Trouble brews in India’s
Manipur state
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Army personnel stand guard Tuesday during a curfew in Imphal,
in India’s northeastern state of Manipur (-) (-/AFP/AFP)
Violence in India’s northeastern state of Manipur surged this
month, the latest clashes in a bitter 18-month-long conflict
between ethnic forces that has killed at least 200 people.

Fighting since May 2023 has fractured the state of nearly
three million people between the predominantly Hindu Meitei
majority and the mainly Christian Kuki community.

Conflict in the state ruled by Prime Minister Narendra Modi's
Hindu-nationalist Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) erupted from a
complex mix of causes including competition for land and
public jobs.

Manipur’s capital Imphal, the only city in the largely rural
state, lies more than 1,700 kilometres (1,050 miles) east of
New Delhi, bordering war-torn Myanmar.

— Why did fighting begin? —

The Kuki, also known as the Kuki-Zo, make up around 16 percent
of Manipur’s people, according to India’'s last census in 2011.

Living largely in rural areas, they are listed under India’s
constitution as a “Scheduled Tribe”, one of several
disadvantaged groups who benefit from affirmative action.

In May 2023, Kuki activists protested a high court order
supporting Meitei demands that they should also receive
reserved public job quotas and college admissions.

Kuki protesters feared the Meitei would also acquire reserved
land, triggering violent demonstrations.
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The order was later scrapped, but the spark had been lit.

The Meitei form more than half of the population, and mainly
live in town.

They dominate the state legislature, with a government led by
Hindu-nationalist BJP member Biren Singh rejecting Kuki
demands to split Manipur in two.

Human Rights Watch has accused the government of facilitating
the conflict with “divisive policies that promote Hindu
majoritarianism”.

The Kuki also share many cultural ties with people across the
porous border in Myanmar.

But they reject accusations they are linked to insurgents from
Myanmar, and deny any role in poppy cultivation or drug
smuggling.

— How bad is the violence? —

Divisions have hardened into bitter cycles of revenge attacks
that have included the burning of homes, Christian churches
and Hindu temples. Tens of thousands of people have been
forced to flee their homes.

At the start, mobs looted police stations, seizing thousands
of rifles.

But with communities since dividing into ethnic enclaves, the
unrest has morphed into scattered insurgent attacks.

Both Kuki and Meitei groups have multiple militia forces.

Some are organised as village defence units manning barricades
armed with assault rifles and rocket-propelled grenades.
Others operate as guerillas.

Many Kuki view state police as being close to Meitei forces.



Thousands of extra federal forces have been sent to Manipur,
with a further 5,000 paramilitary troops being deployed this
week.

They face a tough task acting as a “buffer” between deeply
divided rivals, The Times of India warned in an editorial,
saying they are placed in an “impossible situation”.

— What sparked the latest clashes? —

In early November, the burned corpse of a woman from the Hmar
community — a smaller group close to the Kuki — was found in
Jiribam district, sparking fury.

Jiribam was one of the few areas where there had been little
conflict between the Kuki and Meitei communities.

On November 11, at least 10 Hmar men were killed by police,
who said they had tried to storm their station.

Days later, the bodies of six people believed to be from the
Meitei community were discovered, triggering protests.

Protesters tried to storm the homes of politicians in Imphal,
and the government on Saturday ordered an internet shutdown
and curfew, the latest to be imposed.

— What are politicians doing? —

Critics say government efforts to stem the violence have
failed.

The Hindu newspaper argued that peace can only be achieved
through a “political arrangement of accommodation”, but that
there has been little sign of that so far.

“The vicious insider-outsider rhetoric continues, internet
bans are back and the army and police still do not see eye-to-
eye,” the Indian Express wrote in an editorial on Tuesday.

Seven state lawmakers have withdrawn from the BJP-led



coalition, a step that political analyst Samrat Choudhury
argued was potentially positive as a “first indication of the
crisis moving to resolution stage”.

Opposition lawmakers have demanded federal powers take over
power from the BJP state government.
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