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Today Manipur is not only suffering from armed movements of innumerable underground organizations but also from a complex ethnic crisis. Being inhabited by different groups of people which can be classified broadly into Meitei, Naga and Kuki, a harmonious existence of the state is being threatened as the interests of one group clash with the other. This has given rise to assertion of group identity, inter group competition for resources, political instability, insecurity and underdevelopment. An understanding of the ongoing crisis requires a serious study of the growth of identity formation and growth of nationalism among these groups from a historical context as these groups rely mostly on historical accounts for claiming their uniqueness as well as setting the  inter-group relations. This paper seeks to throw some light on the ethnic faultlines of the present day Manipur by drawing largely from historical materials. 

The growth of Meitei identity, Naga identity and Kuki identity is a historical process. Whereas no definite answers can be provided about the origins of  these ethnic groups, one can find many contesting hypotheses regarding the origin of Meitei, Naga and Kuki social collectivity. 

Meitei Identity 
The history of the origin of the indigenous people of Manipur is, in fact, shrouded in mystery. It is widely believed that like the other Mongoloid groups in the North Eastern Region, Meiteis also migrated from South West China. They defeated the earlier settlers like Poireiton and established themselves in the Imphal valley (Parratt, 2005: 2, 12, 22).  

Meitei tradition indicates that the Manipur valley was occupied by several tribes, the principal of which were seven in number, viz., (i) the Ningthouja or Meitei, (ii) the Angom, (iii) the Khumal, (iv) the Moirang, (v) the Luwang, (vi) the Sarang-Leishangthem and (vii) the Khaba-Nganba. For a time the Khumal appeared to have been the most powerful and after its decline the Moirang became prominent. And ultimately the Ningthoujas or Meiteis subdued the whole and the name Meitei has become applicable to all the tribes (Brown, 2001: 57; Hodson, 2007: 5-6; Mc Culloh, 1980: 4).

The evolution of pristine states usually passes through three stages, viz., tribal polity, chiefdom and state (Kamei, 2008: 79). Manipur Valley, known as Kangleipak, was believed to be the habitat of innumerable tribes in the historical antiquity. Following the process of social evaluation and working of the process of fusion, these tribes/clans were regrouped into seven major clans as has already been mentioned.  These tribes had their own principality and were independent of each other. A continuous struggle among these principalities to overpower one another was a common phenomenon until the emergence of the Ningthoujas or Meiteis as the supreme power.

The process of inter-clan war and accommodation reached to its culmination during the reign of Ningthoukhomba (1432-1467 A.D.) when Moirang, the last independent principality, was defeated and subjugated (Parratt, 2005: 37).  In the process of integration of the clans into a common tribe, the ethnonym of the Ningthoujas known as the Meiteis was gradually adopted by others. Meitei chiefs extended their sphere of control over both the social and territorial spaces.  With the accommodation of the clan chiefs in the court of the Meitei chiefs, who were virtually graduated to the position of king, the size of the nobility had expanded. The Meitei identity was consolidated as the king mobilized the people of different clans to invade the surrounding hills and the Kabaw valley. With the sharpening of the binary perception between ‘we’ and ‘they’ among the Meiteis and Non-Meiteis, the identity formation took a definite shape.
The tribal kingdom of Manipur had experienced a qualitative change since the beginning of the 18th century. The wave of the Vaishnavite movement from Bengal swept over the Imphal valley resulting into a sudden transformation of the socio-economic formation in the valley from tribalism to ethnicity. Unlike Assam, where Vaishnavite movement of Sri Sankar Dev took a pretty long time to transform the tribal Ahoms into ethnic Assamese, Meiteis embraced the Vaishnavite faith without much resistance within a pretty short time which had brought a revolutionary social change.

The forty years rule of Pamheiba (1709-1748 A.D.), who is popularly known as Garibniwaz, had been the crucial turning point in the evolution of Meitei identity. Although Charairongba, the father of Garibniwaz, embraced Vaishnavism in 1704 (Parratt, 2005: 113), he had not made much effort to convert his subjects. Unlike his father, Garibniwaz, following the assumption of power, made it a point to draw all his subjects within the ambit of this new enlightenment. Garibniwaz realized the importance of a philosophical framework which could explain the life beyond the mere physical existence. He was completely swayed over with the transition from nature worshipping to Vaishnavite variety of Hinduism. The influence of Vaishnavism became very strong and it was visible in the change of dress, food habit and even in the adoption of Bengali script for Meitei language (Kabui, 1991: 277). Perhaps it was during this period that the kingdom of Kangleipak was rechristened as Manipur. However, the cultural influence of Bengal and Vaishnavism could not only be found in the nomenclature of the kingdom, even people, including the members of the royal family, began to use Hinduised names. In fact, commoners of Manipur developed a hybrid culture accommodating some elements of Vaishnavism alongside the elements of traditional Meitei culture.

In fact feudalism bloomed to its full and reached to the zenith during the rule of Garibniwaz. His constant war efforts had further solidified the Maitei society. Be that as it may, the power of the feudal system in Manipur began to decline from the beginning of the 19th century. While the rise of feudal power in Burma in the east and the British colonial power in the west were posing new challenges, internal strife among the members of the royal family for power and the immature handling of the neighbouring powers by some of the princes ultimately led to the subjugation of this great Meitei civilization initially by Burma
 and then by the British
 colonial power.

Growth of Meitei Nationalism 
The Anglo-Manipur war of 1891 subjected the office of the king conditional to the recognition by the British government. The succession to the throne along the line of primogeniture was made conditional to the recognition by the British. It was made obligatory for the king to obey all the ‘orders’ of the ‘British Government’ (Sanajaoba, 1993: 309). Thus, Manipur had effectively lost its independence in 1891. The sovereignty of the Monarchy was no more in vague after the acceptance of the Sanad of 1891.

The British rule brought many changes in the state. The first and foremost reform was the abolition of the age-old system of lallup
 in April, 1892. A house tax of Rs. 2 per annum in the valley and Rs. 3 in the hills was realized in place of it. Instead of kind tax on land, a uniform of land tax of Rs. 5 per pari (2.5 acre) was realized. The system of pothang
 was also abolished in June, 1913 and as a result, the land tax was further increased to Rs. 5.15 per pari [Singh (K), 2006: 25, 89]. 

At the fag end of the monarchy in Manipur, kings lost much of their authority and independence to the British. But the Maharaja also exercised a great deal of power in religious matters. He was the head of the Brahma Sabha, a congregation of the Manipuri Brahmins. Along with this Sabha, the Maharaja collected unlawful levy from the common people and oppressed the poor and the downtrodden. Any religious rites, marriage ceremony, death ceremony, feasts and even laying foundation stone for any construction could not be performed without them. They had to be referred for any socio-religious aspect of life. As such they had exerted a strong influence over the common people and misused their position for earning money and exploiting the poor and the ignorant. 
The emerging elites had to fight against these practices. The siding of the king with the Brahmins had made him equally unpopular. In fact, the elites often sided with the British against the king in order to introduce social reforms. The political awakening among the Meiteis began against the monarchy. At times, people also sided with the monarchy to protest against the anti-people policies of the British. However, no mature political leadership emerged by then to use the contradiction between the feudal and colonial interests for the benefit of the people.

Although the political renaissance in Manipur is supposed to have started with the establishment of the Nikhil Hindu Manipuri Mahasabha (NHMM) in 1934, the political mobilization of the masses actually began about 30 years before with the first Nupi Lan in 1904. The first (1904) and second (1939) Nupi Lan were directed against the British administration in Manipur [For details of Nupi Lan in 1904 and 1939, Singh (K), 2006].
The political fall out of the second Nupi Lan was very significant. The movement had cemented peoples’ unity which had accelerated the formation of political consciousness. Manipur experienced very fast political change during the last fifteen years of the first half of the 20th century. From 1934, the year of the establishment of the NHMM, to 1949, the year of the merger, within these 15 years, sweeping political developments had taken place in Manipur. The pace of political awakening had, indeed, been lightening with the advent of the World War II (1939-45), penetration of the Azad Hind Fauz into the Valley under the leadership of Subhas Chandra Bose, adoption of constitution, introduction of Legislative Assembly, transformation of the office of the king from monarchy to the titular head of the state, ideological polemics among the communists, socialists, royalists and liberals and withdrawal of British from the Indian sub-continent.
Following the signing of the Merger Agreement in October, 1949, Manipur State Assembly, formed only in 1948, was dissolved and the state was made a Chief Commissioner’s Province. The Chief Commissioner was empowered to rule without any accountability to the people of the State. Thus, unfortunately, Manipur experienced a negative political change from peoples’ government to a bureaucratic government.
The Part ‘C’ status of Manipur had become the rallying point for the political forces cutting across fences. The political demand for responsible government or statehood has helped in galvanizing the people in the valley in particular into a strong nationality. Parties across the political ideologies have mobilized the masses in support of this demand. The movement provided a common political space where people forged a strong bonding across the social strata, religious hierarchy and economic status. The movement started in 1950 and continued till the statehood is achieved in 1972. The 22 years long political agitation for statehood in Manipur is itself a unique event in the political history of modern India. 
The Meitei nationalism has grown through mobilizing the people against the Indian state. A 22 year long agitation for statehood had galvanized the sense of oneness and a strong ‘we’ feeling in them. The binary relation between ‘we’ and ‘they’, i.e., ‘we’ fight for justice against ‘them’, help in cementing the social bond among the elements of ‘we’ on the one hand and a sense of distrust between ‘we’ and ‘they’ on the other. The accommodation of Meitei aspiration within the larger Indian nationalism was not easy. The present accommodation is rather hard earned. While there was widespread demand for a better accommodation, Meiteis were denied for long. This denial is standing on the way of nation-building at present. The accumulated grievances for being discriminated had led to the articulation of demand for secession by some quarters. In fact, the demand for secession is an extreme expression of wounded nationalism. The issues of militancy, insurgency, regionalism, fringe psychology and disengaging-with-mainland-syndrome all are related to this wounded nationalist feeling. 

Unlike Meiteis, Nagas, the second largest constituent of Manipur’s population, has hardly had any heritage to share with India. The racial origin, dialects, religion and history of belongingness of the Nagas have kept them insular and distinct from the ‘other’ people. As the Nagas of Manipur forms about 19 per cent (1991 Census) of the state’s population, it is equally important to have a look at the growth of Naga nationalism as well. 
Naga Identity 
The name ‘Naga’ is a generic term applied to a number of sub-tribes, who were otherwise known by different names: Ao, Angami, Lotha, Sema, Tangkhul, Mao, Maram, Zeliangrong, etc. The origin of the generic term ‘Naga’ is shrouded in mystery. Till today there is no definite answer to this question of the origin of the name ‘Naga’. But many scholars have put forward different views as to the origin of the name ‘Naga’. There are three prominent hypotheses regarding its origin, viz., (i) the ‘Nanga’ meaning ‘paucity of cloth’ hypothesis of L.W. Shakespeare (1914), Robert Reid (1942), William Robinson (1841), Johnstone (2002) and E.W. Dun (1981); (ii) the ‘Nok’ meaning ‘people or folk’ hypothesis of S.E. Peal (1894), E. Gait (1963) and V. Elwin (1960) and (iii) the ‘Naka’ meaning ‘pierced ears’ hypothesis of R.R. Shimray (1985). Whatever may be the origin of the name ‘Naga’, but it is widely accepted that the name was given by the people of Brahmaputra and Barak valleys (Kabui, 1995: 24). With the consolidation of British rule and spread of Christianity, the use of the name ‘Naga’ has been popularized and consequently accepted by these sub-tribes.


However, in Manipur the use of the name ‘Naga’ among the tribes, who are now identified as ‘Naga’, is a post World War II phenomena. Though the British had used the name to identify and classify the tribes of Manipur, it was not very popular. It is evident when Jadonang and Gaidinliu launched the anti-British movement in 1931 they had not termed it as Naga movement rather it was Kabui and Kutcha Naga movement. Again, Shimray (1985: 39), in his boyhood, told the Japanese forces during the World War II that they were Tangkhuls and not Nagas when the latter addressed them as Nagas. This only indicates that the Naga identity was in flux even in the mid of the 20ty century. 
Growth of Naga Nationalism in Manipur 

Nagas live in Manipur hills since time immemorial. They are the second largest group in the state. They occupy 55 per cent (approximately in 2001 Census) of the total geographical area of the state. There are 18 Naga sub-tribes in Manipur. They are: Aimol, Anal, Chiru, Chothe, Kharam, Koireng, Kom, Maring, Mayon, Monshang, Lamkang, Mao, Maram, Thangal, Poumai, Tangkhul, Tarao and Zeliangrong (Singh, 2008: 53). As referred earlier, the use of the name Naga among these sub-tribes have been popularized after the World War II.

The growth of nationalism among the Nagas of Manipur can be traced back to the first half of 20th century. The British rule brought many changes in the age-old traditional tribal society. They had to pay a house tax of Rs. 3 per annum, which had caused hardship to the tribals as they were not required to pay any tax before the establishment of the British rule. Moreover, the spread of Christianity was a major cause of concern, though almost all the tribals have become Christians now, as it was a superimposition of foreign religion and practices over the traditional beliefs and practices. Jadonang and Gaidinliu rose in revolt against the British in 1930, which may be termed as revivalist movement of the Zeliangrongs. The superimposition of the new religion, superstitious practices of the old religion and growing disunity among these tribes were the main reasons for Jadonang and Gaidinliu to rise in revolt against the British. The movement took a semi-military, semi-religious and semi-political character (For details of the movement, Singh, 1992: 56-67).
The movement, however, was finally subdued with the capture of both Jadonang and Gaidinliu. Jadonang was sentenced to death by Higgins, the then Political Agent of Manipur and the sentence was carried out on August 29, 1931 at Imphal. Gaidinlu was arrested on October 17, 1932 and was sentenced to life imprisonment but was released after Independence.

While in Nagaland, with the formation of Naga National Council (NNC), the growth of nationalism took an anti-Indian turn, the Nagas of Manipur were not integrated with the movement. The Nagas of Manipur were neither a signatory to the memorandum submitted by Naga Club to the Simon Commission nor took part in Phizo’s plebiscite of 1951 on the question of Nagas’ independence. Moreover, the Nagas of Manipur were not included in the proposed idea of ‘unified Nagaland’ as demanded by the Naga Peoples’ Convention (NPC) in 1957. The leaders of NPC only demanded for unification of the Tuensang division of North Eastern Frontier Agency and not any Naga inhabited areas of Manipur (Nag, 2002: 150). 

Rani Gaidinliu, one of the leading revivalist Naga social reformer and freedom fighter, after her release from jail in 1947, opposed Phizo’s demand for independence.  She even went underground to organize her people to fight against the NNC militants. Under her leadership Naga nationalism in Manipur, based on traditional Naga culture, emerged as an alternative force to NNC dominated Naga nationalism based on Christianity and western culture (Stracey, 1968: 44). Thus, Gaidinliu inspired nationalistic ideas of the Nagas of Manipur came in direct conflict   with the NNC inspired Naga nationalism of Nagaland. This rivalry between the two sheds of Naga nationalism, however, gradually died down following the surrender of Gaidinliu and her followers in 1966 (Singh, 1995: 26). 
Although the Naga nationalistic territorial claim over the Naga inhabited areas of Manipur was tacitly legitimized for the first time when the 1964 Indo-Naga Cease-fire was extended to Ukhrul, Mao and Tamenglong, even then some prominent leaders of the Nagas under the banner of All Tribal Delegation went to Delhi in May, 1970 to demand statehood for Manipur and stuck to the stand to remain with Manipur instead of acceding to Nagaland (Singh, 2008: 50). 

However, the demand for unification of Naga inhabited areas in Manipur with Nagaland got a boost following the declaration of Indian National Congress that it did not consider the Naga integration movement as anti-party, anti-national and unconstitutional activity (www.satp.org). The demand for unification was brought into the sharp focus following the establishment, and ascendance to hegemony, of the National Socialist Council of Nagaland (NSCN) and subsequently NSCN (Isak-Muivah) [NSCN (I-M)]. In fact NSCN (I-M) has bridged the Naga aspirations for unification across Nagaland and Manipur. As the Tangkhuls have become the backbone of the Naga army under NSCN (I-M), who form the majority of the Naga population in Manipur, the voice of the Nagas may be treated as equivalent to the voice of the NSCN (I-M). With the strategy of NSCN (I-M) to engage the Government of India through peace overtures and effecting the merger of Naga inhabited hills of Manipur as part of the bargain backfired on the face of stiff opposition from the Meiteis, the Naga nationalism in Manipur turned assertive and restive. NSCN (I-M) mobilized the Nagas of Manipur through Naga social organizations like United Naga Council, Manipur (UNCM), All Naga Students’ Association, Manipur (ANSAM) and Naga Women’s Union, Manipur (NWUM). In fact the question of unification has put the Nagas of Manipur in a dilemma. While the Christian Nagas in general and Christian Nagas under the influence of NSCN (I-M) in particular are, explicitly or tacitly, in favour of unification, but non-Christian Nagas in general and a segment of the politically active Christian Nagas other than NSCN (I-M) are in favour of status quo
. 

Thus, the Naga nationalism in Manipur has two dimensions. Initially, it started against the British rule and the spread of Christianity. However, in the later stage, especially after the dominance of NSCN (I-M), the aspirations of the Nagas of Manipur have tagged with the goal of unification of Nagas as professed by NSCN (I-M). This aspiration of the Nagas has led to anti-Meitei feeling and Meiteis are seen as an obstacle to their goal for Naga unification. Although a segment of the Nagas does not favour any realignment of the territorial boundary of Manipur, they are, however, awfully miniscule.  Besides the Meiteis and Nagas, Kukis are the third largest group in Manipur. As the Nagas and Kukis have overlapping settlement in many parts of Manipur hills, the Naga movement for unification has a direct bearing upon the livelihood security of the Kukis. Both the perceived and real threat perception to the livelihood security has led to the politicization of the Kuki community and the emergence of Kuki nationalism. The growth of Kuki nationalism will be taken up  next.

Kuki Identity 

The Kukis were a wandering race. They were first heard in 1777 during the Governor Generalship of Warren Hastings, when these tribes frequently attacked the British subjects in Chittagong (Gangte, 1993: 19). They were, however, heard in Manipur in between 1830 and 1840. In 1845, their large scale migration caused anxiety to the old Kuki inhabitants of the hill people (Johnstone, 2002: 45). In order to bring a solution to the problem, Mc Culloh, the then Political Agent of Manipur, allotted land and settled them down in such a manner that they act as guards on exposed frontiers. Following Mc Culloh’s policy, in 1855 the British Government settled a large colony of Kukis to the east of North Cachar and beyond the Langting river to act as a barrier against the Naga raids in North Cachar (Ray, 1990: 28). 


Like the term Naga, the Kuki is also a generic term applied to the various sub-tribes, viz., Thadou, Paite, Hmar, Simte, Zou, Gangte, Vaiphei, Guite, Ralte, Sukte, etc. In Manipur, they were known as Khongjais before the use of the term Kuki. However, it is still not known for certainty as to the origin of the generic term Kuki. There are three views regarding the origin of the term Kuki: (i) it is derived from a word applied to a system of cultivation by the Bengalis (Dun, 1981: 32); (ii) it is derived from the Baluchisthan word ‘Kuchis’ meaning ‘wandering people’ and (iii) it is derived from the English word ‘Kooky’ meaning ‘peculiar or unusual people’ (Vaiphei, 1995: 126). Though no definite answer is found as to the origin of the term Kuki, it is widely accepted that it was given by outsiders.

Growth of Kuki Nationalism in Manipur 
The growth of Kuki nationalism also started, like the Nagas, initially through mobilization of the Kukis against the British. The anti-British position of the Kukis in Manipur hills can be traced to at least three reasons. Firstly, the administration of hill areas of Manipur was directly entrusted to the Vice-president of the State Durbar, who was a British subject. He was assisted by Manipuri lambus in the affairs of the administration. These lambus who were mere peons and interpreters assumed much authority during the British rule. This hurt the sentiments of the Kuki chiefs who were individualistic persons and used to consider themselves at par with the Maharaja of Manipur. Such an administrative set up created a gap between the people and the officials. Secondly, the economic condition of the Kukis were no better off with the imposition of house tax of Rs. 3 per annum and the obligation of free labour under the system of pothang which they disliked. Thirdly, the conditions of the Kukis were further worsened when they were sent to France as Labour Corps during the World War I, much against their will. Then the blow came when the government gave a second calling for such recruitment. This time the Kuki chiefs did not give in easily to the British and they resisted all forms of British action towards recruitment (For more details of the rebellion, Singh, 1992: 43-55). This incident which is popularly known as ‘Kuki Rebellion’ in imperial historiography might be seen as the anti-colonial freedom struggle of the Kukis. This anti-colonial struggle had cemented the relationship of the Kukis across the villages and brought the Chiefs closer to each other. The Kuki identity was also widened.

With the British raj coming to an end, the Kukis formed the Kuki National Assembly (KNA), in October, 1946, to press forward the cause of the Kukis and demand for a homeland for themselves. However, with the merger of Manipur into the Indian Union in 1949, this demand was subsided. However, with the Nagas and other tribal groups in the region getting their homelands, the young generations of the Kukis became restive. The sense of desperateness has increased manifold with the NSCN gaining ground in the hills of Manipur since 1980 and the Naga demand for unification started becoming louder. With the ascendancy of the NSCN (I-M) at the driver’s seat since 1988, Kukis have realized a serious threat to their livelihood. The realization that without a well-demarcated homeland the future of the Kukis is destined to be doomed has dawned into the Kuki community psyche. The failure of both KNA to address the livelihood threats faced by the community has led to the birth of a plethora of Kuki underground organization leading to the transformation of the Kuki movement for homeland into a militant movement.

The demand for a Kuki homeland called ‘Zale’n-gam: land of freedom’ was spearheaded with the formation of underground government called Kuki National Organisation (KNO) and its armed wing Kuki National Army (KNA*) in 1988 under the leadership of Pu Thangkholun, a Manipuri Kuki. The main objective of KNO is to carve out a homeland for the Kukis, i.e., ‘Kukiland’, one in India and the other in Myanmar (Haokip, 2008: 376-377, 403). Similarly, Nehlun Kipgen, a Manipuri Kuki, formed the Kuki National Front (KNF) in 1988 with the objective of carving out an autonomous ‘Kukiland’ under the Constitution of India (Kipgen, 2006). However, the territorial claims of the Kukis overlap the territorial claims of the Nagas in Manipur. This overlapping territorial interest has brought the two communities into a conflicting situation. The Nagas see the Kukis as a barrier on the way to their long cherished goal for unification. The territorial claims of the Kukis include the districts of Churachandpur, Chandel and some portions of Tamenglong, Senapati and Ukhrul, whereas the Nagas claim the districts of Tamenglong, Senapati, Ukhrul and Chandel. Thus, the Kukis and Nagas have overlapping and conflicting territorial interests over all the hill districts of Manipur, except Churachandpur. 

This conflicting territorial claim has turned into inter-tribal warfare in 1992 while the Nagas at the behest of NSCN (I-M) asserted their supremacy over the Kukis (For details of the Naga-Kuki conflict, Singh, 2008). One important implication of the conflict is the proliferation Kuki underground organizations. The failure of the state to protect the Kukis from the onslaught of the Nagas, especially NSCN (I-M), during the conflict, gave birth to Kuki Liberation Army (KLA), Kuki Revolutionary Army (KRA), Zomi Revolutionary Organisation (ZRO) and United Kuki Liberation Front (UKLF). The failure of the KNA* and KNF to stand up to the expectation, to protect the interests of the community and to resist the onslaught of the NSCN (I-M) has sent strong signals to every Kuki sub-tribe to look for a self-defence mechanism. The multiplicity of Kuki militant organizations may be seen as the resultant reaction of this social insecurity that has arisen out of the Naga-Kuki conflict of 1990s.

Another implication is the large scale displacement of the Kukis from conflict-ridden areas and their subsequent settlement in Churachandpur district, the safe homeland of the Kukis, which has destabilized the host society. The large scale migration of the Thadous had created some unrest among the other sub-tribes of Kukis like Paite, Simte, Zou, Vaiphei, etc. for fear of being outnumbered. Intra-Kuki antagonism arising out of the dominating attitude of the Thadous is believed to be the prime factor behind the onset of Kuki-Paite clash in 1997 [For details of Kuki-Paite clash, Singh, 2006: 61-73] and the consequent formation of Zomi Revolutionary Army (ZRA), the armed wing of ZRO, to protect the other Kuki sub-tribes from the dominance of Thadous.
Thus, the Kuki identity, developed during the colonial rule in the north eastern hills of British India, was consolidated through anti-British rebellion during 1917-19.  However, the Naga-Kuki conflict has led to the further consolidation of the Kuki identity. The political mobilization of the members of the Kuki community in support of a ‘Kuki homeland’ has transformed itself into a nationality. The Kuki nationalism is, thus, an outcome of the search of the Kukis for a homeland of their own. In fact, the demands for ‘Kuki homeland’ and ‘unification of Nagas’ are mutually exclusive. This has given rise to a serious inter-tribal animosity between Nagas and Kukis. The national sentiments of the Kukis were also severely hurt as the state of Manipur utterly failed to protect the lives of the innocent Kukis on the wake of the Naga-Kuki conflict. The Kuki nationalism, thus, stands aloof in an amazingly complex ethno-political matrix in Manipur and wanders into the blind lanes of militancy in search of a homeland of their own. 

Concluding Remarks

The accounts of growth of nationalism among the Meiteis, Nagas and Kukis presented above indicate that the national goals of these three major groups of people do not converge. Although these three groups of people stayed together side by side for centuries, they developed their heritage parallelly under the respective ethno-social boundaries. Each group had fought against the British at different points in time. There was no attempt on the part of the tribal/feudal elites to coordinate these struggles which could have ignited the process of assimilation in pre-colonial era. The ‘divide and rule policy’ of the colonial administration in relation to administering the hills and plains of Manipur and the working of the Christianity had further widened cultural distance between the people  in the hills and plains of Manipur. Although each group shares the common political boundary of the state of Manipur with other, their political aspirations essentially confine within the ethno-social boundary. The optimization of group interest often leads a group to choose an option that violates the territorial integrity of the present political boundary of the state, e.g., the Naga demand for unification. The diverged national goals have, thus, created faultlines along ethno-social identity. 

A socio-political space studded with rival groups demanding overlapping claims is ripe for the growth and sustenance of militancy. Without any ordered and reasoned mechanism for settlement of these overlapping claims, the myopic militant movements often find their way to a cobweb of violence without any solution.  

Thus, while the conflicting interests at the local level generates militant response, these could not be mediated effectively by the Indian state as it has a limited reach to the local elites. In fact, neither the Meiteis, nor the Nagas and Kukis were integrated with the mainstream Indian nationalism which took shape through struggle for Independence. This missing link has made it difficult for the Indian bureaucracy and political managers to appreciate the aspirations of the hitherto ‘excluded’ people. Indeed, this lack of realization has been one of the important factors for the growth and continuation of militancy in the north eastern region in general and Manipur in particular. 

Notes
1. Burma defeated the Meitei kingdom in 1819 and ruled for seven years (1819-1826) through their puppet rulers. This period is known as Chahi Taret Khuntakpa (Seven Years Devastation) in the history of Manipur. 
2. The Anglo-Manipur war broke out in 1891 and the Meitei kingdom was finally subjugated by the British.  Although Manipur was never formally annexed to British India, since 1891 it was virtually ruled by the British in the name of the king, as he was made completely dependent not only for the territorial security of the country but also for the political security of his office as well, till the lapse of the paramountcy  in 1947.
3. According to the systemof lallup, every male aged between 17 and 60 were required to work 10 days in 40 days for the state without any remuneration. Women were exempted from the service. Among men, the blacksmith, goldsmith, carpenters, etc. pursued their different crafts in the Raja’s workshop for the stated time, while the bulk of the population, the field workers, served as soldiers and made roads or dug canals.
4. According to the system of pothang, the village labour had to keep up the roads and schools and they had to carry the things of the Manipuri officials from village to village when in tour.
5. However, some mixed reactions also came from the Nagas. Rishang Keishing, former Chief Minister of Manipur and Prof. Gangmumei Kabui, MLA questioned the move of the centre and stood for territorial integrity of Manipur. The Zeliangrong United Clubs’ Association, Manipur and All Colleges Tribal Students’ Union, Manipur opposed the cease-fire extension and pledged to protect the territorial integrity of Manipur (www.e-pao.net).
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