
Manipur Violence UPSC Notes Explained

Description

Manipur, a state nestled in Indiaâ??s northeastern region, has witnessed periods of profound social
unrest. The recent surge in ethnic violence, beginning in May 2023, brought to the forefront long-
standing tensions and complex socio-political issues within the state. Understanding this conflict is
essential for aspirants preparing for the Union Public Service Commission (UPSC) examinations, as it
touches upon critical aspects of internal security, federalism, ethnic relations, and governance in a
sensitive border region.

The conflict is not merely a law and order problem but a manifestation of deep-seated historical
grievances, competing claims over land and resources, demographic anxieties, and the impact of
cross-border dynamics. Examining the various facets of this violence provides crucial insights into the
challenges of nation-building and social cohesion in a diverse country like India. A structured approach
helps in dissecting the causes, immediate triggers, and wide-ranging consequences for the state and its
people.

Manipur: Basic Geography and Communities

Manipurâ??s geography plays a fundamental role in shaping its social structure and the nature of its
conflicts. The state is broadly divided into two distinct regions: the central Imphal Valley and the
surrounding hill districts. The Imphal Valley, though constituting only about 10% of the stateâ??s total
land area, is home to approximately 57% of Manipurâ??s population. It is predominantly inhabited by
the Meitei community. The valley is fertile and relatively densely populated.

The remaining 90% of the stateâ??s geographical area comprises the hills, which are sparsely
populated and largely forested. These hill areas are primarily inhabited by various tribal communities,
including the Kuki-Zo groups and the Nagas. Each community has distinct linguistic, cultural, and
traditional practices. The administrative and land ownership structures differ significantly between the
valley and the hill areas, which is a major source of contention. Tribal communities in the hills generally
have protected land rights, preventing non-tribals from purchasing land there, a provision not applicable
in the valley.
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Roots of Conflict: Long-Term Factors

The recent violence in Manipur is not an isolated event but a culmination of several long-term factors
that have simmered for decades.

One significant factor is the ethnic demographic imbalance and competition for resources. The
Meitei community, while constituting a majority in the state, feels increasingly marginalized due to
perceived limitations on land ownership (they cannot buy land in the hills) and fears of encroachment
from illegal immigrants in the valley. Conversely, the tribal communities in the hills feel their traditional
lands and way of life are threatened by perceived attempts of the Meitei community to gain Scheduled
Tribe (ST) status, which they believe would allow Meiteis to acquire land in the hills.

Historical grievances and identity politics run deep. Different communities have distinct historical
narratives, claims to indigeneity, and aspirations for political representation. This has often led to a lack
of trust and cooperation among groups, exacerbated by political mobilization along ethnic lines.

Land-related issues are a core driver. The demand for land in the fertile valley has led to increased
population density, while the hill areas, despite being geographically larger, are protected by special
land laws for tribal communities. This creates a perception of inequity regarding land access and
ownership.

The problem of poppy cultivation and drug trafficking has emerged as a major destabilizing factor.
Poppy cultivation is prevalent in some hill areas, allegedly involving certain tribal groups. The state
governmentâ??s intensified efforts to curb this cultivation, including eviction drives from forest lands,
have been viewed by some tribal communities as targeting their livelihoods and traditional habitats,
leading to resentment. This nexus of drugs, deforestation, and alleged involvement of insurgent groups
complicates the situation further.

Finally, the presence of various insurgent groups and their historical demands for separate
administrative entities or greater autonomy has contributed to the volatile security environment. Though
many groups are under Suspension of Operations (SoO) agreements, their underlying objectives and
occasional activities maintain a degree of instability.

Immediate Events Leading to Violence

The immediate spark for the widespread violence in Manipur was a series of specific developments in
early 2023.

A key trigger was the Manipur High Courtâ??s directive on March 27, 2023. The High Court asked
the state government to consider the Meitei communityâ??s long-pending demand for inclusion in the
Scheduled Tribe (ST) list and submit a recommendation to the Union Ministry of Tribal Affairs. This
ruling intensified existing anxieties among tribal communities. They feared that if Meiteis, who are
already a dominant group, gain ST status, it would allow them to acquire land in the hill areas, eroding
tribal land rights and reservation benefits.

In response to the High Courtâ??s directive, the All Tribal Studentsâ?? Union Manipur (ATSUM)
organized a â??Tribal Solidarity Marchâ?? on May 3, 2023. This march, intended to protest the Meitei
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demand for ST status, escalated into widespread clashes in the Churachandpur district and quickly
spread to other parts of the state.

Simultaneously, the state governmentâ??s intensified eviction drives against alleged illegal
encroachers in protected forest areas and reserve forests added to the friction. Many of these drives
targeted settlements in the Kuki-Zo dominated areas, which these communities viewed as an attack on
their traditional lands and an attempt to displace them. The government maintained these actions were
against illegal poppy cultivation and deforestation, but the timing and execution fueled tribal grievances.

Additionally, certain political statements and social media narratives exacerbated existing ethnic
fault lines, contributing to polarization and a sense of fear and insecurity among different groups. This
created an atmosphere where minor provocations could rapidly spiral into large-scale violence.

Key Developments in the Conflict

Following the initial outbreak, the conflict quickly evolved into a multi-faceted crisis with several
significant developments. The escalation of violence was rapid and severe, marked by widespread
arson, destruction of homes and property, and killings across various districts, particularly in areas
bordering the valley and hills. This led to significant loss of life and property.

The violence resulted in a massive humanitarian crisis and large-scale displacement. Tens of
thousands of people, from both Meitei and Kuki-Zo communities, were forced to flee their homes and
seek refuge in relief camps established by the state and central governments. This displacement further
deepened the communal divide, as people moved into ethnically homogenous areas for safety.

In response to the deteriorating law and order situation, the government deployed significant
numbers of security forces, including the Indian Army, Assam Rifles, and various paramilitary units.
An internet shutdown was imposed across the state for an extended period to curb the spread of
misinformation and prevent further incitement of violence, though this also hampered communication
and access to essential services.

Various peace initiatives and committees were formed at both state and central levels to try and
mediate between the warring communities, restore normalcy, and ensure relief and rehabilitation.
However, a significant trust deficit between the communities, and between the communities and the
state administration, made these efforts challenging. There were continuous reports of sporadic
violence, despite the presence of security forces, indicating the deep-rooted nature of the conflict. The
breakdown of inter-community relations and the effective division of the state along ethnic lines became
prominent features of the conflict.

Understanding Core Issues in Manipur

The violence in Manipur exposes several complex and interconnected core issues.

Demand for Scheduled Tribe (ST) Status by Meitei
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The Meitei community, which forms the largest ethnic group in Manipur, has been demanding inclusion
in the Scheduled Tribe list. Their arguments typically centre on the need to protect their land, culture,
and identity from external influences, particularly in light of what they perceive as unrestricted influx of
migrants. They also point to the fact that they are currently unable to purchase land in the hill districts,
unlike tribal communities who can acquire land anywhere in the state. Granting ST status, they argue,
would provide them with constitutional safeguards similar to other tribal groups in the state.

Conversely, the Kuki-Zo and Naga communities strongly oppose this demand. They fear that if Meiteis,
who are already socio-economically and politically dominant, gain ST status, it would lead to significant
disadvantages for existing tribal groups. Their primary concern is the potential loss of land rights in the
hills, as Meiteis would then be legally permitted to purchase tribal lands. This would, they argue, dilute
the protective measures provided to tribal communities under constitutional provisions like Article 371C.

Land and Forest Rights

The divergent land ownership laws between the Imphal Valley and the hill districts are a major source
of tension. In the valley, land can be bought and sold by anyone, leading to higher population density
and land scarcity. In the hill areas, land ownership is largely protected for tribal communities under
customary laws and Article 371C, which prevents non-tribals from acquiring land. This disparity creates
a sense of grievance among Meiteis, who feel confined to the valley, while tribal communities see any
attempt to alter this arrangement as an existential threat.

The governmentâ??s eviction drives from protected forest areas and reserve forests further
exacerbated these tensions. While the government frames these actions as necessary to combat
deforestation and illegal poppy cultivation, many tribal communities view them as an attempt to
dispossess them from their ancestral lands and traditional livelihoods without proper consultation or
rehabilitation. This point needs attention as it directly affects tribal sense of belonging and economic
security.

Illegal Immigration and Demography

A significant concern, particularly for the Meitei community, is the issue of illegal immigration from
Myanmar. Manipur shares a porous border with Myanmar, and there have been historical and ongoing
movements of people across this border, especially from the Kuki-Chin ethnic groups, who share ethnic
ties with the Kuki-Zo communities in Manipur. The Meitei community perceives this as a threat to their
demographic balance and cultural identity, fearing that unchecked immigration could eventually reduce
them to a minority in their own state.

This perception is linked to the issue of poppy cultivation, as some attribute the increase in poppy
farming to illegal immigrants. The demographic changes are seen as impacting not only land and
resources but also political representation and the overall ethno-cultural landscape of Manipur. At this
stage, one issue becomes clear: the lack of a reliable and updated National Register of Citizens (NRC)
or similar robust identification mechanism adds to the uncertainty and suspicion surrounding population
figures.

Insurgency and Narco-Terrorism
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Manipur has a long history of various insurgent groups, each with different demands, including
secession, greater autonomy, or distinct administrative units. While many groups are currently under
Suspension of Operations agreements, the underlying issues that fueled their formation remain. The
violence saw a resurgence of activities by certain armed groups.

A critical aspect is the alleged nexus between some insurgent groups, poppy cultivation, and the drug
trade (narco-terrorism). The lucrative drug trade is believed to fund certain armed groups, providing
them with resources to sustain their operations. The governmentâ??s â??War on Drugsâ?? campaign,
targeting poppy cultivation and drug manufacturing, often intersects with ethnic dynamics, as the
cultivation is prevalent in certain hill areas. This connection between illicit activities and ethnic groups
adds a layer of complexity and mistrust, making conflict resolution even more challenging.

Impact of the Violence

The violence has had far-reaching and devastating impacts across various sectors in Manipur.

Social and Human Impact

The most immediate and tragic consequence has been the significant loss of life, injuries, and the
large-scale displacement of populations. Thousands have been forced into relief camps, leading to
severe disruptions in education, health, and daily life. The violence has deepened existing ethnic fault
lines, leading to a profound breakdown of social trust and cohesion between communities. This has
fostered a sense of fear, hatred, and polarization, making inter-community reconciliation a long and
arduous process. Women and children have been particularly vulnerable, facing displacement,
violence, and psychological trauma. The psychological scars on individuals and communities will persist
for generations.

Economic Impact

The conflict has severely crippled Manipurâ??s economy. Agricultural activities, trade, and commerce
have been disrupted, leading to significant economic losses. Infrastructure, including homes, shops,
and places of worship, has been destroyed, requiring massive reconstruction efforts. Mobility
restrictions, curfews, and the internet shutdown have further hampered economic activity, impacting
livelihoods and causing widespread unemployment. This disruption has set back the stateâ??s
development trajectory, making recovery challenging.

Political and Governance Impact

The violence has exposed a significant loss of trust in the stateâ??s governance machinery. Both
communities have expressed grievances regarding the governmentâ??s handling of the crisis, alleging
bias or inaction. This erodes public confidence in institutions responsible for maintaining law and order.
The central governmentâ??s intervention, including the deployment of security forces and the formation
of a peace committee, highlighted the limitations of state capacity in managing such an extensive ethnic
conflict. Demands for separate administrations for different ethnic groups have intensified, posing a
challenge to the administrative and political integrity of the state.
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Security Implications

The prolonged violence has significant internal security implications. It has diverted substantial security
resources, which could otherwise be used for border management or counter-insurgency operations
elsewhere. The ethnic polarization could potentially revive dormant insurgent activities or lead to the
formation of new armed groups, further destabilizing the region. The proximity to Myanmar and the
porous border also raise concerns about cross-border arms smuggling and the movement of militants,
which could impact Indiaâ??s broader Act East Policy and regional stability.

UPSC Perspective

Prelims focus:

For the Prelims examination, aspirants should concentrate on the fundamental facts and key
geographical, community, and constitutional details related to Manipur.

Geography: Location of Manipur in Northeast India, distinction between Imphal Valley and Hill
areas.
Communities: Identification of major communities like Meitei, Kuki-Zo groups, and Nagas, and
their predominant dwelling areas.
Constitutional Provisions: Understanding of Article 371C and its special provisions for
Manipurâ??s hill areas, including the role of the Hill Areas Committee.
Legal Frameworks: Basics of Inner Line Permit (ILP) if itâ??s relevant to the state.
Key Events/Dates: The Tribal Solidarity March (May 3, 2023) and the Manipur High Courtâ??s
directive regarding Meitei ST status.

Mains focus:

For the Mains examination, a deeper, analytical understanding of the Manipur violence is required,
focusing on its multi-dimensional nature and implications.

Causes of Conflict: Detailed analysis of long-term factors (ethnic tensions, land issues,
demographic shifts, drug trafficking, insurgency) and immediate triggers (ST status demand,
eviction drives).
Impact: Comprehensive understanding of social, economic, political, governance, and security
impacts of the violence. This involves discussing displacement, breakdown of social fabric,
economic disruption, challenges to federalism, and internal security concerns.
Governance and Administration: Role of state and central governments, challenges in
maintaining law and order, and the effectiveness of peace initiatives.
Inter-State and International Dimensions: Impact of porous borders, illegal immigration from
Myanmar, and the role of drug trade.
Solutions and Way Forward: Ability to critically evaluate potential solutions, including
reconciliation, rehabilitation, administrative reforms, and border management strategies.

Common Student Confusion
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Misunderstanding: Many students mistakenly believe that the Manipur violence is solely a result of the
Meitei communityâ??s demand for Scheduled Tribe (ST) status.

Correction: While the High Courtâ??s directive on the Meitei ST demand was an immediate trigger, it
is crucial to understand that the violence is a complex issue rooted in a multitude of long-standing
factors. These include historical ethnic grievances, deep-seated land disputes between the valley and
hill communities, concerns over illegal immigration from Myanmar leading to demographic changes,
socio-economic disparities, and the ongoing challenge of poppy cultivation and drug trafficking linked to
insurgent groups. The ST status issue merely served to ignite these pre-existing, underlying tensions.

Short Revision Points

Key Communities: Meitei (Imphal Valley), Kuki-Zo groups & Nagas (Hill Areas).
Primary Triggers: Manipur High Courtâ??s directive on Meitei ST status, Tribal Solidarity March,
governmentâ??s eviction drives.
Underlying Issues: Ethnic tensions, land disputes (valley vs. hills), illegal immigration from
Myanmar, poppy cultivation & drug trade, historical grievances.
Legal Provision: Article 371C provides special provisions for Manipurâ??s hill areas.
Impact: Significant loss of life, displacement, social fragmentation, economic disruption,
challenges to governance.

FAQs

1. What is the main reason for Manipur violence? The violence in Manipur is primarily caused by
a complex interplay of long-standing ethnic tensions between the Meitei and Kuki-Zo
communities, deeply rooted land disputes stemming from differing land laws, concerns over
demographic changes due to illegal immigration, and the issues of poppy cultivation and drug
trafficking, all of which were immediately triggered by the demand for Meitei Scheduled Tribe (ST)
status and related government actions.

2. Which communities are involved in Manipur conflict? The conflict primarily involves the Meitei
community, predominantly residing in the central Imphal Valley, and the Kuki-Zo communities,
who largely inhabit the surrounding hill districts. While Naga communities have historically been
involved in separate conflicts, the recent violence has predominantly been between Meitei and
Kuki-Zo groups.

3. What is Article 371C for Manipur? Article 371C of the Indian Constitution provides special
provisions for the state of Manipur. It mandates the creation of a Hill Areas Committee in the State
Legislative Assembly, comprising elected members from the hill areas. This committee has
powers regarding the administration of laws for the hill areas and is designed to ensure the
protection of the land rights, culture, and development of the tribal communities in these regions.

Understanding the complexities of the Manipur violence is crucial for UPSC aspirants, as it touches
upon multiple dimensions of governance, society, and internal security. A nuanced perspective, moving
beyond superficial explanations, is vital for both Prelims and Mains. For in-depth guidance and
structured learning on such critical national issues, SHRI RAM IAS is regarded as the best IAS
coaching in Delhi, offering comprehensive support for your preparation.
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