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Review by Eric D. Pullin, Carthage College 

ithout defending or apologizing for the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA), Paul McGarr 
persuasively demonstrates how Indian politicians, especially Prime Minister Indira Gandhi, used 
the CIA during the Cold War to distract Indians from their nation’s domestic and international 

troubles. McGarr certainly acknowledges the miscalculations, missteps, and misdeeds that contributed to the 
U.S. intelligence agency’s scurrilous reputation (indeed, the author provides numerous substantiated examples 
of the Agency’s nefarious activities), but he emphasizes how groups on India’s political left harnessed “the 
CIA’s global notoriety” to serve domestic political and cultural ends. McGarr contends that the Indian left 
engaged in “a systematic effort, whether conscious or unconscious, to accrue electoral capital by linking the 
Agency to a mondial conspiracy, centered on a plot to seize control of India and the wider developing world” 
(1050).  

McGarr’s direct and well sustained thesis is “that the consolidation of a conspiratorial paradigm in Indian 
politics at the beginning of the seventies, rooted in anxieties surrounding the CIA and its ostensibly 
hegemonical designs, had an important, enduring, and hitherto largely overlooked impact upon Indo-U.S. 
Cold War diplomacy” (1051). This article builds upon his recent book, The Cold War in South Asia,1 which 
ended with the 1965 Indo-Pakistani War, by extending its narrative well into the 1980s. McGarr makes a 
genuine contribution to both intelligence studies and the global Cold War. McGarr joins a growing number 
of young historians who have tried to piece together the history of secrecy and intelligence services across the 

                                                      
1 Paul M. McGarr, The Cold War in South Asia: Britain, the United States and the Indian Subcontinent, 1945-

1965 (New York and Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 2013).  
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globe.2 In addition, McGarr adds meaningfully to an ever expanding body of work that has decentered the 
Cold War to examine the experiences of developing nations affected by the U.S.-Soviet conflict.3  

The article draws from two theoretical approaches that drive the narrative. The first approach, that of 
‘conspiracism,’ developed recently by several scholars, suggests that authoritarian regimes exploit conspiracy 
theories (i.e., imaginary constructions of hostile foreign forces), as opposed to actual conspiracies, in order to 
divert political and media attention away from poverty, civil rights abuses, and national setbacks.4 The 
inclusion of India with authoritarian states might strike some readers as curious, given India’s reputation as a 
democracy. Indeed, McGarr might have devoted more attention to explaining how India should be 
considered as an authoritarian regime—especially before and after the Emergency. That said, he satisfactorily 
establishes significant strains of conspiracism running throughout Indian political discourse.  

The second approach, ‘psychological projection,’ introduced by Richard Hofstadter, and later developed by 
Robert Robins and Jerrold Post, provides psychological insights as to why the ‘conspiratorial paradigm’ of 
insecurity and paranoia became so prominent among many members of India’s political left and the Nehru-
Gandhi dynasty.5 McGarr’s foray into ‘psychohistory’ (a term McGarr does not use) might not convince all 
readers, but he generally employs psychological theory sparingly and, in any case, sustains his claims with a 
rich body of primary sources gathered from archives in India, the United States, and Britain. Still, there are 
moments that seem a bit strained. For example, McGarr argues that “the CIA’s misdeeds and, not least, the 
Agency’s complicity in bloody coups in Bangladesh and Chile, triggered a strain of persecutory paranoia 
buried within Indira Gandhi’s psyche” (1081).  

These two approaches enable McGarr to expose several ironies that drove Indian political action through 
much of the Cold War. One is that even paranoiacs can have real enemies. Even though Indians often 

                                                      
2 For recent work on the history of intelligence agencies, see Kaeten Mistry, The United States, Italy and the 

Origins of the Cold War: Waging Political Warfare, 1945-1950 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2014); 
Christopher Moran, Classified: Secrecy and the State in Modern Britain (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2013; 
Alfred A. Reisch, Hot Books in the Cold War: The CIA-Funded Secret Western Book Distribution Program behind the Iron 
Curtain (Budapest and New York: Central European University Press, 2013; Linda Risso, Propaganda and Intelligence in 
the Cold War: The NATO Information Service (London and New York: Routledge, 2014); and Giles Scott-Smith, 
Western Anti-Communism and the Interdoc Network: Cold War Internationale (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2012. 

3 Outstanding recent examples include Roham Alvandi, Nixon, Kissinger, and the Shah: The United States and 
Iran in the Cold War (New York: Oxford University Press, 2014); Philip E. Muehlenbeck, Betting on the Africans: John F. 
Kennedy's Courting of African Nationalist Leaders (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012); Robert B. Rakove, Kennedy, 
Johnson, and the Nonaligned World (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2012). 

4 Examples include Michael Barkun, A Culture of Conspiracy: Apocalyptic Visions in Contemporary America 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 2003); Mark Fenster, Conspiracy Theories: Secrecy and Power in American 
Culture (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2008); Daniel Pipes, Conspiracy: How the Paranoid Style Flourishes 
and Where It Comes from (New York: Free Press, 1997); Daniel Pipes, The Hidden Hand: Middle East Fears of Conspiracy 
(New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1998); and Kathryn S. Olmsted, Real Enemies: Conspiracy Theories and American 
Democracy, World War I to 9/11 (New York: Oxford University Press, 2009). 

5 Richard Hofstadter, “The Paranoid Style in American Politics,” Harper’s Magazine (1964): 77–86; Robert 
Robins and Jerrold Post, Political Paranoia: The Psychopolitics of Hatred (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1997). 
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exaggerated or even manufactured the threat posed by the CIA, they often had good reason to be concerned 
about the Agency’s baleful influence in India. Following the CIA-sponsored coups in Iran and Guatemala 
during the 1950s, many Indians worried that the CIA might try similar activities in India. In the early-1960s, 
events such as the downing of a U-2 spy plane flying from Pakistan and the Bay of Pigs fiasco did little to 
dampen Indian concerns about the CIA. Indian apprehension about the CIA intensified in February 1967 
with the exposure by the American magazine, Ramparts, of CIA funding for several international cultural 
organizations such as, the National Student Association, the Asia Foundation, and the Congress for Cultural 
Freedom (and especially its Indian branch, the Indian Committee for Cultural Freedom). The 1970s only 
seemed to make things worse, with allegations that a CIA informant sat in Gandhi’s cabinet during the 1971 
Indo-Pakistani War, that the CIA facilitated the Chilean coup of 1973, and that the CIA participated in 
assassinating Bangladesh’s Premier, Sheikh Mujibur Rahman, in 1975.  

Despite this disturbing list of CIA misdeeds, McGarr persuasively argues that Indians, especially those on the 
left, routinely exaggerated the role played by the CIA in subverting India’s sovereignty from the mid-1960s 
until the end of the Cold War. McGarr writes that “the ‘world’s largest democracy’ was destined to be 
governed for much of the next two decades by a leader [Indira Gandhi] with a visceral mistrust of Western 
intelligence services in general, and those of the United States, in particular” (1047).  

McGarr’s consideration of the political manifestations of Indian anti-CIA paranoia proves equally interesting. 
As the Congress party saw its majority in the Lok Sabha (India’s parliament) significantly decreased in the 
election of 1967, Gandhi began an almost constant criticism of the CIA that would last until her assassination 
in 1984. McGarr quotes one CIA officer as saying that, “CIA agents…were to be found according to 
Madame Gandhi, beneath every charpoy and behind every neem Tree” (1047). During the election, the 
Soviet KGB stoked Gandhi’s paranoia by “leaking a steady flow of similar counterfeit letters to the Indian 
press, [by which the] KGB managed to keep the CIA firmly in the public limelight” (1062). 

Despite undoubtedly overstating its ability to influence the Indian media (claiming to have placed 4,000 pro-
Soviet and anti-U.S. articles in the Indian press), the KGB, McGarr demonstrates, impressively convinced 
three leading Indian newspapers, The Times of India, Hindustan Times, and Indian Express, to run stories in 
1972 arguing that “the CIA had been complicit in a series of plots to assassinate Indira Gandhi” (1064-1065). 
Indians tended to remain uncritical of the KGB’s activities in India and unremitting in their criticism of the 
CIA. McGarr explains that the KGB succeeded where the CIA failed because of politics and culture. In terms 
of politics, India entered a de facto alliance with the Soviet Union in 1971 and, in terms of culture, “many 
Indians had come to feel humiliated by the cycle of dependency that characterized their country’s relationship 
with the United States” (1058). 

Of course, U.S. President Richard M. Nixon and Secretary of State Henry Kissinger did little to endear 
themselves to Gandhi, referring to Indians as “bastards” and Gandhi as an “old witch” and “bitch.” (1068) 
More importantly, the Nixon administration tilted toward Pakistan during the 1971 Indo-Pakistani War and 
withheld economic aid to India in the wake of the war. These activities enabled Gandhi to use the CIA as a 
“lightening-rod, deflecting attention away from her party’s mismanagement of India’s formidable domestic 
problems, propelled the Agency to the forefront of Indo-U.S. discourse” (1080). 

In one of the article’s most intriguing ironies, McGarr discerns that, while simultaneously excoriating the CIA 
as an insidious subverter of national sovereignty, Indian government officials throughout the Cold War 
actually sought close coordination with the agency. During the years when Jawaharlal Nehru was Prime 
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Minister, two Intelligence Bureau directors coordinated India’s intelligence operations with both the CIA and 
Britain’s MI5. According to McGarr, “In 1959, the Agency demonstrated its capacity to work with India’s 
ruling political party, when it helped to pave the way for the removal of a democratically elected Communist 
Party of India (CPI) government, in the southern state of Kerala” (1054). U.S. ambassador to India John 
Kenneth Galbraith amusingly recounted the superintendent of the Madras police in the early 1960s as saying, 
“I would like to tell you that I have the most satisfactory relationship with your spies” (1055).   

India even sought cooperation with the CIA during the Gandhi years. U.S. ambassador, Daniel Patrick 
Moynihan quipped that “Gandhi had few qualms about cooperating with foreign intelligence agencies, 
including those of the United States, when it suited her interests to do so” (1069). Moynihan not only 
insisted that Gandhi approved the funneling of CIA money to fight communist election bids in Kerala and 
West Bengal, but also that “CIA money was passed directly to Gandhi in her capacity as Congress Party 
president” (1069). In 1974, Moynihan expressed incredulity that two of Gandhi’s closest intelligence advisers 
“quietly approached” him as to “whether CIA director, William Colby, would consider visiting India,” while, 
at the same time, the Indian press reported that the U.S. Embassy in New Delhi served as a headquarters for 
espionage (1074). Such claims are convincing, but must remain provisional. McGarr draws heavily from the 
Moynihan’s memoirs, which he does not balance with primary sources. It should be noted, though, that 
declassified intelligence documents from the period are difficult enough to come by in the United States, but 
are nearly impossible to obtain from the Indian National Archives (documents after Nehru’s death in 1964 
remain classified).  

The declaration of the State of Emergency in 1975, which suspended civil liberties and jailed political 
opponents, appeared to mark the limits of Gandhi’s populism. The right and left opposition no longer simply 
accepted, and even mocked, Gandhi’s blaming the CIA for India’s toubles. For instance, one opposition MP 
sold badges that declared, “I am a CIA agent” (1074). Unfortunately, during the period when Gandhi was 
losing the power to drag out the CIA as whipping boy, CIA Director William Colby made a spirited and 
public defense of international covert operations. Such poorly timed and provocative comments revived 
Gandhi’s power to summon the CIA as the cause of India’s ills.  

This is neither India bashing nor a defense of the CIA. Instead, McGarr, who holds no brief for the agency, 
attempts to explain Indira Gandhi’s employment of anti-American populism to justify her authoritarianism. 
He contends that the ability of leaders in developing nations—not only in India, but also the Middle East—
to identify genuine examples of subversive CIA operations on foreign soil, “made it all the easier to divert 
public attention away from uncomfortable daily realties, and toward other illusory constructions of external 
subversion” (1081). Only with the end of the Cold War and the weakening of the Nehru-Gandhi dynasty has 
“the CIA ceased to be a defining factor in the United States’ relationship with India” (1081). McGarr has 
written a superb article.  

Eric D. Pullin Associate Professor of History and Asian Studies at Carthage College, specializes in teaching 
the history of India and the United States. His publications include “The Bandung Conference: Ideological 
Conflict and the Limitations of US Propaganda,” in Nonalignment and the Cold War, edited by Jussi 
Hanhimäki and Odd Arne Westad, (London: Routledge, forthcoming 2015); “The Culture of Funding 
Culture: CIA and the Congress for Cultural Freedom,” Intelligence History Now and Then, eds. Christopher 
Moran and Christopher J. Murphy (Edinburgh: University Press: 2013); and “Money Does Not Make Any 
Difference to the Opinions That We Hold: India, the CIA, and the Congress for Cultural Freedom, 1951-
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1958,” Intelligence and National Security 26: 2-3 (April/May 2011): 377-398. Pullin is currently completing 
his first book, “Noise and Flutter”: India, Propaganda, and Global Ideological Conflict, 1942-1964. 
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