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Abstract:

The Naxalite-Maoist insurgency has been one of the longest running internal security challenges facing the Indian state
since the movement's beginning in 1967. The government's response to this challenge has slowly evolved since its
nascent stages from a coercive militarized strategy to one that integrates security, development and governance. The
paper examines India's counter-Naxal efforts since Operation Steeplechase in the early 1970s and the evolution of
India's counterinsurgency (COIN) strategy to the recent SAMADHAN model. It argues that the Indian state's COIN
strategy has evolved from a reactive suppression-oriented approach to a proactive multi-pronged strategy. Initial
approaches relying on military force and resulting in temporary short-term violence mitigation were replaced with an
intelligence-led policing and community development and outreach strategy, which has been effective in reducing the
incidence and severity of violence, although disadvantage, inequality and legacies of poor governance remain
structural impediments to longer-term change. The study concludes that sustainable counterinsurgency outcomes
require the reconciliation of coercive policies with inclusive development and political legitimacy (Lalwani, 2011;
Pant, 2019).

Introduction:

In India, the Naxalite movement (named after the Naxalbari revolt in West Bengal in 1967) is one of the longest-
running and most enduring insurgencies. It was inspired by Maoism and sought to overthrow the Indian state through
armed revolution, with the support of the downtrodden and marginalized, particularly in the rural and tribal regions.
The insurgency later spread to other states across India and came to be known as the "Red Corridor". First it spread to
parts of the central India and later to eastern India. The scale and duration of the Maoist insurgency led policymakers
to mark it as the most serious internal security threat faced by India.

The Government of India has adapted its response to the Naxalite insurgency over time. These responses have been
shaped by changing political imperatives, security doctrines, and socio-economic conditions. In the initial phases of
the movement, the government's response was characterized by heavy police and military approaches with centralized

decision-making. Later strategies have focused on coordination between the center and the states, police
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modernization, and development. It is part of a broader trend in counterinsurgency which stresses the need to address
root grievances in addition to security measures (Lalwani, 2011).

Ultimately, this paper has examined and illustrated the major Evolution, Mechanisms, and Effectiveness of the Indian
counter-Naxal campaigns between Operation Steeplechase and the SAMADHAN doctrine. India has succeeded in
containing the Naxal insurgency; however, because of structural inequalities, a thorough and long-term
counterinsurgency strategy is needed.

Early Phase: Operation Steeplechase and Militarized Suppression

Counter-Naxal operations were, at first, dominated by the use of force and militarization. The first large scale
coordinated operation conducted by the Indian state against the Naxalites was Operation Steeplechase, in 1971-72.
The Indian Naxalite movement began in the wake of the Naxalbari uprising of 1967, and soon spread to other parts of
West Bengal, Bihar and Odisha. Supported by poor peasants, landless agricultural labourers, and tribal people, who
had been politically marginalized and disillusioned by socio-economic inequalities and the failure of the land reform
process (Ramana, 2009), the Maoist ideology of protracted people's war and armed revolution directly challenged the
authority and legitimacy of the Indian state, thereby eliciting a strong and immediate response from the state.
Operation Steeplechase was envisioned by then Indian Prime Minister Indira Gandhi as an operation whose aim is
crushing the infrastructure, organizational and operational capabilities of the Naxalite organization. The scale of
Operation Steeplechase and the unprecedented use of the Indian Army in a Counter-Insurgency Operation reflect the
seriousness and the use of force with which the Government viewed the Naxalite insurgency. The search-and-arrest
operations were conducted to a multi-tiered security plan, where the Army established outer cordons in the target area.
The Central Reserve Police Force (CRPF) was designated to establish an inner cordon, and the search & arrest
operations were conducted by foot patrols of the state police (Government of India, n.d.). The multi-tiered cordon
plan was to constrain the insurgents' movement and communications, and to isolate and arrest insurgents' senior
leaders.

Operation Steeplechase led to a massive crackdown upon the Naxalite cadres, with thousands of suspected Naxalites
or their supporters arrested, and many leading Naxalite leaders were killed or driven underground. Operationally, it
destroyed the movement's initial infrastructure and brought a lull to the insurgency (Lalwani, 2011). From a tactical
point of view, it demonstrated the state's ability to mobilize and employ large amounts of force against domestic
adversaries. It also established a precedent for the use of military and paramilitary force in Indian counterinsurgency
operations.

Operation Steeplechase also highlighted the shortcomings of approaches that overly focused on militarization as a
solution to counterinsurgency; in this case, the operation failed to address the socio-economic grievances that had
given rise to the Naxalite movement in the first place. Some of the fixed inequities of land, rural exploitation, lack of
basic infrastructure, and systemic exclusion of tribal community were not addressed. Though the suppression and
control were successful, the operation did not eliminate the socio-economic conditions that allowed the movement to
re-emerge in the subsequent decades (Bajpai, 2003).

However, the repressive measures employed, including common arrests, custodial violence, and the targeting of
suspected sympathizers of the insurgency, had a polarizing effect and alienated much of the population. At times,
civilians also died as a result of crossfire or being forced by the insurgents to act as shields. However, even if the rebels
lost legitimacy, they had the paradox of state counterinsurgency efforts returning order to the area while reinforcing

insurgent narratives. Scholars of counterinsurgency warfare have found that counterinsurgencies can be
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counterproductive in that they lend credence to the narrative of oppression that the insurgent group wishes to promote
(Lalwani, 2011).

Another key limitation of Operation Steeplechase was the lack of coordination between the security operations and
development and governance efforts. The Operation made short-term security progress but failed to address the long-
term development needs of the rehabilitated areas. Lacking a broader program to consolidate military gains through
institution building and economic development, the insurgents, although weakened, always had the capacity to regroup
and to adapt to new conditions if necessary.

Centralized decision-making, which had been the hallmark of the period, had also brought into focus some of the
contradictions and difficulties of India's federal structure, where the involvement and capacity of state governments
and local administrators was uneven across the country, resulting in the uneven implementation of measures, and
dilution of the effectiveness of follow-up measures. A lack of sustained coordination between central and state
authorities weakened the effort to follow up the operation.

In a larger perspective, Operation Steeplechase can be seen as an early instance of the Indian state's learning curve
regarding counterinsurgency operations. The larger model of internal security at the time was one of militarization,
with an underappreciation of the political, economic and social aspects of the problem. It did, however, contribute to
a slowly developing understanding amongst policymakers and security practitioners that, on its own, military
suppression could not achieve long-term peace and helped to create the basis for more integrated and advanced
counterinsurgency strategies in the decades that followed.

Operation Steeplechase can be viewed as both the high watermark and the low point of the state's response to the
revolutionary threat: both a demonstration of its willingness and ability to act against the threat, and of the futility of
dealing with dissidence in coercive, rather than conciliatory, ways. The lessons of the operation, especially in regard
to the need to identify root causes, build confidence at the local level, and integrate development and counter-
insurgency, would influence subsequent iterations of India's counter-Naxal strategy, including the SAMADHAN
doctrine, which sought a balance between coercion, governance, and development (Pant, 2019).

Fragmentation and Resurgence: 1980s-1990s Counterinsurgency Adaptations

This followed a decline in the movement in the early 1970s, and then the return of the insurgency in the 1980s, which
was more decentralized in the 1980s and 1990s, with different groups sometimes operating independently and having
different kinds of tactics. The Indian state itself began adopting more localized and specialized forms of
counterinsurgency during this period.

One of the major developments was the formation of the Greyhounds force in Andhra Pradesh in 1989, a specialist
group trained in jungle warfare and strike, which established the path towards the professionalization and
modernization of the counterinsurgency forces. The effectiveness of the Greyhounds in reducing Naxalite influence in
Andhra Pradesh showed the effectiveness of a specialized, intelligence-led and community-oriented response.
Despite these innovations, the wider counterinsurgency effort showed uneven success across states, in part due to the
federal structure of the Indian government and shortcomings in the operational coordination between the central and
state governments, which allowed the insurgents to exploit gaps in administration. Continuing socio-economic
disparity and deficiencies in governance provided recruitment opportunities for the insurgents, allowing the insurgency

to continue and even expand in some areas.
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Consolidation of Maoist Insurgency and Integrated Response: 2000s

The consolidation and growth of the Naxalite movement from around the early 2000s coincided with a shift in the
Indian state's counter-insurgency approach with respect to the Naxal movement, which now appeared to be more
integrated and coordinated. Much of this growth resulted from the 2004 merger of two of the most important Naxali
groups, the People War Group (PWG) and the Maoist Communist Centre (MCC) into the CPI (Maoist). This
consolidation substantially improved the insurgency's organizational unity, ideological cohesiveness, and operational
performance, making it a more strong and united challenge to the Indian state (Ramana, 2009; Gohil, 2018). The CPI
(Maoist) adopted these principles via a central command structure, consolidating its people's liberation formation,
known as the People's Liberation Guerrilla Army (PLGA), and expanding its territorial control over a contiguous belt
of forested and mineral-rich areas, popularly known as the "Red Corridor".

At the peak of the insurgency in the mid-to-late 2000s, the Maoists operated in over 200 districts of Chhattisgarh,
Jharkhand, Odisha, Bihar, Maharashtra and parts of Andhra Pradesh. In some of these areas, they established parallel
‘governments' that collected taxes, performed justice, and controlled economic activity. Their tempo of struggle was
a combination of guerrilla warfare and political mobilization based on local anger on acquisition of land with the
intention of mining or industrialization, and marginalization of tribals. The expansion was now seen as a serious threat
to the state's authority, leading the government of India to call the insurgency the "single biggest internal security
challenge” (Government of India, 2009).

As Maoist activities spread and strengthened, it also became clear to the Indian state that responses needed to be more
centralized than had been the case to date (often state and region specific). Broadly the what is characterized as an
"integrated strategy" was then conceptualized to combine security, development, and democratic governance. Perhaps
the most visible result of this policy was the spate of big offensive operations in 2009/10, known to the public as
Operation Green Hunt. Though not an official title of any particular operation it has come to refer to the combined
central paramilitary and state police operations to recapture Maoist-occupied territory (Lalwani, 2011).

A huge build-up of Central Armed Police Forces (CAPFs), mainly the Central Reserve Police Force (CRPF) and the
Commando Battalion for Resolute Action (CoBRA), was made for the security component of the integrated response.
These CAPFs were subsequently used to dominate the area, follow-up with search-and-destroy and protection of
critical infrastructure. The most important development was the focus on building up the state police forces in terms
of training, equipment and intelligence collection. A Unified Command structure was set up in many states (including
Chhattisgarh) to bring together the civil administration, police and the paramilitary forces under a common command
to operate in the operational area (Pant, 2019).

The government would also later realize that security operations alone could not end the insurgency, and thus a series
of development schemes would later be employed to address the socio-economic needs of the affected areas in an
attempt to minimize the reasons for recruitment by the Maoists. The Integrated Action Plan (IAP), later renamed the
Additional Central Assistance (ACA) scheme, seeks to improve infrastructure, transport, education, and health in
backwards districts so as to increase state authority and legitimacy. This was to be undertaken through providing
benefits of development to disadvantaged communities. The state also tried to strengthen local governance through
acts such as the Panchayats (Extension to Scheduled Areas) Act (PESA) and the Forest Rights Act (FRA) to strengthen
tribal groups and confer rights over land and resources (Muni, 2010).

However, the integrated approach of the 2000s has not been immune to criticism and has also faced a number of

tactical and policy challenges. The most controversial aspect of this integrated approach has been the support for
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vigilante forces like Salwa Judum in Chhattisgarh from some parts of the state. Salwa Judum, intended to support local
community resistance against the Maoists, has also been criticized for serious human rights violations in forcibly
displacing local populations and militarizing youth. It was declared unconstitutional by the Supreme Court of India,
which also warned against outsourcing security and policing functions to non-state actors (Lalwani, 2011). These
developments highlighted the important role of the rule of law and human rights in counterinsurgency.

During this period, the Maoists proved operationally resilient and were able to adapt to state offensives by relying on
various guerrilla warfare tactics and avoiding conventional battlefield engagements. These include ambush tactics, use
of IEDs and hit-and-run tactics against security forces and infrastructure. One of the major incidents in this context
was the 2010 Dantewada attack, which resulted in 76 deaths of CRPF personnel. The incident brought out the
persistence of the insurgency and the failure of security forces to gather intelligence, coordinate between agencies,
and apply appropriate tactics (Gohil, 2018).

Another weakness was a failure to consistently implement development programs and reforms of governance.
Programs such as the IAP resulted in improvements to infrastructure and service provision, but were hampered by
issues such as corruption, bureaucracy and lack of involvement of local communities. In many cases these projects
were imposed from above and did not actually serve the needs and aspirations of communities, leading to them having
little impact on the region and allowing the Maoists to continue to capitalize on local grievances with the state for their
own gain.

In the 2000s, there was an interim stage in India's counterinsurgency doctrine. This was followed by the next shift in
postures, from a reactionary, security-dominated approach to a thorough and proactive posture, in which coordination,
development and integration of security and development were part of the strategy. Nonetheless, the challenges such
a policy would face were becoming obvious, especially in the context of a diverse and federal system.

These years saw the development of counterinsurgency technigques which were later incorporated in counterinsurgency
policies, like SAMADHAN. Aspects of this period, like the role of intelligence, social mobilization, and institutional
coordination have shaped subsequent policy-making. The decline of Maoist-affected districts over the subsequent
decade can also be credited, in part, to activities in this period, though the insurgencies were not completely stamped
out.

From Coercion to Comprehensive Strategy: SAMADHAN Doctrine

The SAMADHAN framework is the most recent and thorough intervention in India's counter-Naxal initiative. It is an
acronym for Smart Leadership, Aggressive Strategy, Motivation and Training, Actionable Intelligence, Dashboard-
based KPIs, Harnessing Technology, Action Plan for Each Theatre and No Access to Financing. The framework is a
multi-dimensional approach of finding the convergences in security, governance and development.

Unlike older strategies, which used force as the main approach, SAMADHAN seeks to deal with insurgents with
intelligence-based operations with technology, as well as coordination between the central and state governments. It
also involves breaking the financial network of the insurgents, and persuading them to surrender and reform. However,
there has been a large increase in surrenders which may indicate the success of these measures in weakening the
insurgency.

The SAMADHAN doctrine marks a shift in counterinsurgency strategy, recognizing that effective operations require
a dual focus on security and development. Operations should be complemented by socio-economic measures to drain

the insurgency's appeal and strengthen the state’s legitimacy.
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Role of Development and Governance in Counterinsurgency:

The Indian experience in counter-Naxal operations has been that development and good governance are key in
combatting insurgency. Security operations may be necessary to combat violence in an area affected by insurgency,
but are not sufficient, and must be complemented by measures improving standards of living and addressing
grievances.

Both quantitative and qualitative data from case studies suggest that development programs play a meaningful role in
weakening the incentives for recruitment into insurgent organizations by providing employment, infrastructure and
social welfare. Counterinsurgency programs are believed to alter the economic conditions of the population in favor
of the government in which they are implemented.

The success of such measures also depends on governance. Corruption, inefficiency, and lack of accountability often
stand in the way of implementation of development initiatives. Thus, efforts to strengthen governance institutions are
also essential.

Challenges and Limitations of Counter-Naxal Operations

Despite some recent progress in reducing both the lethality and geographic spread of Maoist violence in India, several
structural, operational and calculated constraints continue to define the effectiveness of India's counter-Naxal
campaign. These include factors ranging from the adaptive strategies of the insurgents to deeper socio-economic,
governance and institutional deficits and changing security dynamics on the ground. These limitations can be used to
realistically examine existing counterinsurgency efforts and find where policy changes may be necessary.
Socio-economic disparities in the affected regions of the Naxalite insurgency are some of the major challenges of
addressing the conflict. Poverty and underdevelopment, along with poor access to necessities such as healthcare,
education, and infrastructure are rampant in the central and eastern regions of India, where the insurgency is based.
The large tribal population is often disadvantaged by mining, industrial and forest policy. Maoists have particularly
recruited among those dispossessed by land-acquisition, exploited in labor and left unrepresented at state level.
Development programs are included in counter-insurgency strategy but their implementation has often been uneven
and of limited effectiveness, perpetuating grievances alongside the state presence (Muni, 2010).

Poor governance is also considered an obstacle for counter-Naxal operations, and is closely related to socio-economic
inequality. A poor presence of the state in forested, remote and rural areas allowed insurgent groups to develop into
alternative state forms for the population, and to provide services, arbitration and protection. The lack of effective
governance has further contributed to legitimacy deficits. State institutions in the region are often characterized as
being distant, corrupt, or unaccountable. In many instances, despite the establishment of decentralized local
governance structures such as Panchayats (Extension to Scheduled Areas) Act (PESA) and the Forest Rights Act
(FRA), implementation has been obstructed by bureaucratic inertia and a lack of awareness, or resistance from local
elites. These counter-insurgency policies have not been effective due to the gap between policy intent and ground
realities (Bajpai, 2003).

Operational factors also restrict counter-Naxal operations, as the area controlled by the Maoists has difficult terrain
(dense forest and hilly areas) and poorly developed infrastructure. The land offers natural advantages to the Maoist
guerrilla warfare strategy, making movement and coordination within it difficult. Security forces are then exposed to
ambush or IED strikes. The terrain as well as the decentralized nature of the insurgents provides an advantage from

which they can evade large and lasting offensives and regroup when defeated. Security personnel continue to face
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operational threats, such as ambushes, showing a need for better intelligence, training, and coordination among
security forces (Gohil, 2018).

Another limitation is the lack of inter-agency coordination under India’s federal structure. Counterinsurgency involves
many agencies including central armed police forces, the state police, intelligence agencies, and civil administration
of the federation. Differences in the capacity, priorities and political leadership of various states often leads to different
strategies and implementations. Despite improvements such as the introduction of Unified Command structures,
effectiveness also seems to vary across states, with poor and late intelligence sharing and coordination sometimes
adversely impacting operational outcomes and casualty rates. The continued challenge for counter-Naxal operations
is to improve the institutional mechanisms of cooperation (Pant 2019:95).

The associated issue of human rights abuses, which reduce popular support and the effectiveness of counterinsurgency,
is also a problem; extrajudicial killings, arbitrary arrests, custodial torture and the forcible relocation of civilians to
other places are reported in many insurgency-affected areas. Such examples are illegal, unethical, and may make it
more difficult for the government to win the "hearts and minds" of local people. An example of this is Salwa Judum,
an armed civil militia which committed human rights abuses, and was later found unconstitutional by the Supreme
Court of India (Lalwani, 2011). Thus, accountability and respect for the rule of law are important for maintaining
public trust and consent with respect to the protection of local communities.

The ideological tenacity and resilience of Maoists also makes counterinsurgency extremely difficult. Even as the
Naxalite insurgency is reduced in scope and size, it has demonstrated an ability to adapt its strategy, such as through
decentralization into cells, better communication and organisation, and tactical innovations such as the use of IEDs
and ambushes. However, the movement draws ideological inspiration from Maoist doctrine and its emphasis on
protracted war, the mobilization of oppressed people and the nature of insurgency which makes it difficult to eliminate
through conventional security responses, hence the need to constantly adapt counterinsurgency strategy (Ramana,
2009).

One change in the dynamics of insurgency-counterinsurgency is the use of technology. The Indian state has started
using technologies like drones, surveillance, and data analytics. Insurgent groups have adapted to these technologies,
using communication, encryption and the local environment in order to avoid state capture. However, the asymmetric
distribution of these technologies, and the asymmetric difficulties in deploying complex and high-tech systems to
remote areas, limits their full effect. Equally, the conduct of cyber and information warfare (propaganda and
misinformation) has become a core tool for insurgents to influence the narrative and maintain local support.

Another potential concern is Maoist financial networks. It has been reported that insurgents are able to raise supplies
for their operations and weapons purchases through extortion, illegal mining, and taxing businesses within their areas
of influence. Various tools have been tried to prevent or disrupt these networks, such as financial surveillance, but due
to their largely informal nature these tools are not particularly effective. Disrupting these networks requires a
combination of law enforcement, economic regulation, and community-level interventions.

Counter-Naxal operations have limitations in terms of sustainability over the long term due to lack of resources and
political will. Maintaining large troop presence and counterinsurgency operations in the affected areas is an expensive
as well as manpower intensive task, which takes a toll on the states. Political priorities may also shift, which may
affect commitment to a specific policy. As such, it is important that policy implementation efforts are sustained and

constant.
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One of the most intractable issues limiting counter-Naxal operations is the natural conflict between security needs and
democratic values. As a democracy led by the rule of law, India is constrained by concerns over the proper use of
force in its response. While this is good for their legitimacy, counterinsurgencies are hamstrung by the requirement
for proportionality at a moment when fast, disruptive, and overwhelming action would be most effective. Managing

this conundrum continues to be a challenge for policymakers and security practitioners.

Conclusion:

The evolution of the counter-Naxal strategy from Operation Steeplechase to the current SAMADHAN framework has
established an important history of India's counterinsurgency missions which started with coercive interventions but
later incorporated security, development and governance interventions in successive counter-Naxal strategies through
which the government's policies have contributed to the insurgency's waning intensity and territorial reach.

Structural inequities and weaknesses in the state's governance system suggest that the COIN strategy will require a
long-term commitment and a thorough approach. While the SAMADHAN framework provides an important
foundation for a long-term strategy, its success will depend on its effective implementation and adaptation to future
challenges. Long-term peace, however, requires not only the containment of the rebels' activities, but also the
resolution of the causes of the conflict and the promotion of inclusive development.
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