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The Naga Imbroglio
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The talks between the leaders of the Nationalist Socialist Council of Nagalim (NSCN-IM) and the Government of India had brought some hope of a solution to the conflict that has been continuing since 1947. But the Naga leaders are planning to return to their base, disappointed with the progress of the talks. One is left with the impression that the talks have failed because of the rigid stand of both sides. Two issues in particular stand in the way of their success. The first is integration of all the Naga inhabited areas with Nagalim or Greater Nagaland. The second is a federation with India. The problem can be solved only if both sides are ready to show some flexibility on these two issues.


Fewer than 50 per cent of the Nagas (estimated to be between two and three million) or 17 of their 27 tribes live in Nagaland. The rest including the biggest tribe, are spread over Arunachal Pradesh, Assam and Manipur. Naga aspiration has been to unite all of them under a single banner. That has met with fierce resistance from the neighbouring States that insist on maintaining their territorial integrity. There was bloodshed in June 2001 when the Government of India extended the ceasefire with the NSCN-IM to all the Naga inhabited areas. The non-Nagas of Manipur revolted against it since they viewed it as recognition of the Naga inhabited areas as part of Nagalim. The bloodshed that followed is remembered even today and Martyrs’ Day is observed every year. The emotions these events arouse have become a permanent obstacle to the success of the talks.


During the 2001 crisis the Naga Ho Ho (the Supreme Tribal Council) went round the Northeast explaining their stand to other communities. At one such dialogue with civil society members at Guwahati they realised that no territorial change was acceptable to the neighbouring States and that they have to find a compromise acceptable to all of them. One of the suggestions was that all the Naga inhabited areas of the neighbouring States be brought under the Sixth Schedule that makes the formation of the District Autonomous Councils possible. In addition, the civil society members suggested some say for the Naga Ho Ho in their running. The territorial integrity of the surrounding States would thus be preserved but the Naga inhabited territories would be united emotionally and would be self-governing within the existing States. It is a good face saving exit but one is left with the impression that no such compromise is being thought of in the dialogue between the NSCN-IM and the Government of India. They seem to have got stuck on territorial integrity.

Similar is the fate of a federation which is immediately interpreted as independence. That is not necessarily the case. The demand for autonomy is strong in much of the Northeast that feels dominated by outsiders who control its economy and treat it as a supplier of raw material and buyer of finished products from the rest of India. Also many States in the rest of India have been demanding a federal system in the place of the present unitary structure. It is true that the Naga leaders are demanding more autonomy than that and want more powers what the federal structure demanded by the others would allow. The negotiations seem to have got stuck on a rigid stand around it. One believes that it is possible to get round this block through a creative dialogue on the meaning of a federal structure in a multi-cultural country like India. The NSCN-IM stand can be a starting point to arrive at compromises. 

It looks as though no such an effort is being made by either side and it will not be made without the involvement of the civil society. Till now the dialogue has been exclusively between the Government of India and the militant outfits. Nagaland has many civil society groups that have been discussing possible alternatives. Some like the Naga Women’s Organisation and Naga Mothers’ Association have been active in the search for peace. They are following in the footsteps of many Naga tribes in which women have traditionally functioned as intermediaries in case of inter-tribal conflicts. However, both the Government of India and the militant outfits have ignored them in the dialogue.

Also the Churches of Nagaland have been trying to bring various tribes together and have been asking them to reflect on the type of Nagaland they want. Their involvement in the dialogue can make a positive difference to the peace process. The Naga People’s Movement for Human Rights has been in the forefront of denouncing violation of human rights both by the State and the militants. As a result, both consider it an enemy but its voice is heard with some respect by many sections of Naga society. 

One can add other groups to it such as the students, both within Nagaland and in the neighbouring States. The main point one is trying to make is that the vicious circle has to be broken and it cannot be done through a dialogue that does not take one beyond the stated positions. One cannot expect either the NSCN-IM or the Government of India to accept the position of the other unquestioningly. Confidence building measures are required and they cannot be built only through a dialogue between the State and a militant outfit. A much broader social and political base has to be built by involving bodies that have a base in their society. Otherwise even a solution found through this dialogue can flounder.

That is what has happened among the Bodo of Assam. The State came to an understanding with one of their outfits and granted them the Bodo Territorial Council. The other, probably bigger, outfit was ignored so were groups belonging to other communities living within the same territory. As a result, the peace they arrived at can at best be called tenuous. Conflicts continue and one has seen much violence during the recent elections to the Bodo Territorial Council. The Naga dialogue too is with one of the two outfits. As a result, the other outfit is bound to reject any solution that they may arrive at and the conflict will continue. That shows the need to identify civil and religious bodies that can help the outfits to come together. 

More importantly, by talking only to the militant outfits, the State gives an impression that it is ready to talk only when a community resorts to violence and will not solve the problems otherwise. By involving civil and religious bodies that have a base in their society, the Government of India and the NSCN-IM can take the dialogue beyond these limits and in the process find solutions more creative than the ones described above. Besides, the solution that emerges from the dialogue will be accepted by their society in general. That requires more creativity and greater flexibility on both sides than what they have shown till now.
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