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Abstract

This paper traces the deep historical and political roots of the on-
going conflict in Manipur, situating the present ethnic violence be-
tween the Meitei and Kuki-Zo communities within a longer trajec-
tory of contested sovereignty, colonial divide and rule legacies, and 
postcolonial state formation. It argues that the suppression of it na-
scent democratic process through the 1949 merger of Manipur into 
India—executed under coercion and without popular consent—
created a foundational legitimacy crisis that continues to shape the 
state’s fractured polity. Subsequent decades of militarization, coun-
terinsurgency, and identity-based governance entrenched ethnic 
divisions, undermined democratic institutions, and fostered cycles 
of rebellion and repression. The paper shows how the present cri-
sis, often portrayed as ethnic, is also a culmination of failed inte-
gration, strategic manipulation, and governance collapse. Reviving 
Manipur’s historical pluralism and democratic ethos, it concludes, 
requires reimagining security and justice through empathetic dia-
logue and inclusive statecraft.

Keywords: Manipur conflict; ethnic violence; merger of Manipur; 
insurgency and counterinsurgency; colonial legacies; postcolonial 
statehood; legitimacy crisis; Indian democracy

Las raíces históricas del conflicto y el fracaso del  
Estado en Manipur

Resumen

Este artículo rastrea las profundas raíces históricas y políticas del 
conflicto en curso en Manipur, situando la violencia étnica actual 
entre las comunidades Meitei y Kuki-zo en una trayectoria más lar-
ga de soberanía disputada, legados coloniales de “divide y vencerás” 
y formación de un estado poscolonial. Argumenta que la supresión 
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de su naciente proceso democrático mediante la anexión de Mani-
pur a la India en 1949 —ejecutada bajo coerción y sin el consenti-
miento popular— creó una crisis de legitimidad fundamental que 
continúa configurando la fracturada política del estado. Décadas 
posteriores de militarización, contrainsurgencia y gobernanza ba-
sada en la identidad afianzaron las divisiones étnicas, socavaron las 
instituciones democráticas y fomentaron ciclos de rebelión y repre-
sión. El artículo muestra cómo la crisis actual, a menudo retratada 
como étnica, es también la culminación de una integración fallida, 
manipulación estratégica y colapso de la gobernanza. Para revivir 
el pluralismo histórico y el ethos democrático de Manipur, conclu-
ye, es necesario reimaginar la seguridad y la justicia mediante un 
diálogo empático y una política inclusiva.

Palabras clave: Conflicto de Manipur; violencia étnica; fusión de 
Manipur; insurgencia y contrainsurgencia; legados coloniales; Es-
tado poscolonial; crisis de legitimidad; democracia india

曼尼普尔邦冲突与邦衰败的历史根源

摘要

本文追溯了曼尼普尔邦持续冲突的深层历史和政治根源，将
当前梅泰族和库基佐族之间的种族暴力置于主权争夺、殖民
分治遗留问题以及后殖民国家形成的长期轨迹之中。本文论
证， 1949年曼尼普尔邦在被胁迫和未经民众同意的情况下
并入印度，这压制了其新生的民主进程，从而引发了一场基
础性的合法性危机，并持续影响着该邦支离破碎的政体。随
后数十年的军事化、反叛乱和基于身份的治理加剧了种族分
裂，破坏了民主制度，并助长了反叛和镇压的循环。本文揭
示了当前这场通常被描述为涉及种族的危机，其实也是融合
失败、战略操纵和治理崩溃的最终结果。本文的结论认为，
要重振曼尼普尔邦的历史多元主义和民主精神，就需要通过
富有同理心的对话和包容性的治邦方略，重新构想安全与正
义。

关键词：曼尼普尔邦冲突，种族暴力，曼尼普尔邦合并，叛
乱与反叛乱，殖民遗产，后殖民邦地位，合法性危机，印度
民主
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Introduction

The Prime Minister of India Nar-
endra Modi visited Manipur on 
13 September 2025, two years 

and four months after unprecedented 
violence broke out in the state in May 
2023 between valley-based Meitei and 
hill-based Kuki-Zo ethnic communi-
ties. The violence has led to hundreds 
dead, the destruction of over 385 re-
ligious structures and thousands of 
homes, displacing over 60,000 people, 
most of whom are still living in despica-
ble camp conditions (see Vijaita Singh, 
March 5, 2025, www.thehindu.com). 

Modi addressed two public 
meetings: one at the hill district of Chu-
rachandpur and another at Imphal, the 
capital of Manipur; made announce-
ments of projects worth thousands of 
crores; and met some internally dis-
placed persons [IDPs] of the Kuki-Zo 
and Meitei communities.1 However, he 
did not spell out any plan on when the 
IDPs will be able to return home, or 
how his government is going to restore 
normalcy in the State scarred by per-
sistent violence. 

In response to the violence in 
May 2023, the Central Government im-
mediately took over the law and order of 
Manipur by exercising its powers under 
Article 355 of the Indian Constitution. 
One month later, following the visit of 
the Union Home Minister Amit Shah, 
a Peace Committee and a Commission 
of Inquiry were formed. However, even 
after the lapse of 30 months, the 52 
member Peace Committee headed by 
the then Chief Minister of Manipur is 
yet to convene its first meeting. And the 

Commissions of Inquiry mandated “to 
inquiry into the causes and spread of the 
violence ... and whether there were any 
lapses on the part of any of the respon-
sible authorities or individuals”2 headed 
by a former Chief Justice of Guwahati 
High Court is yet to submit its report. 
On the political front, the ruling BJP 
government in the Centre, despite of 
its NDA alliance enjoying overwhelm-
ing majority, with only five Congress 
MLAs in the opposition, kept the Mani-
pur Assembly in animated suspension 
since February 2025 and took over the 
administration by imposing President’s 
rule under Article 356 of the Constitu-
tion. The Central rule was extended for 
six more months in August 2025. 

It is in this context of total fail-
ure of the government’s responsibility to 
protect the life and property of its citi-
zens, and all democratic norms of gov-
ernance, that the Prime Minister’s visit 
assumed great significance. However, 
Modi’s eloquent speeches were conspic-
uous by the absence of any mention of 
a road map to peace, or for that matter 
even the restoration of a responsible 
government of his own party or lifting 
of President’s rule. He instead dwelt on 
“pompous” development packets, and 
an appeal to the youth to abjure violence. 

Ironically, the next day of his 
visit, an angry mob stormed the Chu-
rachandpur police station in the hills; 
within a week, youths bearing sophis-
ticated arms ambushed a convoy of the 
Assam Rifles, killing at least two of its 
personnel and subsequently triggering 
a massive manhunt by the security forc-
es in valley. 
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Manipur continues to be on the 
edge again—ethnically segregated, vio-
lence looming large.

What is happening in Manipur? 
Is the Government of India (GoI) in-
capable of solving the Manipur crisis? 
Why is the government so indifferent to 
the sufferings of its four million citizens 
of Manipur? What vested interests are 
keeping the violence boiling in Mani-
pur? In this paper, we try to understand 
in-depth the endemic state of repression 
in Manipur and delve into its pre-co-
lonial and colonial history; and the 
chequered history of its merger with the 
Indian Union, to understand why such 
repression is ineffective to root out the 
conflict. We firmly believe that a much 
more nuanced political approach than 
the present-day securitized one—which 
treats the crisis as an insurgency / coun-
terinsurgency issue—will be required to 
deal with the unrest in Manipur.

Insurgency and Counter-
insurgency in Manipur: A 
Closer Look

Manipur is no stranger to 
armed conflict. Currently, 
seven groups are banned un-

der the Unlawful Activities Prevention 
Act (UAPA)3 for “their professed aim, 
establishment of an independent na-
tion by secession of Manipur from India 
through armed struggle and to incite in-
digenous people of Manipur for such se-
cession,” officially referred to as “Meitei 
Extremist Organizations (MEOs).”4 
Even though the Meitei population con-
stitute less than 0.1 percent of the total 
population India, its share of UAPA 

cases as per the National Crime Record 
Bureau report reached a peak of 64.5 
percent in the year 2014. This percent-
age has gradually come down even as 
this draconian law is increasingly being 
used against Muslims and Left-wing ac-
tivists in mainland India ever since BJP 
came to power (Murali Krishnan, June 
12, 2021, www.dw.com) but the Meitei 
community continues to bear at least 
a third of the national burden of this 
counter-terrorism measure even today.5

Other ethnic armed groups of 
Manipur, the Nagas and the Kukis, are 
also active in the hills. However, they 
are not banned under the UAPA, as the 
dominant Naga groups (NSCN-IM) 
fighting for a sovereign Nagalim, con-
sisting of Naga inhabited areas of India 
and Myanmar, have been on a ceasefire 
arrangement with the GoI since 1997. 
They are holding political dialogue 
within a framework agreement arrived 
at in 2015, the content of which is still 
not public. Whereas some 32 Kuki-Zo 
armed groups, under the broad umbrel-
la banners of Kuki National Organiza-
tion (KNO) and United People’s Front 
(UPF), are having Suspension of Op-
eration (SoO) arrangement with GoI. 
They signed this agreement with the In-
dian Army on 10 August 2005 and later 
entered into a tripartite dialogue with 
the GoI and Government of Manipur 
since August 2008. The objective of the 
dialogue is to seek “for a viable political 
settlement for the Kuki people within 
the Constitution of India.”6 Just before 
the Naga cease-fire commenced from 
1992 to 1996, the Kuki and the Naga 
were also embroiled in a bloody ethnic 
conflict where more than a thousand 
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were killed and hundreds of villages up-
rooted in the hills of Manipur.7 

Today, the BJP-led National 
Democratic Alliance (NDA) govern-
ment at the Centre, and its friendly cor-
porates, are eager to unlock the huge 
economic potential of the resource rich 
Northeast region of India, including 
that of Manipur, which is located at the 
strategic tri-junction of South, South-
east and Far East Asia. However, the 
MEOs who are stubbornly against any 
ceasefire arrangements or peace process 
(unlike the NSCN-IM) pose a substan-
tial security challenge. They used to hold 
substantial territory in the hills of Ma-
nipur until they were pushed back deep 
into the jungles of Myanmar through a 
series of military operations between 
2004 and 2008.  Interestingly, the Ku-
ki-Zo armed groups were key assets for 
the GoI in these operations, they were 
handsomely rewarded with the Suspen-
sion of Operations (SoO) arrangements. 
Their cadres are regularly paid from the 
GoI exchequer, authorized to keep their 
lethal weapons and are placed at strate-
gic designated camps encircling the val-
ley. Gradually, in the last two decades, 
the area under their domination has be-
come a haven of poppy cultivation at an 
industrial scale. While Union Environ-
ment Minister put its as 45.68 square 
kilometers in the Parliament,8 reliable 
sources from the ground estimates it to 
be at least ten times this official figure.9 
High-ranking army officials10 as well as 
key politicians belonging to the ruling 
party11 are caught red handed with large 
consignment of narcotic drugs. Even 
when a brave police officer arrested a 
key drug kingpin, the lower judiciary—

perhaps under the pressure from pow-
erful politician colluding with the drug 
mafia—acquitted him. Civil society had 
to move the apex Court to secure the 
appeal. But, despite a favourable order 
from the apex Court, powerful forces 
seem to be sabotaging the legal process. 
In the last two and a half years of con-
flict the only commodity whose price 
has not increased is narcotic drugs. 
Its supply has not been disrupted by 
the restrictions of movement of ethnic 
communities. The lucrative narco econ-
omy seems to be fuelling the continuing 
conflict (Goa Chronicle, “End Narcos 
in Manipur, Conflict will End,” Dec 8, 
2024). 12

On the other hand, the MEOs 
continue to be active from their hide-
outs across the border. With more than 
a thousand cases of extrajudicial exe-
cutions pending investigation in the 
Supreme Court of India, the traditional 
counter insurgency operations of the 
“Malay doctrine” kind has run its full 
course in Manipur and is increasingly 
turning out to be counterproductive, 
particularly in terms of India’s standing 
in the world stage as a democracy.13 

Knowledgeable observers point 
out that what is ostensibly presented 
as “ethnic conflict” between the Meitei 
and Kuki-Zo can also be seen as an ex-
tension of the counter insurgency pro-
gram, with Modi-Shah-Doval charac-
teristics, instrumentalizing local actors 
and agent provocateurs. According to 
this theory, if an ethnic clash between 
the Meitei and Kuki-Zo flares up, the 
Myanmar based Meitei insurgents 
would have to come back to Manipur 
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to defend their own ethnic community 
in distress. Once they are in Indian ter-
ritory, they can either be liquidated or 
cornered to a process to control them 
like the others ethnic armed groups. 

However, in the ensuing violence 
where the cycles of raids and counter-
raids against other ethnic communities 
increased in frequency, youth of each 
group has been caught into a compet-
itive exercise on body counts. Even as 
the state abdicated it responsibility to 
protect its citizens, the desperate and 
disenchanted youth took arms to de-
fend their homes and villages, they fall 
back on their battle harden brethren 
of the insurgent groups. Among these 
“comrades,” the insurgent groups are 
reported to have recruited massively 
from these volunteers and have come 
out strengthened by the chaos. 

Manipur insurgency cannot be 
handled with as a mere military style 
counter insurgency approach, it re-
quires a much more nuanced under-
stand of why people revolt against the 
all-powerful might of the Indian state. 
What are the specific political and his-
torical situations in which people find 
themselves that make them choose the 
tough choices?

Statehood and Identity in 
Manipur

Manipur is described in the 
Constitution of India14 as “the 
territory which immediately 

before the commencement of this Con-
stitution was being administered as if it 
were a Chief Commissioner’s Province 

under the name of Manipur.” It omits 
the fact that barely 41 days before the 
draft Constitution was adopted on 26 
November 1949, it was a Constitution-
al Monarchy with a popular assembly 
elected through adult franchise, with a 
functioning Council of Ministers under 
its own Manipur State Constitution. 

This take over was done in the 
most undemocratic manner by keep-
ing the Maharaja of Manipur under 
military threat and duress to sign the 
“Merger Agreement” without consult-
ing the popular assembly. The people of 
Manipur consider this process as an il-
legal and unconstitutional annexation.15 
This is the politico-juridical ground on 
which the groups banned under the 
UAPA are fighting for self-determina-
tion of the people of Manipur, including 
the option to restore its sovereign status 
under suspension. Perhaps turning up a 
few more pages of its fascinating history 
might throw some more light to appre-
ciate the ongoing conflict.

Pre-colonial History of Manipur
Nested in thickly forested mountains 
and creeks of the eastern Himalayas, 
the fertile alluvial Manipur valley has 
been historically a melting pot of the 
great Sinic and Indic civilizations. The 
surrounding hills served as a natural 
fortress, insulating the valley from hos-
tile neighboring powers, providing the 
time and space for a unique civiliza-
tion to incubate and eventually thrive. 
It developed its own script, now called 
Meitei Mayek, and a substantial body of 
literature, called the Puya, covering an 
enormous range of subjects16 produced 
over centuries, some of which pre-
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served till date. Cheithalrol Kumbaba is 
a puya that records the unbroken chain 
of kings of the Ningthoucha dynasty 
and their activities from the first centu-
ry AD. According to this chronicle, the 
first king of the dynasty, Nongda Lairen 
Pakhangba, defeated the Khaba rulers 
of Kangla, the site of power in the heart 
of Imphal valley, with the help of Moi-
rang principality of the southern side of 
the valley. Soon thereafter he was con-
fronted by a migratory horde headed by 
Poireiton from Khamnung Sawa, which 
historians believe to be the Kham re-
gion of Tibet, who came with a large 
entourage of essential items like food 
grains, special paddy, medicine men, 
priests, etc. Instead of fighting, they 
succeeded in reconciling and entered 
into a matrimonial alliance. Poireiton’s 
sister Laisna became the queen of Pa-
khangba and he was offered a stretch of 
land to settle down and rule. Pakhang-
ba established the first unified rule of 
the kingdom even though autonomous 
and semi-autonomous units contin-
ued to exist. Under the able rule of the 
Ningthoucha kings, the once warring 
endogamous ethnic groups of Man- 
gang, Luwang, Khuman, Angom, Moi-
rang, Kha-Ngangba, and Salang-Leish- 
angthem gradually transformed into 
seven exogamous Salais or clans co-
alescing into one Meitei nation. A feudal 
socio-economic order presided by the 
king and administered by the nobility 
developed. A proto-constitutional doc-
ument called Loyumba Shilyen assign-
ing specific responsibilities to specific 
surnames developed during the reign 
of Meidingu Loyumba (1074–1122). 
The administration of the kingdom was 

broadly divided into the centrally locat-
ed valley and the surrounding hills. The 
valley was sub-divided into urban and 
rural administration and the hills adja-
cent to the valley and the hill area ly-
ing far from the valley. A department in 
charge of the hill tribes known as Hao-
macha Loishang have also developed. 

Manipur and Hinduism
The internal consolidation of the State 
was almost complete by 14th century 
AD. A process of territorial expansion 
followed, and around 1470, the Meitei 
king Kiyamba made an alliance with 
Shan (Pong) king, Choufa Khekhomba 
and successfully conquered the Kyang, 
another Shan principality in Kabaw val-
ley. The victorious kings “demarcated” 
the boundaries between the two king-
doms and exchanged gifts. The Shan 
king presented an idol of the Hindu god 
Vishnu to the Meitei king. The idol was 
honoured and worshiped by building a 
brick temple preserved till date. Con-
trary to popular belief, Hinduism was 
introduced to Manipur from the east 
rather than from the west. However, a 
steady stream of migration of Brahmins 
and Muslims from the west began in 
the 16th century. They were subsequent-
ly assimilated into the larger Manipu-
ri society as Meitei Bamon and Meitei 
Pangal.

In the first half of the 18th cen-
tury, Manipur territory expanded con-
siderably under the King Pamheiba 
(1709–48) into present-day Myanmar, 
ultimately leading to the downfall of 
the Toungoo dynasty (1531–1752). 
King Pamheiba adopted Ramanandi 
Hinduism, changed his name to Garib-
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niwaz (a Persianate word for “friend of 
the poor”) and that of his kingdom to 
“Manipur” (a Sanskrit word meaning “a 
city of gems”), drawing from the Ma-
nipur mentioned in the great Indian 
epic Mahabharata wherein the warrior 
Arjuna married Chitrangada, a Mani-
puri princess. He embarked upon an 
aggressive program of Hinduisation of 
the kingdom challenging the primor-
dial religious beliefs. Burning of Meitei 
scriptures (Puya Meitheba 1732), de-
struction of abodes of traditional dei-
ties (Umang Lai), taking away of ritual 
performances of the traditional Meitei 
deities from the traditional priest by the 
Brahman priest were recorded. 

In the second half of the 18th cen-
tury, the new Konbaung dynasty under 
the leadership of Alaungpaya, Burma 
became a formidable military power—
allied with the French East India Com-
pany. They raided Manipur repeatedly 
between 1754 and 1780. Thousands 
of Manipuri were taken as captives 
and made to do menial jobs, domes-
tic and agricultural work, etc. Some of 
them ended up forming an elite cav-
alry regiment of Cassay Horsemen 
and Kathe-Brahmans (Ponnas) were 
engaged as court astrologers, advisers 
and royal purohita (priests). In order to 
balance Burmese power, the Manipuri 
king Bhagyachandra (1759–61, 1763–
98), reached out to the British East In-
dia Company at Chittagong through 
his emissary. The British responded 
positively and singed the Anglo-Ma-
nipur Treaty of 1762 for defense and 
trade. The British dispatched troops 
from Chittagong to assist Manipur, but 
they could never make it due to the dif-

ficult terrain and incessant bad weath-
er. Ultimately, Bhagyachandra fled his 
kingdom in 1764, built a matrimonial 
alliance with the Ahom king Rajeshwar 
Singh, and with his assistance succeed 
in pushing back the Burmese. On his 
return to Manipur, Bhagyachandra en-
dorsed a softer formed of the reformed 
Bengal school of Vaishnavism based on 
Bhakti, or unconditional love. “Ras Lee-
la,” the highest spiritual expression of 
worship of Krishana in dance form was 
developed during his reign. His efforts 
harmonized the social and religious 
tensions between the followers of pri-
mordial Meitei religion and Hinduism. 
Having amalgamated and syncretized 
with native rituals, customs and values, 
Hinduism was eventually indigenized in 
Manipur. By the 19th century, Brahmins 
were settled in almost all the Leikai (lo-
cality) of the valley along with a temple 
and a Mandop (community hall) to reg-
ulate the religio-cultural life of the peo-
ple. As Vaishnavism advanced, conser-
vatism started creeping in and society 
became hierarchical. Even though the 
hills remained relatively untouched, in 
this new Brahminical scheme, its dwell-
ers were packed at the bottom of the hi-
erarchy, along with the dissenters in the 
valley.

Engagements with British 
Colonial Rule

In the beginning of 19th century, 
as the Burmese power grew, they 
started treating Manipur as their 

vassal state. When this was resisted, 
they occupied Manipur militarily be-
tween 1819 and 1826, a period known 
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as Chahi Taret Khuntakpa (seven years 
of devastation). While Hirachandra 
continued to engage the occupation-
al force inside Manipur in a guerilla 
warfare, prince Gambhir Singh joined 
forces with the British from his base 
in Kachar (now in Assam), who were 
looking to contain Burmese power on 
British India’s northeastern frontier. 
The Burmese were defeated in the First 
Anglo-Burmese War (1824–1826). The 
Treaty of Yandaboo was signed between 
the British and the Burmese on 24 Feb-
ruary 1826. Article 2 of this treaty states 
as follows: “... With regard to Manipur, 
it is stipulated that should Gambhir 
Singh desire to return to the country, 
he shall be recognized by the king of 
Ava [Burma] as the Raja thereof.” The 
British and the Burmese recognized 
Manipur as independent kingdom.17 A 
British Political Agent was stationed in 
Imphal “for the preservation of friendly 
intercourse and as a medium of com-
munication with the Manipur Govern-
ment and as an occasion may require, 
with the Burmese authorities on the 
frontier, and more specifically to pre-
vent border feuds and disturbances 
which might lead to hostilities between 
Manipuris and Burmese.” However, the 
Political Agents gradually started to act 
as the Centre of the administration. The 
flash point came in 1891. 

After King Surchandra Singh 
abdicated following a palace scuffle, 
the British intervened in the succes-
sion dispute but refused to recognize 
Regent Kulachandra Singh. When ne-
gotiations between Chief Commission-
er J.W. Quinton, Political Agent Frank 
Grimwood, and the Manipuri council 

failed, violence erupted, and an an-
gry crowd killed Quinton, Grimwood, 
Lt. W.H. Simpson, Col. Skene, and 
W.H. Cossin. Subsequently, the British 
launched a full-scale invasion of Mani-
pur from three sides—Kohima, Silchar, 
and Tamu. The Manipuris put up a stiff 
resistance, but the result was a fore-
gone conclusion. On 27 April 1891, the 
Union Jack was hoisted at Kangla and 
Manipur lost her independence and 
came under the British paramountcy. 
A five-year-old minor, Churanchand 
Singh, was installed as the king. The Po-
litical Agent Maj. H. St. P Maxwell was 
appointed as the superintendent of the 
state and became the virtual ruler. 

Public resentment against alien 
colonial rule and heavy war levies and 
other taxation led to anti-colonial pro-
tests within a decade. Some bungalows 
of the British officers and public proper-
ties in Imphal were set ablaze. The gov-
ernment took it as an act of “incendia-
rism” and “national manner of showing 
ill-feeling, opposition or disrespect for 
foreign rule” and promulgated an order 
to rebuild the bungalows at the expense 
of the local inhabitants as a collective 
punishment. Agitations in the form of 
demonstrations, public protest, pick-
eting at public places, closing down of 
shops and market were carried out for 
two months. As the political agent re-
fused to revoke the order, about 5,000 
women launched a vehement protest 
demonstration on 5 October 1904. 
Thereafter a negotiated settlement was 
worked out. This incident came to be 
known as the first Nupi Lan (women’s 
war).
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Dissatisfaction with the colonial 
rule was also brewing in the hills on 
account of heavy taxation, extraction 
of free labour or “Pothang” and over 
grouping of villages. When the British 
tried to conscript labour corps to send 
to France during the First World War, 
they faced stiff resistance from the Kuki 
tribes in the hills of Manipur. The brave 
Kuki engaged the much superior Brit-
ish forces in a guerilla warfare (1917–
1919). A key leader of the resistance 
movement was a Meitei from Imphal 
called Chingakham Sanajaoba, who 
was arrested and punished by the gov-
ernment along with other Kuki leaders. 
This episode came to be known as the 
Kuki Rebellion. 

 Colonial Divide and Rule 

After Churachand Singh com-
pleted his education in Mayo 
College, Rajasthan, and re-

turned home, the administration of 
the state was handed over to him on 
15 May 1907. A Manipur State Durbar 
(MSD) was constituted under the Rules 
for the General Administration of the 
State (RFGAS). A president of MSD 
(PMSD), appointed by the Governor of 
Assam, presided at all the meetings of 
MSD and exercised general supervision 
of all the departments of the state. 

An unfortunate feature of the 
RFGAS, which had long-term implica-
tion for the future of Manipur, was the 
division of administration between the 
hills and valley. While the Maharaja ex-
ercised considerable power over the in-
ternal administration in the valley, the 
hill area was administered by the pres-

ident of the MSD in the name of the 
Maharaja. Any major issue of the hills 
was referred to the governor of Assam 
on behalf of the Maharaj. The hill areas 
were divided into four sub-divisions 
and British officials were appointed as 
sub-divisional officers. Local tribesmen 
were appointed Lambus to assist the ad-
ministration.

Once the British took over the 
administration Christian missionary 
activities also started. The first to be 
invited was William Pettigrew of the 
Arthington Aborigines Mission Soci-
ety who arrived at Imphal on 6 January 
1894. He established a school. But when 
he baptized Angom Porom Singh on 3 
January 1896 his work became rather 
sensitive as the Meitei community were 
steeped into Vaishnavism. On the ad-
vice of the administration, his teaching 
ministry was shifted to the Ukhrul in 
the northern hills. Twelve boys, both 
Naga and Kuki were baptized on 23 
February 1902, and the first church in 
Manipur was established. As Christian-
ity spread rapidly, the Manipur Chris-
tian Association (MCA) was formed in 
1916, and the first convention was held 
at Ukhrul the following year. 

In the southern hills, it was the 
Welsh mission who carried out the mis-
sionary activity. Watkins R. Roberts 
was invited from Aizawl in the Lusai 
Hill of Assam by the Chief of Senvon 
village of Manipur in 1909. He started 
the Indo-Burma Thado-Kookie Pioneer 
Mission. But they never got permission 
from the government, and in 1913 the 
political agent ordered them to leave 
Manipur. They, however, stayed on. In 
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1919, it was renamed Northeast In-
dia General Mission. With time, other 
missions like the Roman Catholic, the 
Seventh Day Adventist, Pentecostal 
Church and other Independent Chris-
tian Churches came in the hill tribes in 
Manipur.

 Thus, separate sections of rules 
and institutions of the colonial admin-
istration coupled with the “communi-
cation gap” between the valley dwellers, 
who were steeped into Hindu ortho-
doxy and the hill dwellers who were 
enthusiastically endorsing Christiani-
ty, further accentuated this hill–valley 
dichotomy. The Hindutva forces see 
this spread of Christianity in Manipur, 
which they consider as the last bastion 
of “Hindu rule” as Buddhism takes over 
inside Myanmar, as a threat. However, 
what seems to alarm them most is the 
recent trend of increasing conversion of 
Meitei Vaishnavite Hindus into Chris-
tians. No wonder, in the present conflict 
as many as 247 Meitei Churches were 
burnt down in the Imphal valley—not 
by the ethnic rival Kukis, but by their 
own “Meitei ethnic brethren” under an-
ti-Christian influence.  

Constitutional Monarchy of 
Manipur

In the first half of the 20th Century, 
with the spread of modern educa-
tion, the ideas of liberal democracy, 

patriotism and Manipuri nationalism 
flourished with literatures, translation 
works as well as journalistic activities. In 
what may be called the first civil society 
organization, created by the initiative of 
some educated elites, the Nikhil Hindu 

Manipuri Mahasabha was formed on 
30 May 1934 to bring the people of the 
state as well as the Manipuri settled in 
different places under a single ideologi-
cal roof, with the objective “to maintain 
the prestige of the distinctive identity 
of Manipur with the overall develop-
mental efforts through unity of the peo-
ple.”18 The Maharaja himself was the 
President. 

The fourth session of the Ma-
hasabha was held at Chinga Lampak, 
Imphal on 29-30 December 1938. It 
was a turning point for Manipuri na-
tionalism as it was marked by an out-
burst of dissatisfaction with colonial 
and feudal system of administration. 
The word “Hindu” was removed from 
its name, so it became Nikhil Manipuri 
Mahasabha. It demanded “responsible 
government” and introduction of “adult 
universal franchise.” The Maharaja dis-
tanced himself from the Mahasabha 
and asked all government employees 
to do the same. In the following year, 
the womenfolk of Manipur launched a 
strong movement on the issue of scar-
city of food grains, strengthening the 
emerging idea of the establishment of 
democratic system of administration. It 
came to be known as the second Nupi 
Lan (women’s war). 

From 1942 to 1944, Manipur 
became the theatre of the most deci-
sive battle of the Second World War. 
The Japanese advance towards India 
along with the Indian National Army 
was halted  here and the Allied forc-
es pushed them back into Burma and 
beyond. Having gone through this un-
precedented experience of a modern 
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warfare and with the imminent exit of 
the British, Manipur was poised to em-
brace the brave new world of freedom 
and democracy. There was certainly no 
turning back to the feudal era. 

Representing the raising aspira-
tions of the people many political par-
ties sprang up such as Manipur Praja 
Sanmeloni (1940), Krishak Shabha 
(1946), Manipur Praja Mandal (1946), 
Manipur Praja Sangha (1946), Mani-
pur State Congress (1946), Communist 
Party (1948), Praja Shanti Sabha (1948), 
and the Socialist Party (1948). In the 
Hill areas too, several ethnic based so-
cio-cultural organizations sprang up, 
such as Tangkul Long, Kuki National 
Assembly (KNA), Manipur Zeliangrong 
Union, Naga National League, etc.

The political parties and other 
organizations of both hills and valley 
put a strong pressure on the king to es-
tablish a responsible government based 
on democratic principles. As desired 
by the political parties,19 the Maharaja 
proceeded to form a 15 member “Con-
stitution Making Committee”20 after 
duly electing the representatives of five 
Tahsils. The Committee, chaired by Mr. 
Francis Fenwick Pearson (PMSD) and 
inaugurated by the Maharaja on 10 
March 1947, drafted the Constitution. 
It defined the power and duties of the 
executive, judiciary, and legislature as 
well as fundamental rights and duties 
of the citizen. Section 52 guarantees to 
all the people to get status of equality, 
freedom of thought and expression, re-
ligious freedom etc. It also elaborated 
the position of the kingship including 
succession line, Council of Regency, etc.

 On 1 July 1947, the Mahara-
ja dissolved the Manipur State Durbar 
and all administrative responsibility was 
transferred to an Interim Council with 
Mr. F.F. Person as the Chief Minister. 
As the British were leaving soon, a fresh 
Council with M.K. Priyobarta as the 
Chief Minister was re-constituted on 12 
August 1947. 

On midnight of 14 August 1947, 
Mr. F.F. Pearson pulled down the Union 
Jack and in the exact time M.K. Priy-
abarta Chief Minister of Manipur hoist-
ed the flag of Manipur, i.e., white colour 
with the insignia of Pakhangba in the 
middle. This marked the end of 55 years 
of British colonial rule, and Manipur 
regained its independence.21

With the lapse of British para-
mountcy, the public demanded for the 
establishment of a responsible govern-
ment based on universal adult franchise 
intensified.22 A franchise sub-commit-
tee was constituted, election rules were 
framed, and electoral roll was prepared. 
Manipur was divided into 51 assembly 
segments. A three-member election tri-
bunal was also set up to settle election 
disputes. A returning officer and two 
assistant returning officers were ap-
pointed by the Council to conduct the 
election. Public notification was issued, 
and an election was held on 11 and 30 
June 1948 in the valley and on 26 and 
27 July 1948 in the hills. 

As no single political party got 
majority, a coalition government was 
formed. M.K. Priyabarta (a Meitei) 
became the Chief Minister and T.C. 
Tiangkham (a Kuki), the Speaker. Inau-
gurating the maiden session of the pop-
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ular Assembly of Constitutional Mon-
archy of Manipur on 18 October 1948, 
Maharaja Buddhachandra Singh stated:

I feel proud to be able to place 
on record and make it known 
abroad; my state for the first time 
in India has, just as the sun ris-
es earlier in the east, taken the 
lead in the direction of dem-
ocratic government based on 
adult franchise […] while I have 
been all along anxious to accords 
responsible government of the 
Constitution Act, I now bring 
to the mind of the people that I 
had transferred my powers and 
responsibilities other than those 
of a constitutional Ruler to the 
state council since 1st July 1947 
before the lapse of the British 
paramountcy and since then I 
have already remained as a con-
stitutional ruler. 

The Merger

The Manipur Congress was un-
able to form its government and 
had started to agitate for merger 

with India along with the Indian Na-
tional Congress. It may be noted that 
Manipur had already signed the Stand 
Still Agreement with the Government 
of India on 11 August 1947 and diplo-
matic relationship was made through 
an official called the “Dominion Agent.” 
But after the election that post was 
abolished on 22 August 1948. However, 
soon the Governor of Assam wanted to 
appoint a “Dewan” to watch “the treaty 
obligation between the state and Indi-

an Dominion”—but under the Manipur 
Constitution there was no provision 
for such a position. Nonetheless, the 
Government of India appointed Major 
Rawal Amar Singh as the “Dewan of 
Manipur” without the knowledge of the 
Government of Manipur. 

 The Maharaj was unhappy with 
the undue interference of the Dewan 
in the affairs of the State. To sort out 
this issue with GoI he went to Shillong, 
then capital of Assam. Mr. Tiangkham, 
Speaker of the Legislative Assembly, 
formally wrote to the Maharaja to let 
the public know the purpose of his vis-
it, and if the media report of the merger 
is correct, he wanted to place it before 
the assembly where the representatives 
of the people were assembled. However, 
the king left without giving a response.

Alongside, as communist ideolo-
gies spread rapidly in Southeast Asian 
societies, and in the midst of the ongo-
ing Burmese and Chinese revolutions, 
the Indian defense ministry established 
a committee to monitor the develop-
ments. The Committee suggested to 
the defense ministry for “complete and 
direct takeover of Manipur, [it was] not 
even safe to hand over to [merger pro-
cess] the Government of Assam and to 
get ready to fly more security forces.”23 

When he reached Shillong on 17 
September 1949, the Governor of As-
sam Mr. Prakash informed the Mahara-
ja of the GoI’s instruction to merge Ma-
nipur with India by 20 September 1949. 
He was treated like a captive and was in 
a very precarious situation. However, 
he stood his ground that Manipur had 
already established democratic institu-
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tions and the sovereignty of the state has 
been vested in the people. It would be in 
the fitness of things to hear the peoples’ 
voice and learn their sentiments so that 
the line of action may not in any case 
be unconstitutional.24 As the Mahara-
ja failed to yield, the Governor sought 
the advice of the Union Home Minis-
ter. Sardar Vallabh Bhai Patel, the Home 
Minister dispatched a stern one-line 
telegram “whether we had not a brig-
adier in Shillong.”25 The Red Land, the 
place where the Maharaja was stationed, 
was cut off from all communication 
with the outside world. After four days 
of extreme duress, the Maharaja signed 
the Merger Agreement on 21 September 
1949. Manipur Chief Minister lodged a 
protest against the Agreement, noting 
that the majority of the State’s people 
had not been consulted. India formal-
ly took over Manipur on 15 October 
1949 and all the democratic institutions 
ceased to exist.26 

Major Amar Singh handed the 
Chief Commissioner the entire admin-
istration. This is what is referred to in the 
Constitution of India Schedule I, entry 
19 as “the territory which immediately 
before the commencement of this Con-
stitution was being administered as if it 
were a Chief Commissioner’s Province 
under the name of Manipur.”

Statehood Struggle

Manipur was declared a Part C 
State on 22 January 1950 by 
GoI, the lowest status accord-

ed to a State. Downgrading the proud 
kingdom to a Part C State was seen as 
an insult even by the Congress party 

had been campaigning for the merger 
of Manipur in the hope that they will be 
treated with the same dignity and hon-
or as other Indians. 

The Manipur National Union, 
after duly submitting a memorandum 
to the Prime Minister organized a pub-
lic meeting on 20 April 1953 at Imphal 
Polo ground openly declaring that in 
case the government refused to grant 
statehood within 15 days, they would 
declare Manipur as an “Independent 
State” and to launch a revolutionary 
movement in order to translate their 
political decision into action. The top 
leaders of the party including Sagolsem 
Indramani Singh, Yangmaso Saiza (a 
Tangkhul Naga), and Rajkumar Mai-
paksana were arrested and jailed on 
treason and sedition charges. In the face 
of the strong state repression against its 
members the party could not be sus-
tained for long.27

 However, the non-violent move-
ment for democratic right of the people 
of Manipur to have a full-fledged state 
within the Constitution of India gath-
ered momentum with full participation 
of all ethnic communities of Manipur, 
including the Tangkul Long, the Paite 
Union, the Zeiliangrong Union, and 
Kuki Natioanal Assembly. The first State 
Reorganization Commission, which vis-
ited Manipur in April 1954, in its report 
dated 10 October 1954, recommended 
“Manipur should be a centrally admin-
istered territory for the time being, the 
ultimate merger with Assam should be 
kept in view.” Nehru, fortunately, reject-
ed the recommendation stating, “for 
Manipur to lose its distinctive charac-
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ter and culture would be a misfortune.” 
He also assured a Congress delegation 
who met him on 17 June 1956 that GoI 
would try to set up a democratic and 
popular government in Manipur as 
soon as possible. However, no action 
followed. 

On 26 March 1960, an “Assembly 
Demand Co-ordination Committee” 
was formed and submitted a memo-
randum to the President of India urg-
ing him to “... let democracy flourish 
in all part of India without any excep-
tion.” They pointed out that “... De-Ma-
nipurisation was entering into the new 
administration.” They also accused the 
then administration of running without 
any checks and balances from the peo-
ple, perpetrating an undesirable system 
of administration freely at the grace and 
discretion of the Central Government. 
As words failed to move the govern-
ment, a civil disobedience movement 
was launched from 11 April 1960. As 
per the official report, six persons suf-
fered bullet injuries, and hundred and 
sixty-six agitators were arrested. 

Manipur became a Union Ter-
ritory on 1 July 1963, with Shri. M. 
Koireng as the Chief Minister. The 
granting of statehood to neighbour-
ing Naga Hill district of Assam in 1963 
came as a big shock to the politically 
conscious sections of the Manipur. All 
the political parties came together and 
intensified the agitation for Statehood 
for Manipur. On 9 May 1970, when a 
four-member Parliamentary team vis-
ited Manipur, the All Parties Statehood 
Demand Co-ordinating Body organized 
a mammoth rally to welcome them at 

Imphal. A closed down or “Bandh” 
called by the Coordinating Committee 
on 18 May 1970 was received positively 
from all corners of Manipur. As the civil 
disobedience spread out, the adminis-
tration was completely paralyzed. Sim-
ilar demands for democratic rights and 
political identify with the constitution 
also broke out in Tripura, Khasi-Jan-
tia Hills, Lushai Hills, etc. Parliament 
passed the Northeast Area (the Reor-
ganization) Bill in 1972. Prime Minister 
Indira Gandhi inaugurated the State of 
Manipur on 21 January 1972 at 10:30 
AM. 

However, during these two and a 
half decades of the painful struggle for 
restoration of responsible government 
and in the midst of the prolonged power 
vacuum in Imphal, much damage had 
already been done to the body polity of 
Manipur. The strong-armed ethno-na-
tionalist mobilizations around the Naga 
identity in the neighboring Naga Hills 
in the north and a similar mobiliza-
tion around the Mizo identity in the 
Lushai hills in the south had captured 
the imagination of educated and ambi-
tious youth growing up in the adjoining 
hills of Manipur. Many of them joined 
these movements and eventually as-
sumed key leadership positions. These 
divisive forces pose a serious challenge 
to the composite multi-ethnic idea of 
Manipur. At this historical juncture, a 
group of educated Manipuri youths was 
also fully convinced that future of Ma-
nipur is unsafe in the hands of GoI—it 
can be secured only by restoring her 
lost sovereignty and by establishing a 
socialist society through a revolution-
ary armed struggle. They established 
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the United National Liberation Front 
(UNLF) in November 1964 with Mr. 
Kalalung Kamei, a Roongmei Naga, as 
the Chairman, Mr. Thangkhopao Sing-
heet, a Kuki, as the Vice Chairman, and 
Mr. Armabam Samarendra, a Meitei, as 
the founding General Secretary. All the 
seven groups presently banned under 
the UAPA can trace their origin to this 
initiative. 

The first Manipur State Assembly 
election held the same year after gain-
ing statehood, but no political party 
secured absolute majority. A coalition 
government led by the regional party, 
Manipur People’s Party (MPP) formed 
the government with Md. Alimudin 
from the Pangal (Muslim) community 
as the Chief Minister. However, Del-
hi could not tolerate a regional party 
holding power in the sensitive border 
state and so they abused the central 
government agencies to bring down 
the MPP government through horse 
trading,28 which has eventually become 
a chronic issue in the electoral politics 
in Manipur.  

The window of democratic fresh 
air did not last for long as the whole 
country went into the dark days of 
Emergency from 1975 to 1977. When 
the rest of the country was rejoicing the 
sunshine of democratic rights in the 
post-emergency era, Manipur slipped 
down further into the nightmare of the 
Armed Forces Special Powers Act un-
der which the whole state was declared 
as “disturbed area” since 1980. Insur-
gency and Counter insurgency opera-
tions unleashed by the Indian military 
machine “to separate the fish from the 

water”29 marked the everyday life of 
Manipur leaving a trail of egregious hu-
man rights violations including rape, 
enforced disappearances, extrajudicial 
executions, torture, arbitrary detention, 
etc.30 The 1990s witnessed the rise of 
ugly head of ethnic clashes—Naga-Kuki 
(1992–1996), the Meitei-Pangal (1993), 
Kuki-Tamil (1995), Kuki-Paite (1997–
1998) and now the Meitei-Kuki (since 
2023). It would seem that all the an-
cient precepts of state intrigue in Kauti-
lya’s Arthashastra—saam (pacification/
persuasion), daam (payment/bribery), 
dand (punishment/coercion) and bhed 
(intrigue/division)—are in full mani-
festation in Manipur today.

Conclusion

There are probably no easy answers 
to the Manipur crisis. Howev-
er, from a glimpse of its history, 

it is clear that whenever their core vital 
interest is challenged or their collective 
identity is threatened, Manipuris have 
fought back throughout the centuries, 
irrespective of the might of their ad-
versaries or the sophistication of their 
intrigues. They have suffered harsh con-
sequences and had to endure prolonged 
hardships, but that has not deterred 
them. They have managed to bounce 
back every time. When the Burmese 
tried to keep Manipur as vassal state in 
the beginning of the 19th century, they 
fought back resulting in the “seven years 
devastation.” They managed to restore 
their sovereignty with the help of the 
British. When the British tried to med-
dle into their internal affairs, they gave a 
befitting response and defied the world’s 
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strongest power in the battlefield. After 
subjugating the Manipuri for nearly 55 
years, the British also had to leave with 
the march of history. The anti-colonial 
struggles of the two Women’s Wars in 
the valley and the Kuki rebellion and the 
Jadonang movement in the hills were all 
part of the Manipuri peoples’ struggle 
for dignity and freedom. 

In the present crisis, too, the key 
issue is that the seven banned “Meitei 
Extremist Organizations” seem to see 
themselves as patriots performing their 
historical duty as their ancestors did by 
fighting the Burmese and the British. 
That explains why despite extreme re-
pression under draconian laws like AF-
SPA, UAPA, or the orchestrated ethnic 
conflicts and abdicating the state re-
sponsibility to protect the resistance is 
unlikely to go away anytime soon.

This idea is resonated in the in-
augural speech of the Maharaja of Ma-
nipur in the first popular assembly in 
1948: 

Let the patriots fight for today, I 
will see that yesterday shines once 
more before the people, ignorant 
of the beauty of yesterday. I am 
sure, a look back to the history of 
our land will at once inspire your 
mind towards greater and nobler 
deeds to prove your worth as 
worthy of worthy fathers.

In any case, trying to achieve 
“national security” by trampling upon 

“people’s security” is fundamentally a 
fraud concept. Genuine national se-
curity must emanate from the human 
security. Perhaps what India needs is a 
new Chanakya to work out a win-win 
solution to harmonize the strategic and 
security needs of India with that of the 
historically rooted democratic rights of 
the people of Manipur.

Today Manipur need a leadership 
that can re-imagine Manipur, where ev-
ery Manipuri can feel not only safe and 
secure, but also find a nurturing envi-
ronment to grow to its full potential—a 
Manipur where every ethnic identity or 
religious denomination, big and small, 
can thrive freely without being threat-
ened. It is when all the communities 
grow strong that Manipur will become 
strong. It is when all Manipuris live in 
freedom that Manipur will be truly free.   

A good point to start this journey 
is perhaps for the leadership of the var-
ious ethnic communities to develop the 
capacity to empathize with the pains, 
sufferings, fears, and aspirations of not 
only their own immediate communi-
ties, but also with those of their neigh-
boring communities. It is when we can 
all see through the lens of a common 
humanism that we can reimagine a Ma-
nipur where human rights of all com-
munities inhabiting the space called 
Manipur is respected and secured. Only 
then will we be able to usher in genuine 
peace based on justice for all communi-
ties, and the historically evolved collec-
tive idea of Manipur can thrive again.
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