles hindered the prospects of peace in the Naga Hills.
They did not mean peace was impossible, but they needed to be navigated with a degree of
sagacity. Against these obstacles were two factors favourable for a peace settlement. The first
was existence and role of the Nagaland Peace Mission. The second was the commitment from
the centre and the FGN delegates. Together, these dictated the contours of the peace talks in

the Naga Hills.

The Nagaland Peace Mission (NPM) was a quite unique formation. After Shankerrao

Deo was forced to decline an invitation to the NPM on the grounds of ill-health, a tripartite
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delegation was formed in early April 1964.FAFlt was crucial for the signature and inauguration
of the ceasefire as the year progressed. The NPM was composed of the Indian political activist
Jayaprakash Narayan, British priest and advocate Michael Scott and Assam’s Chief Minister
Bimalaprosad Chaliha.FATIts purpose was to act as a mediatory body, to bridge the divide
between the Indian government and the Naga separatists. The NPM’s support from — and active
correspondence with — the Nagaland Baptist Church was one of several indicators of its

credentials.FBC

Third parties, especially those that are impartial and respected, can play a critical role

EB?The NPM served that function in the Indo-Naga ceasefire. At its inception,

in peace talks.
the NPM enjoyed widespread popularity within Nagaland.FB@As the first rounds of talks
unfolded between Indian and FGN officials at the close of 1964, the NPM was routinely praised

for its work in bringing both parties to the negotiating table.EBHAdditionally, smaller bodies
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existed which aided the work of the NPM. An ‘Observer Team’, for instance, was established
and Majorie Aram and Dr. Sykes spread news of talks throughout the state whilst encouraging
support for a peace settlement.EBAWithin Nagaland, the work of third-party bodies ensured that

the ceasefire began in a positive manner, with a groundswell of local support for a resolution.

Added to this outlook from within Nagaland were genuine levels of commitment from
the central government, provincial government and FGN delegates. At the centre, Nehru’s
death three days after the ceasefire was signed in May 1964 brought in a new ministry as
negotiations began.FBBLal Bahadur Shastri — Nehru’s replacement — was ‘set for peace’ and
determined to bring the Naga war to a conclusion.EBCThis was repeatedly demonstrated by his
ministry. At one point, under criticism in the house for its reconciliatory approach to the Naga
conflict, a supporter of Shastri suggested ‘simply, voices are raised here as if the Government
or we, sitting in this House, are quietly bartering away Nagaland on this side and Kashmir on
the other’.EBPThis was a sign that peace talks would not be derailed by a desire for state bravado
and short-term popularity, whilst Shastri was also keen to ensure that minor criticisms at

national level did not affect the ceasefire.FBEThe ability of the centre within this period to take
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criticism on the chin in pursuance of its primary aim was a departure from the ministries that

came before and after.

The central government’s commitment was mirrored at provincial level. Chaliha was
critical in these endeavours. His role as Chief Minister, as well as member of the NPM, was a
unique position. Despite sections of Assam society actively rooting against the peace process,
Chaliha consistently worked to create a positive atmosphere. He, for instance, suggested
gestures such as an APCC grant to the NPM as a show of goodwill.EBF A local newspaper
editorial best reflected Chaliha’s commitment to peace. It stated, ‘B. P. Chaliha, Chief Minister
of Assam, [has] fearlessly, even at the cost of his future as a politician, [taken] part in this
peace-talk’.E€CThis was mirrored within the Naga movement. Phizo’s brother — Kevi Yallay —
offered an example. In 1965, when rumours of discontent emerged within the more extremist
elements of the underground, Kevi Yallay was quick to meet with Chaliha to smooth over
claims of misconduct aimed at underground forces in the borderlands.E€?Altogether, from the
outset of talks and through early discussions, a lasting peace settlement was not out of the

question.

However, changes at the centre, the collapse of the NPM and the outbreak of clashes
between the Naga underground and state forces curtailed this chance for peace. By 1966, the
potential for a settlement was all but gone. As a result, the state had to deal with the fact it

could not militarily defeat the Naga underground, nor reach a political resolution. The inability
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to reach an agreement in the Indo-Naga ceasefire was not a story of state failure, but the

ultimate result contributed to an already unfavourable perception about Indian state capacity.

The peace talks that began in late 1964 continued into 1965 without any notable
breakthroughs. This was a slow process where the smallest slights had the potential to
snowball, considering the scars left by the civil war.E¢@ime was a critical factor. Talks needed
time to develop but reports about breaches of ceasefire rules — on both sides — threatened to
break the delicate peace as 1965 wore on. Though peace talks were generally well received in
Nagaland, the underground still held rallies, much to the chagrin of state officials. A large
gathering to celebrate ‘independence day’ in the Naga dominated northern parts of Manipur
hosted — according to SIB reports — around 4,000 attendees.EHThe underground President’s
incendiary comments, that they would not ‘deviate from the principle of self-determination’
and that ‘their country stood exposed to the worst type of colonialism’, was not conducive to

an atmosphere of peace.ECA

The underground was not alone in threatening the ceasefire. Claims were made about
the conduct of Central Reserve Police personnel stationed in and around the Naga Hills. Forces
operating from a camp at Chizami in eastern Nagaland — in the Phek region — were reported to

have left five Nagas dead just as the ceasefire was about to officially begin.E°BThese allegations
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continued. The archive is littered with accusations on both sides about the misconduct of

opposing forces. Indian Army reports were routinely accompanied with statements such as:
Whereas the Security Forces have scrupulously adhered to the terms of
suspension of operations, it will be clear from these lists that the hostiles have
repeatedly violated the terms to an extent amounting virtually to a complete
repudiation of the agreement.ECC

In a similar vein, the FGN reported to the NPM the ‘provocative action’ of security forces. This

included the burning of twenty-six houses at Chekiye village and the murder of five citizens.ECP

As the FGN delegate Zashei Huire wrote, the ‘Indian Government is resorting to the use of

force in this nature everywhere, which we view [as] extremely detrimental to the peace

effort...”ECEUltimately, a slew of reports filtered through between 1964-6 about smaller scale

incidents which threatened to undermine the peace process.F¢F

These incidents threatened the ceasefire. But they were not terminal to the chances of
peace. It was in the early months of 1966 that the chances of conflict resolution diminished.

Shastri’s death — the day after signing the Tashkent peace agreement in early 1966 — was an
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unfortunate occurrence.EP@Until the end, Shastri’s ministry was resolute in its desire for peace.

Fantastical rumours that surfaced about the nature of talks were outright refused at the centre.

Its stance was clear, the government would ‘accept the conclusions reached by the Peace
> ED?

Mission’.=°*This outlook received significant praise from the supporters of the ceasefire and

provided a constructive pillar for negotiations.EP@lis death was a sizeable blow.

Early 1966 also witnessed growing unrest after Indian forces posted a unit of Manipur
Rifles in the Ukhrul subdivision, whilst the underground was accused of raids within the
ceasefire area.EP"Both the Indian government and FGN defended their actions. The former felt
rumours of underground raids necessitated extra security; the latter saw raids as acceptable
because Indian security forces encroached into their zone of control. The FGN previously
suggested that attempts to change the nature of ceasefire rules added an extra layer of ‘tension’
to peace talks.EPAThe proximity between Indian and Naga forces by early 1966 only heightened

this tension.

In this atmosphere, the NPM was decisive. In 1964-5, it acted as a buffer to gloss over
the minor infractions by both state and rebel forces.E°BWhen commitment issues arose — such

as whether taxation rules applied under the terms of the ceasefire — it was the NPM that doused
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the potential spark for contestation.EPBut as time wore on, and a peace agreement remained
elusive, the NPM faltered. Practical issues, from timetabling to transport, affected the cohesion
of the NPM, as did Michael Scott’s unpopularity amongst India’s elite.E°PMore important,
though, were the differing viewpoints of the NPM’s members, which only crystallised by early

1966.

To Chaliha, the role of the NPM was clear. Its primary purpose was to ensure a dialogue
between state and rebel officials could take place. It was not responsible for the success or
failure of talks. It merely had to ensure that talks occurred with a reasonable chance of
success.FPEThis, as became clear by 1966, contrasted with Scott’s vision, which involved
actively contributing to how peace should emerge.EPFNarayan, too, was more interested in
securing an agreement. When talks stalled and unrest rose in early 1966, therefore, Narayan

presented a dejected tone.FECBy the spring of 1966, he felt the good groundwork laid by the
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NPM required a swift resolution.EE?With an agreement still not close, and the differing views

of its members clear, the NPM disbanded between February and April 1966.

The breakdown of the NPM was sparked by the resignation of Narayan in February
1966, ostensibly because of misinterpreted remarks he made about the Naga movement.FE@ his
was the culmination of a broader process, where Narayan’s reputation amongst the
underground deteriorated.EEMThe erosion of trust undermined the legitimacy of the NPM as an
intermediary third party, and Narayan left as a result. His departure instigated the collapse of

the NPM. Without the NPM as a mediatory body, the chances of conflict resolution evaporated.

The growing distrust of Narayan preceded a shift away from the persistent — but
relatively minor — offences conducted by rebel Nagas into ‘serious breaches’ of the ceasefire. FEA
This included an attack by a group of around two hundred armed rebels on a Manipur Rifles
post.EEBThis followed with two major attacks at train stations by Naga separatist towards the
end of April. The attacks at Diphu and Lumding resulted in numerous fatalities, that in turn

signalled the end of the NPM and the prospects for peace.EEScott was deported from India and
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Chaliha’s resignation from the NPM swiftly followed.FEP Chaliha’s resignation was the

symbolic final nail in the coffin for the hopes of a peaceful resolution to the Indo-Naga conflict.

Despite the designs for a new intermediary body and the widespread sorrow expressed
at the disbandment of the NPM, the ceasefire became something of a sham.EEEThose that
criticised the peace talks from the outset wasted no time in sniping at the NPM’s former
members.EEFClashes between state and rebel forces increased, whilst the poor conditions of the
ceasefire became common knowledge across the nation.EFéAs Marcus Franke has noted, the

peace process was dead long before the formal lapse of the Indo-Naga ceasefire in 1972.5F?

Indira Gandhi — Shastri’s successor — continued negotiations, but the resolute
commitment to peace that defined Shastri’s ministry was lacking. Added to this was the
evolving outlook of sections of India’s elite. The Mizo rebellion in 1966 added weight to the
belief that the supposed ‘soft handling’ of the Naga underground was misguided.EF@ventually,
Indira Gandhi looked towards exploiting the ceasefire to split the underground. As Subir
Bhaumik has suggested, her ministry was initially open to concessions, but when opportunities

arose to exploit divisions within the Naga leadership the government preferred exploitation to
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reconciliation.EF"This approach actively hindered commitment issues, a common feature of

failed peace processes.EFA

Meanwhile, the increasingly fractured nature of the underground meant sporadic
attacks took place without any clear central direction.EFBIn 1968 this factionalism birthed the
Revolutionary Government of Nagaland, which split from the FGN.EF€ By this time,
government officials openly accused China and Pakistan of supplying arms to the Naga
underground.EFPKartik Oraon — MP for Lohardaga in present day Jharkhand — captured the
prevailing mood by the late 1960s. He suggested that ‘the Naga problem and the solution of it
by negotiation... are like the two banks of a river which go on widening as they go on further

away from the origin’.EFE
y g

Calls for peace after early 1966 were forlorn.EFFThe ceasefire remained because it was
strategically advantageous to both parties in the short-term. The state had a war to fight in the
Mizo Hills, whilst the underground used the ceasefire to expand its arsenal and fighting force

after 1966.FCClashes continued until the close of the decade, without enough pretext to
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FG?It took until 31 August 1972 for its formal lapse, when Indira

officially end the ceasefire.
Gandhi’s ministry felt confident enough to launch its ‘final drive’ against the rebel
movement."6@. K. Nehru — Nagaland’s Governor — announced via radio that members of the

NNC, FGN and Naga Army were now ‘liable to prosecution’ and noted that operations against

rebel forces would resume."CH

The inability to reach a peace agreement was a missed opportunity. The route to
reconciliation was not straightforward, but neither was it predestined to fail. But the sham peace
that emerged by 1966 presented a problem for the state. It could not deal with insurgency
through military might, nor could it negotiate its way out of conflict. Its perception in the
northeast was increasingly deteriorating, a reality which the newer movements that emerged in
the 1970s were keenly aware of. Without military or political victories, the challenges in the
highlands persisted. It meant that a radical overhaul was needed. The political and economic
reorganisation of the northeast provided the potential for this overhaul. But, like the Indo-Naga

ceasefire, it was another story of a missed opportunity.
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The political and economicreorganisation of IndiaOs northeast, 1972.

The political and economic reorganisation of India’s northeast in 1972 was a paradox. On the
one hand, it created an entirely new model for the northeastern region, a genuinely post-
colonial vision whose politico-economic structure differed markedly from the colonial
template which preceded it. On the other, the internal logic behind the reorganisation and the
contradictions within the restructuring curtailed its effectiveness with regard to diversity and
conflict. Though the political and economic structure of the northeast changed, the tools for
managing the northeast’s diversity did not. This lack of potency for managing the challenges
presented by the northeast enabled the emergence of widespread volatility in the region —
beyond the highlands — from the 1970s onwards. The reorganisation signalled the end of the

long decolonisation, but the instability of the northeast only accelerated.

As with the Naga peace talks, this was a story of missed opportunity. Political
reorganisation provided a platform for managing the recurrent theme of autonomy. New
political units meant a move away from the provincial Assam government, a source of
contention that had hindered nation-building during the long decolonisation. Economic
restructuring provided an opportunity to kick-start the laboured development drive that
unfolded since independence, reversing the problems that emerged from state-building. On
both counts, the restructuring did not deliver. Autonomy claims were not resolved, and
economic development still faltered after 1972. The result was an expansion of crises beyond

the highlands, as extremism spread throughout the northeast.
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By the mid-1960s the central government had considered alterations to the federal
framework of the northeast."®AThe APHLC’s statechood demand, though less explicitly
combative than the Naga or Mizo cases, was both persistent and robust after the Sino-Indian
war. The leadership of the hill state movement was unwavering in the desire for full statehood
within the Indian Union.F®BAnything short of statehood was not entertained.F“The political
concessions granted to Nagaland in 1957 and 1963 were the first notable changes to the
northeast’s federal structure. But, as previously identified, it did little to resolve the armed
challenge in the Naga Hills, and only added impetus to other identity movements in the
northeast that felt they deserved similar compromises.FPThe rumblings of discontent within
the Mizo Hills provided added motivation for the central government’s developing ideas about

the northeast’s federal structure.

The twelfth session of the APHLC, held at Tura in April 1964, ended with a provisional
agreement with the central government."CElt should be stressed that this agreement was not a

decision by the APHLC to renege on its hill state demand. Rather, the agreement was reached
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to establish a commission to work out the details for implementing an offer related to the
‘Scottish Pattern’. The Scottish Pattern was the government’s attempt at political compromise,
and its composition evolved over time. As a result of the provisional agreement, the Pataskar

Commission was authorised by Shastri.F6F

The report published by the Pataskar Commission ultimately still envisaged autonomy
for the Garo, Khasi and Jaintia Hills squarely within the Assam state. The publication noted
how the ‘preservation of the unity of Assam’ was still an overriding principle.F?®The APHLC,
in response, rejected the proposals laid out by the Pataskar report because it failed to deliver
on its core demand.™?? The timing of the rejection, by 1966, was important. Reports in the press
circulated about Khasi volunteers following the lead of the MNF and the NNC in reaching
across the international border for aid. A '2.*#&3H&L$%Ri&e noted, for example, that ‘over
100 armed Khasi youths have crossed the border from East Pakistan into the Jowai subdivision
of Khasi Hills, it was reliably learned here today’.F?@As previously identified, the strong
democratic tendencies of the APHLC leadership kept this militant faction at bay, but the
rumours were worrisome for a central government that already had two civil conflicts to

contend with in the highlands.
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The Mizo uprising earlier in the year weighed heavily as Indira Gandhi travelled to
Shillong to establish talks with the hill state movement. In a report on the visit, produced at the
British High Commission in New Delhi, the following was noted:

On arriving at Shillong she [Gandhi] evidently found that [the] All Party Hills

Leaders’ Conference (A.P.H.L.C.) had organised a hartal and demonstrators to

greet her. They are reported in the press to have presented her with a

memorandum demanding the formation of a separate hill State and threatening

“disastrous consequences” if this demand was not met.m*"

Rumours that circulated about possible collusion between the APHLC and East Pakistan also
hung over decision-making and prompted the central government to take the demands

seriously."”A A Cabinet Committee was established in the summer of 1966 after the APHLC

rejection of the Pataskar report, to reach a settlement.™?B

The precarity of Indira Gandhi’s own position added greater impetus for negotiations
and helped ensure that the APHLC would eventually be granted its wish of statehood. Bethany
Lacina has suggested that the changing fortunes of Congress were a key factor. At the 1967
Indian election Congress’ majority was noticeably reduced.m”¢ In addition, the leadership
contest between Indira Gandhi and Morarji Desai produced a rift within Congress."?PLacina,

therefore, identified how the resultant rift alienated Indira Gandhi from the Assam Congress
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and strengthened the hand of those who supported her, which included the APHLC.F?E
Congress was, by the close of the decade, ‘shattered’ due to internal power struggles and
electoral struggles.mF Indira Gandhi took several steps to confront this milieu."@%For the
northeast, the weakening of Congress emboldened the hill state demand and underpinned the

political reorganisation of 1972.

As national politics provided leverage for the APHLC over the central government, the
move towards full statehood gained serious traction. Contestation from the Assam government
— and especially the media — ensured that the hill state aspiration did not unfold unchallenged,
and included further compromise offers such as the ‘sub-state’ alternative by 1968.F@?
However, by the close of 1969 the Assam Reorganisation (Meghalaya) Act was passed."@@his
established the provisions for the creation of Meghalaya — out of the Garo, Khasi and Jaintia
Hills — as an ‘Autonomous State’. This was the beginning of the broader reorganisation of the

northeast.

The Meghalaya Act of 1969 was effectively an admission that the regional political

structure of the northeast was unsustainable. The template provided by colonial rule simply did
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not function effectively after 1947. The widespread dissatisfaction in the highlands was
increasingly mirrored elsewhere by the late 1960s, especially in Manipur and Tripura."@"The
Naga and Mizo civil wars signalled the possibilities of unsolved identity movements. Worries
about Meghalaya were a not insignificant factor in the reorganisation. However, the desire to
resolve competing identity-based claims was not the sole, nor primary, motivation for

reorganisation. This undercut the potency of the 1972 political restructuring.

The plans to reorganise the northeast were passed through Parliament at the close of
1971, in the North- Eastern Areas (Reorganisation) Act.F@*The Act came into effect the
following year. Prior to the reorganisation of 1972, the map of the northeast still mirrored the
colonial model with the Assam state as the key polity. The only major changes after
independence were in Nagaland, prompted by the separatist challenge rather than a proactive
design for managing the northeast’s diversity. Elsewhere, minor adjustments were made as
Manipur and Tripura were shifted from ‘part C’ states to Union Territories, with little in the
way of tangible administrative transformation. But the 1972 reorganisation — displayed in map

10 — changed the entire federal structure of the northeast.

YA QI2ENNCGC@246@86H 14BCI 1E@OICH 18N\ 7 i - §0P4<<E2CLABISEJEEH 141 D 1BF 1 2M14@0GNCILEBES HCN 1 2606KED@R 1D 1263424 , BILABE/&
EJL@AGQC? INGPBCI0QKEC?SMHELG B! e4E?NEC?4D@B 1aN 1GECQC?E6H 1EM@?MOAIC@?" 8

VSN 7 @' L 14@0(-3(/h_, H187 @BEHAE>EJG1B24SBBIEJAXD | @BFE2CIELQ?YVEBME/A (-3 ("

274



INTHE NAME O

I"#$ %E&B01-"L+$0478()"+8$"'D8)78%|

'THE NATIO!

Political Reorganisation of India, 1972.

Polity Old Status New
Status
$IEDE =T =T
<E2(LABK \20@7, IBRIG@BKE | .GEGIL
<IFHEQEKE: | SA@?@DOAJ L GEGIE
s@?1d
<(h@BED V/CJGBCMG \ 20024
, | BBOS@BK
7EFEQE?NL =N =T
7>:$i I"#$%8&."() \ 20024
XBBAPEMHEQYE | *+.-#-.$"%"+) , IBBG@BKE
10#" &
, BOLABEL \20@?%, IBBOG@BKE | .GEGIL

275




The area of the Assam state reduced by over 16,000 square miles.F@9ts population
shrank by more than one million people.Ff®Manipur and Tripura were granted full statehood
alongside Meghalaya. These three new polities joined Assam and Nagaland on equal political
footing. Further asymmetric concessions were granted in the Mizo Hills and the NEFA. The
MHD was granted Union Territory status, as was NEFA.F@H he Assam government lost control
over much of the borderlands, whilst ambitions for the assimilation of NEFA — evident within
certain sections of the Assam elite — were also dashed.F@fn sum, what had been one ‘part A’

state and two ‘part C’ states in 1949 became five states and two union territories by 1972.

Although the political structure of the northeast changed noticeably in 1972, the
concessions in political autonomy did little to manage the divergent outlooks of identity
movements in the region. The new ethnofederal structure of the northeast, therefore, did not

provide a template for managing diversity within this complex region.""®To understand why

V¥R <ELIG1 DLOECHGET 1 240BODRUEBAEH/E*+)$%&)!"6&)"8)$%0 &) " BALHAC'E)

Y#EG16IREBIEAN IMQC? IN§0B@ DIEB@A?NE) 3/2224J j AEBILD Y1 JE6@ARAPN IBE+ (/222'% , GELAGGHCIEC 26@EMA 261 \G/IHEGCIAELB I NAMGL@ %
EP@AGEGH18JCh 18@08V 1 ?DEBT %

# te'le 17 TEGELOE@/_O1@BFE2ChEN@2400k7 BBEHE>EIR INCE" A=96&) *+,-'+)>"2#+'0)"8) ;"9-$-5'0) 15-&-+B&N (-3*V/k
C+))IXL ' (<311 24E 24026181 J6C2FUB 1 LOBGLBONAMINGPKIGH 146 1SUEGEH 460D 1 /ACH SEJLIAFF 136 INIGHESLIAVHB INANG@ 2%
MEAJINIQIJJE?FIHEDE?FISGHLESIIED 1141006 1HE246H 1@ PF@C?FICIIA14@0LI ALOGCSER@24@0IB1 JGABMI Ji &1 L INCEQKIS1ES
“UPKIGHIMI 261G 115#" (A&SS()B#-2%0$8&+)-+)!"#SY0&:'(HYBH ZGBEQ 261 0)CF 1 2M LBF I 2MK/*4: 1 PBAEBKL(-3*V/i6 !Bt
;20216 WCPBEBKE  nHGLJinSSS'MCE'FARoCPBEBKGBIENC?FBAADINGMAD I 26MESBNLO8622038822( (22 (+22+85) ph
QEMMIIIINEC*E s MG@P 1Bi<2(Or't

Y47 > - SASEJFBE?6INGOAQRJGECIH@@NE ~4E?NEP IMED 14$BBA?EMHEQABEN 1 JH: ~4C 24 (~03/66H 146S 126K50QABGHEIGES 14@06CH 14
\2(@7?"4=<<Ch@BE DESE JUFBE 26 INSIGEG I HA@NEH 16JED 18K 1 EB/SE0G 1 BE6H 1 6JCF?ECAB 1 4@08GH 1¢<Ch@BMM@BNEC26(-01 % 118V 1 ILET
7] 't<<CIHBE/E_VIRIQ@LC?FEH18U@BN 184 , H14 - GEG 14E?NiGH 164 @QCECMEQE>M@?@DKE@0V IR 10AL D 1 26iC24BBAPEMHEQRABEN 1 JH" /&
(20g 10?7 1B/B"#,&#9'+,) O-F&(LL'4() (C 1*1t 7EDBECELQ@ISEDC/_, HI&I?NCE?¢>"L 1BCI 2M1E@0:6@200CM6E9 1 J@QAGCA24C 2%
<(h@BED"/11$#'$&?-5)/+'9@++")ix*22-Y/t83-"0-"

) > JL INCEQQKES(GHC 246H 165 I@DE . EHCBKER . EPHE'4 .. 1 IRUEBAEH/_>GH?CMEG@200CMG"/RLL"4118511'%

)" §, HOAFHIGH 160 1N 1BEQB 1 JBBAMGABC?FE@04H 162 @BGH I EJGSE J6? @GENCB I MGQKED @GCREG INEPKEE ?FAEF I /AEJiGH 141 EBYC IBIMHE ?F 1)
SIBI/&6HIE (-3*tBI@BFE?CIEC@?E SEJEELO@BDE@O 16H?@0 1N IBEQEB I JIBBAMGABC?F'¢ i ] EGHIBC? 1EBNI? I KEHEJLJAFF 136 IN/&CGk
DAJG_P1&A?NIBIG@@NEEJE 1GH?@O0 TN IBEQ"4 C?6 PEGABI /& LEBGE @0% E& PB@EN 184 J 1BC1 & @08 MHE?F 1 J%6@% ?@BCH 1 EJGA NBCR 1 26 PK& _E&
M@DLQI™NDCAGABIE@0LCN 1 2606K/EME G /&GBCPEQRE?NEN IR 10@LD 1 26EQR L@QCGCMI ™" - 1TEBNI?1K/E_V@1JE>6H?@0INIBEQCID"/EL "

(%

276



this is so, the other factors motivating the centre’s decision to restructure the northeast must be
understood. When this internal logic is identified, the reason that reorganisation failed to

resolve competing identity claims becomes clear.

It would be tempting to view the 1972 reorganisation purely as a tool for conflict
management. Political activism emerged in the highlands and the centre needed a better model
to assuage competing identity-based interests. But an ambition to manage the political
challenges presented during decolonisation was only one aspect of the centre’s decision for
reorganisation.""? Two core aspects — beyond managing diversity - motivated the political
reorganisation of 1972. Firstly, strategic concerns about the northeastern frontier underpinned
the desire for change. Secondly, economic concerns trumped socio-cultural interests. Together,
these formed the tripartite motivation for 1972. The priority given to strategy and economics
ensured the ineffectiveness of the northeastern federal model after 1972, when considering

identity movements and instability.

Strategic concerns were a stark reality after the Sino-Indian war of 1962. The ease at
which Chinese forces passed through the NEFA sent shockwaves throughout military and
political circles in Delhi.FH@ationalising the frontier space and the creation of a genuine state
infrastructure in the region therefore was a key concern. State-building received far greater

urgency when the possibility of military weakness arose. But the prioritisation of strategic
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concerns signalled internal problems. As Sanjib Baruah has suggested, the result was a form
of ‘cosmetic federalism’.FHH1972 served the purpose of realigning the border spaces within the
northeast, taking them away from the remit of the Assam government and bringing them closer
to the central government. The new polities of the northeast were dependent on central

subsidisation, ensuring the centre had greater control in affairs. This change was critical.

The new polities' subservience to the centre, due to strategic concerns, undermined the
potency of political concessions. The borderlands were relinquished from their attachment to
the Assam government and the subsequent possibility of hegemony from Guwahati. But the
new centres of administrative power were not necessarily in places such as Shillong in
Meghalaya or Aizawl in Mizoram. Rather, the new polities swapped Guwahati for New Delhi
for its dependence. This dependence was crucial. Despite the clear political and cartographic
changes of 1972, there was little tangible change in autonomy. New Delhi required greater
state-building designs for strategic concerns, not to manage the diversity of the region.
Initiatives were dictated by international affairs, and this distinction was massive. 1972,
therefore, did not resolve the lingering issues of autonomy that were evident in the highlands

since independence, and were increasingly central to the wider politics of the northeast.

The strategic impetus behind the 1972 reorganisation was also complicated by the
second aspect of economics. Development in the northeast was problematic after
independence. This has already been demonstrated in the highlands. It was also a reality for
the broader region, when compared with national trends.FfH Therefore, an economic

reconstitution of the northeast unfolded alongside federal restructuring. 1972 ushered in both
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significant political and economic changes in the northeast, a notable departure from the old
colonial template which persisted until the early 1970s. The result was the birth of the North
Eastern Council (NEC), established as an advisory board to foster regional development.m8
The economic imperatives of the NEC provided a problem. As Shibani Kinkar Chaube, Sunil

Munsi, and Amalendu Guha suggested at the time:
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Economic ambitions — in this guise — were a direct contradiction to the management of diversity
and the designs for autonomy within the borderlands. The new economic drive actively re-
established power within the Assam Valley. As with strategic concerns, the economic impetus
behind 1972 directly contradicted the designs for autonomy within Assam’s identity

movements.

Added to the logical fallacy of development was the composition of the NEC. It was
initially made up of the Governors of the northeast’s states — instead of the chief ministers —
meaning that the council was run by those answerable to the central government.FHP

Democratically elected politicians of the new states, therefore, did not have a seat on the NEC.

The overarching model reinforced economic power in Guwahati, whilst the practical

1%}, HG?FTHAQEQR=E@TCL/% A@00CCMEQH 261 FBEELO 24007 @B6H 1 EJG PNCEHSBI=CIL@BIMENSS PEQK I AL $H $&2-5)/+' 9@+ *k
X2 (FVI+2)5+ QUL EH+2) V'

V'€ 4GHEAP ILIGIEQ/S_ O IFC@?EWRV IRI0QLD126"/4L"8)8'%

)" QUEBAEH/AJ2#'L9&)J-("#, &L 1)+

279



mechanisms of the NEC actively excluded the new polities from decision making. This was

not conducive for solving problems related to local identity.

The reorganisation of 1972 needed a revolutionary approach to managing competing
interests in the northeast. It successfully moved away from the old colonial model, but the
politico-economic changes were anything but revolutionary. They were a poor solution to
managing regional diversity. There have been divergent views on whether India’s broader
federal changes have successfully managed competing demands related to ethnicity, language
and culture.™EIn the northeast, the 1972 model categorically failed to manage ethnic conflict
in the northeast. This much is obvious, considering the plethora of insurgencies in the region
after the late 1970s. But it is crucial to understand that the logic behind reorganisation — and
the contradictions inherent within this logic — prevented any form of viable arrangement from

emerging.

Ultimately, the tripartite logic behind the political and economic reorganisation of
India’s northeast in 1972 provided a great contradiction.FHFStrategic concerns ensured greater

control over the northeast at the centre. Development initiatives reinforced power within the
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Assam Valley. Both undercut designs for political autonomy provided by statehood and union
territory status.”ACThe prioritisation of strategic and economic concerns therefore worked
against regional autonomy. After 1972, Nagaland, Meghalaya and Mizoram had greater
political autonomy solely on paper. In the borderlands, the post-colonial vision for the northeast
— established by 1972 — was rife with contradictions that undermined political concessions.
This form of ‘cosmetic federalism’, unsurprisingly, did nothing to reconcile the identity
movement in the highlands. Additionally, it enabled the emergence of greater challenges

elsewhere in the northeast.

Conclusion.

The Naga ceasefire and the reorganisation of the northeast were two processes with significant
potential. They both offered opportunities to manage short-term challenges in the highlands,
and longer-term structural issues in the northeast. Confronting these challenges was not
straightforward, but a durable peace in the Naga Hills, or an effective federal reorganisation,
could have been pivotal. Both proved to be cases of squandered opportunities. Instead, they
only contributed to the trends — related to state perception and identity formation — which

defined the long decolonisation of the highlands.

By 1972 the long decolonisation of the northeast wound to a close. A concertedly post-

colonial political and economic vision emerged for the region, markedly different from the
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colonial model that preceded it. Indian state officials began to formulate new plans for the
political, strategic, and economic future of a region which had been reorganised significantly
from its colonial past. As identified in the introduction of the thesis, this was not a clean break
from the past. At ground-level — and in the eyes of the followers of rebel movements — the
notion of ‘decolonisation’ remained somewhat abstract. However, the emergence of this new
politico-economic model for the region was a critical step in the history of the northeast. It

bookmarked the end of the long decolonisation framed in this thesis.

The ineffectiveness of this model would soon become apparent. Though this ‘artefact
of deliberate policy’ was created, its ability to confront the challenges that emerged in the
preceding years was lacking. Perceptions about state capacity, issues with identity formation
and precedents for insurgency all weighed heavily as instability spread from the highlands to
the entire northeast from the 1970s onwards. The conclusion identifies these emerging
dynamics, as a unique region of instability emerged in India’s far northeastern corner. This
unique assemblance was made possible because of the way that the long decolonisation of the

Assam highlands unfolded.
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Conclusion

The long decolonisation of the Assam highlands established three core trends that impacted the
long-term conflict dynamics of the northeast. Throughout decolonisation, the state revealed its
limitations in confronting insurgency, whether through military or diplomatic means.
Reconciling regional identity claims within broader conceptions of Indian nationalism likewise
proved problematic. Finally, the Naga and Mizo wars established some key precedents for how
to conduct irregular conflict against the Indian state. All three trends resonated throughout the
highlands. The unique amalgamation of conflict dynamics and instability that defined the
northeast from the late 1970s onwards would not have unfolded as it did without the
transference of these processes, established in the highlands between 1942-72. The
exceptionality of India’s northeast, therefore, cannot be understood without an appreciation of

the decolonisation of the highlands.

This conclusion is split into two parts. The first narrates how these trends loomed large
— especially by the late 1970s — across the northeast. The budding insurgent movements in
Tripura and Manipur, alongside the growing insecurity in the Assam Valley and the evolving
nature of conflict in the highlands, are easier to explain when framed against the backdrop of
the long decolonisation. The second reflects on the significance of the thesis’ findings.

Traditionally, the northeast is disregarded as a peripheral region without much global impact.FA?
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The reflections on this thesis identify the importance of studying the region. The northeast
offers critical insight for understanding national trends within India, how borderlands operate
and the less obvious, but multifarious aspects, of decolonisation. Together, this spatial and
temporal sensitivity reveals gaps within conflict literature and provides suggestions for future

interdisciplinary research.

Emerging trends in IndiaOs northeast.

In the former princely states of Manipur and Tripura, the transference of trends from the long
decolonisation was clearest. Both had their own, complex internal dynamics which shaped the
nature of insurgency, but the deteriorating stability of both by the late 1970s was conditioned

by preceding processes in the Assam highlands.

In Manipur, militant nationalism first appeared with the birth of the United National
Liberation Front (UNLF) in 1964. The UNLF was a Meitei nationalist movement, representing
the majority Meitei population of the Manipur Valley."@he UNLF was the forerunner to the

nationalist movements that followed and the ‘mother’ of all insurgencies in Manipur.""From
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the late 1960s, it was clear that the lessons from the Naga and Mizo wars weighed heavily in
Manipur. A splinter movement of the UNLF, led by Arambam Samarendra Singh, sought
contacts with China in 1968 through its embassy in Dhaka.™AThe splinter group — known as
the Revolutionary Government of Manipur (RGM) — then re-established contact with Chinese
officials in 1972, after the 1971 Bangladesh War.FABThe parallels to both the Naga and Mizo

rebel movements and their experiences with external patronage were clear.

Correspondence at the time, within British official circles, noted the logic of
transference between the Meitei nationalist splinter groups and the Naga and Mizo
insurgencies. Political concessions made in the Naga Hills, the strength of the hill state
movement and the challenge to state legitimacy by the MNF all affected Manipuri identity
movements. One report suggested the ‘Hindu Meitei people of Manipur’s central plain are
strongly pressing for Manipur to become a separate State like Nagaland’.FACThe autonomous
identity claims within Nagaland filtered into the psyche of Meitei nationalism. As well as
impacting on regional identity claims, the international networks of insurgency often
overlapped. Though no formal alliances emerged, reports were common of interaction between

Mizo, Naga and Meitei rebels as they sought foreign aid for their agendas.FAPThe blossoming
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challenge to state legitimacy prompted Indian authorities to hand a protest note to Pakistan’s
High Commissioner about aid granted to Naga, Mizo and Meitei nationalist groups."ETrends

from the highlands had potency in Manipur by the 1970s.

The rise of Meitei secessionist thought was premised on the knowledge that the Indian
state had a chronic problem with insurgency. Though the Bangladesh War was a setback for
the various factions within the UNLF, Meitei nationalist ambitions evolved throughout the
1970s.FAFNameirakpam Bisheswar Singh led a small band of RGM volunteers to China for
training in the mid 1970s, which resulted in the formation of the Manipur-based People’s
Liberation Army (PLA)."B®The PLA would later be referred to as the ‘perfect example of
Maoist Guerrilla fighters’, and established its political wing — the Revolutionary People’s Front
(RPF) —in 1979.7B?A force of PLA recruits utilised help from Naga guerrillas to reach Burma
in 1979 and established links with the Kachin Independence Army (KIA)."B@eanwhile, the

PLA unleashed a series of terror attacks in Manipur as the 1970s wound to a close.™®HIt was
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the first organisation in Manipur to instigate enough casualties to be coded in conflict databases
such as the Uppsala Conflict Data Program (UCDP).FBAThis upsurge in armed violence was

part of a wider evolving transference of conflict dynamics from the highlands.

The link between the Manipur attacks and the instability in the wider region was
explicitly highlighted in international media reports. As the M53$3.2#hoted, 'the army was
rushed into the eastern state of Manipur to control rampaging students infected by the virus
from neighbouring Assam’.FBB This was a story of transference. In this environment, the
highlands acted as a beacon for the challenges to state authority that emerged elsewhere in the
northeast. The terror conducted in Manipur had striking parallels to the Naga underground’s
operations after 1956, and the MNF’s actions after 1966.78°The northeast did not operate in a

vacuum, and this became abundantly clear across the region by the late 1970s.

The formation of the PLA formed part of a consolidation of militant groups in

Manipur,™8Pconcerned with the revival of pre-Vaishnav Meitei culture and the rejection of both
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modern Hinduism and the Indian state."BEThe outright rejection of the state was a clear and
obvious sign that regional identity movements in the northeast were not reconciled with nation-
building aims espoused by the centre after independence. A similar story also unfolded in
Tripura."™FFrom 1967, discontent emerged under the banner of the Tripura Tribal Sengkrak
Union (TTSU).F€CThe Sengkrak movement was actively established with help from the MNF,
and the two conducted joint operations, while the latter helped the former establish ties in East
Pakistan.F©?Though the Sengkrak movement was short-lived, instability in Tripura was only

beginning.

The creation of the Tripura Upajati Juba Samiti (TUJS) in 1967 was effectively a third-
way political movement between the left and the INC in Tripura."C@t appealed — at least in
theory — to Tripura’s increasingly isolated indigenous communities."“"As in Manipur, the
Bangladesh War affected both movements, but after the assassination of Sheikh Mujib-ur-

Rehman — Bangladesh’s President — in 1975 the CHT once more became a viable avenue for
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insurgent operations."“Bijoy Kumar Hrangkhawl played a key role in the shift towards armed
insurrection in the late 1970s. He was a high-ranking member within the TUJS, but after
meeting Nameirakpam Biseshwar Singh — who had been key in the establishment of the PLA
in Manipur — in jail, his vision for armed struggle crystallised."*®The state had a chronic issue
in confronting insurgency in its northeastern borderlands, and figures like Hrangkhawl and
Singh built from this premise first established in the highlands. Once more, the spiralling
effects of the long decolonisation were critical in the spread of insurgency throughout the

region.

Hrangkhawl’s disillusion with the TUJS’s preference for non-violent political agitation
underpinned his part in the creation of the Tripura National Volunteers (TNV) in November
1978.FCCAs the with Sengkrak movement, the TNV operated with aid from the MNF.FCP
Paralleling Manipur, it was in the late 1970s that Tripura witnessed its first notable insurgent
clashes, with the UCDP clarifying as much: ‘armed action... [began] with the formation of the
TNV’ .FCEInternational media coverage gave indications of the extent of violence that gripped

Tripura in 1980, as communal clashes intersected with insurgency to create an environment of
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instability."°F The formation of the All Tripura People’s Liberation Organization (ATPLO)
followed the emergence of the TNV, and after a lull in violence more insurgent groups were

formed from the close of the 1980s.FPC

Tripura had been notable for its largely peaceful transition into the independent Indian

nation-state."P?

This changed rapidly after the outbreak of violence from the late 1970s and the
proliferation of insurgent organisations. As in Manipur, the decolonisation of the highlands
enabled this insurgent uprising, both directly and indirectly. The identity groups in Manipur
and Tripura would not have arisen in the northeast if they thought the state was strong and
could translate its vastly superior resources into swift victory."P@But the long decolonisation

of the northeast revealed the limited capacities of the state. This logic became commonplace in

the northeast from the late 1970s onwards. ™"

It was not only the former princely states where the transference of trends from the

highlands was notable. The Assam Valley, too, was affected. In 1979, widespread anti-
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immigration discourses ushered in the beginning of the Assam Agitation.”fPAThe United
Liberation Front of Assam (ULFA) was born in the same year as the radical fringe of Assamese
sub-nationalism."PBAs agitation unfolded, President’s rule was declared in Assam in December
1979, whilst Indira Gandhi began talks with Assam’s leaders to try resolve the migration issue
in 1980.FP°The heated political atmosphere resulted in tragedies such as the Nellie massacre in
1983 and the election debacle of the same year.FPPThough a deal was struck in 1985, the
unsatisfactory nature of the Assam Accord ushered in the ULFA’s rise as a mainstream

insurgent group.FPE

Archana Upadhyay has suggested that ULFA’s ‘culture of violence’ produced a
‘mushrooming of ‘copycat rebel groups’’ in the northeast.”rPF It must be stressed that this
genealogy of violence did not begin with ULFA. The ULFA was, like the nascent groups in
Manipur and Tripura, impacted by the transferable processes from the highlands. The ULFA
conducted some of the most expansive anti-state operations and ensured some of the most

extensive COIN efforts from the Indian Army.FECBut both its operations and internal logic
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were conditioned by the insurgencies that preceded it. The use of terror, 5?its operations within
international borderlands and links to foreign powers,"E@the utilisation of civil society and
grassroots organisations for its operations, ®Hthe widespread acquisition of small arms, 5*a
rejection of Indian nationalism™EBand a belief in the limitations of state capacity were all central
to the ULFA’s operations."°These were well worn paths that have been established throughout

this thesis.

The transregional nature of insurgency in the northeast meant that the ULFA was not
the only armed group operating in the Assam state. The Bodo separatist movement, for
instance, emerged in the Assam state in the late 1980s, operated across the northeast and
became an important aspect of the region’s ‘security conundrum’.FEPIn Nagaland, the Shillong

Accord — signed in 1975 — was a weak, provisional arrangement that only created more
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problems than it resolved."™®EThough the NNC signed the declaration, the fragmented nature of
the Naga nationalist cause by 1975 meant that another insurgent movement rose by the end of
the decade."FThe National Socialist Council of Nagaland (NSCN) then fractured further, as
splinter factions were created in 1988.FF€In Mizoram, the civil war rumbled on until 1986,
though a particularly remarkable peace agreement — which included making the head of the
MNF, Laldenga, the first Chief Minister of Mizoram — ensured lasting peace in the state.FF?

Though peace eventually came to Mizoram, the broader northeast has been wracked by

instability since the late 1970s, as it became an exceptional space of conflict dynamics.

The narrative provided here, in terms of basic facts and events, is relatively well known.
No scholar of the northeast will learn anything new about the various armed movements that
have been identified, but what is critical is the framing. The fundamental impact of the long
decolonisation in conditioning the conflict dynamics of the northeast has never been
understood. The sheer breadth of insurgency and violence is something that baffles various

commentators.""@But the insights provided in this thesis, about the impact of the long
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decolonisation of the Assam highlands, makes the conflict dynamics of the northeast much
easier to understand. The northeast, therefore, cannot be understood without a recognition of

the events that preceded the exceptional turn in the late 1970s.

Reflecting on the long decolonisation of thdssam highlands

To understand the broader significance of this thesis, it is worth returning to Sankaran
Krishna’s review of Baruah’s L$&/*&N".*&3H&/!*& N"/23ghlighted at the very beginning.
Prior to Krishna’s identification of a ‘mainstream’ view of India’s northeast, he wrote the

following:

» HCEBIRCI SEPTFC? 4 SCGHEELJHED 10AM@?01JJC@ 24N 1ILCGIEP 1C?FAEAJGAN 1262 @04 ! ?NCE 24 L @QCGCMIGE ?NG
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Krishna’s assessment was refreshingly honest. Despite an upsurge in literature on the northeast
in the past decade or two, the region remains decisively on the margins of ‘mainstream’ Indian

studies and the nationalist imaginary.F

§C1J8 PIHC?NE BIJEDE eC@0I M1/ BB7) 1&R(/k *14 [AKE *2(* nHELI0S SS'PPINE'ATo?1 SJ0S@BINSEJCES2NCES
(0--+-28plgEMMIJIINEQ)L . ILGIDP1BE*2* (r'

D' 1 BUIH?E/A_U@ATEQIRCIS AL (*+*"d

DS 4, H1L IRGOAG@?4 @0k Q05 1BESABIE OBMAJINE @24 GH1% 2@BSHIEJGk CJk L IBHELJE P1JGE NCILOEK INE PKE 6S @4 HCJG@BL@FBELHIMEY
ELLBECIEQI/& GH I8 0BIGk LAPQCIHINE €24 GHIE DCN5(~-2/& GH1Z JIM@PNG 024 GHIL DO *2(23'% - 114 . EaEQk 7EF/_$ILINGIE G0
=(J6@BCOFBELHKAA0K7 @BOHE>EJR! INCE" /L 264 "5 & &, +2()"8)$%6&)!"#$%)<'($)*+,-')C-($"#@)/(("5-IMNHPKI[ 4", COFH
XBCES(H 7>1=$/i (-- 1YLL' 11" 3) % VERINES@AK_>?REBA?D 126/ . GMCEQ IN12606KAE?NE! 2NCRINAE - BI IN@DECAGH 1
GABB1 26=CJ6@BLOFBEL HKI@0 7 @BOH I EJGI PNCE" i1 $2, -&()-+) C-($"#@" (W2 (LY (35(*-"i

294



This poses a significant quandary. By his own admission, Krishna specializes in ‘how
the project of nation-building in postcolonial South Asia has evinced ethnic, regional and other
resistances even as it has failed to deliver on development and dignity to the majority of its
people’. FFBWithout interrogating the northeast — arguably the most extreme Indian case-study
within this conundrum — it is impossible to attain a truly national or international appraisal.
Ethnic, regional resistance is a fundamental aspect of the northeast’s history, and the state’s

inability to confront these challenges offers potent insight for subcontinent-wide comparisons.

How can a state’s efforts at formulating an effective nation-building project be
understood if a clear example of its failure is ignored? How can a state make grandiose claims
about being the largest democracy on the planet when it has sanctioned airstrikes on its own
towns and — in the case of the Mizo hills — forcibly moved almost seventy per cent of its
region’s inhabitants?PF®How can Indian nationalists seriously make a case for a Nehruvian
golden period, when that same period saw legislation such as the Armed Forces Special Powers
Act passed for the first time?FFPThese are uncomfortable questions, but questions that must be

asked of any democracy with a legal and moral obligation to its own citizens. Reflecting upon
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the chequered history of the northeast absolutely requires a broader reflection upon the entire

foundations of the Indian nation-state.

In addition to provoking uncomfortable questions about India’s post-colonial history,
the northeast provides further insight in a several guises. This thesis directly engages with
various subfields of research, such as nationalism, SALW, federalism, counterinsurgency, and
conflict resolution. The reflections on this literature should be apparent from the preceding
chapters. However, a brief few final notes on three of the core aspects of this thesis, as identified

in the introduction, are useful to summarise.

The first is the wider insights for borderlands research presented by the northeast. The
subfield of border studies has struggled somewhat for theoretical coherence. Beyond the
acceptance that the border is a dynamic region of exchange — as opposed to a static line on a
map — there has been little convergence on a unified research agenda.Ff"E This is somewhat
strange, considering the quality of some of the individual work that employs a borderlands
approach, though the wide disciplinary net of border studies is arguably a key factor in this
relative incoherence. The highlands are a classic example of a border region. Furthering

knowledge of the processes involved in borderlands regions — especially those that are under-
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analysed — is critical for the expansion of the subfield. With this base to work out from,
comparative studies conducted by scholars such as Benjamin D. Hopkins can provide a
platform for greater coherence in research. Border studies — in its present guise™ " — may be

relatively new, but it has significant potential for expansion.

The northeast also provides similar insights for understanding decolonisation. Though
the literature on decolonisation is far broader than that on borderlands, there is still scope for
expansion.”®©CThis thesis suggests that studying the decolonisation of borderlands can be
pivotal for broader spatial conceptions, as the notion of transference between the Assam
highlands and the rest of the northeast was critical. The transferable processes of decolonisation
provide just one example of how research can be expanded, whilst the temporal framing of
decolonisation is similarly insightful. As framed here, the politico-economic decolonisation of
a region can unfold whilst colonialism still looms large in other areas. This sensitivity to how

to perceive decolonisation, what constitutes decolonisation and how the trajectories of
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decolonisation have wider resonance, all help move further away from the reductionism of

‘flag independence’ research.

The reflections on both borderlands and decolonisation are though, perhaps, most
demonstrably useful when wedded to the other major research field used in this thesis:
intrastate conflict. The subfield of intrastate conflict and civil wars has undoubtedly produced
a wealth of valuable literature since the turn of the century. Some conflict research is acutely
sensitive to historical or spatial dynamics.”®¢™But rarely, if ever, does either take precedence.

They are mostly framed as a backdrop to more important trends. This can be a fallacy.

The framing of space can be crucial for conflict dynamics. The transference of the
highlands had limits. Beyond the northeast, the three critical trends had far less — if any —
purchase on conflict dynamics in the rest of India.?®®@herefore, researchers must be sensitive
to where these boundaries exist. These boundaries — it is critical to understand — rarely align
with administrative, regional or national borders. The highlands demonstrate this.”®C"he same
applies for temporal frames. The framing of historical trajectories is a well-trodden path,
especially since the advent of postmodernism, but beyond the historical discipline this

sensitivity often goes unnoticed.?®*®AThe critical role of decolonisation — specifically as a
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process, not just as backdrop timeframe — demonstrates the potency of historical sensitivity.
Both spatial and temporal considerations, therefore, can have a significant impact on

understanding conflict dynamics.

In 1980 the geographer John House pioneered a concept he coined as the double
peripherality.?®¢BDouble peripherality envisaged a geographically marginal region located
close to the border that also existed on the ‘economic, social and political’ fringes of society.?®¢¢
The term, logically applicable to India’s northeast, suggested an area amongst the most
marginal imaginable. This is sometimes how India’s northeast is understood. But the
reflections here suggest quite the opposite. Considering the vast array of insights the northeast
has for wider research, the many lessons drawn from the long decolonisation of the Assam

highlands suggest the region is anything but peripheral.
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