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The difficult times: Will the government policies lead to eventual settlement of conflicts in India’s northeast?

Samir Kumar Das

Let me first of all clarify that I will basically focus on ethnic or minority conflicts
 in the northeast and by policies, I will refer to the ones being pursued presently, say, during the last 10 years. This is not to say that other types of conflicts (like, class conflicts) are either irrelevant or secondary to the minority conflicts. Besides, the term ‘minority’ should not be taken literally in the context of northeastern India but in the sense of a syndrome in which even the dominant numerical majorities are haunted by the nagging fear of being reduced to minorities in no time – thanks to the incessant immigration of ‘outsiders’ from across the borders and the rapidly changing demographic scenario in the region.

I begin by way of saying that the policies towards Northeastern India are presently passing through a great transition (I said ‘great’ because it has its implications for state building agenda as a whole and the prospects of democracy in the twenty first century) and seems to have made a departure from the earlier ones at least on a couple of counts:

(1) Earlier the conflicts of the region would be treated as secondary to other forms of conflicts – more often than not, attributed to ‘foreign hand’ (that is to say, international conflicts) or such economic factors as, ‘unemployment’ or ‘backwardness of the region’ etc. and the remainder of conflicts which would refuse to be settled by addressing these problems were treated as simple ‘law and order’ problems that should be dealt with ‘firmly’ - whether by enacting what we call extraordinary legislations (and the controversial Armed Forces Special Powers Act of 1958 is only one example) or overhauling our security structures and forces or both. For the first time, in the history of Naga conflict, the problem is now being seen as ‘political’ to be dealt with politically. Peace accords therefore are signed not only with the objective of disarming the adversaries but also to address the issues and problems underlying these conflicts. A contrast with the Shillong Accord of 1975 may serve as an instance. While the purpose of the accord was to disarm the adversaries, it was excruciatingly brief and kept all outstanding issues in abeyance to be settled in future. The accord has been in limbo since then. Although the details of present negotiations are not known to the public, it has been said that the talks with the National Socialist Council of Nagalim (IM) have begun on ‘substantive issues’ only since 2002. Naga talks began in 1997 and the period between 1997 and 2002 was basically devoted to thrashing out the modalities of conducting talks. 

(2) Secondly and as a corollary to the first, security and economic reforms were treated predominantly as professional jobs to be undertaken by such professionals as the economists and economic policy makers and strategists or security specialists. They would not like ordinary citizens like us to enter into any kind of debate on the appropriateness of policy options. Nor was any debate on these ‘technical’ and ‘managerial’ things generally tolerated. Even a few years back, an economist writing on the region wanted ‘political factors’ to be set aright for initiating economic development in the region and he looked upon political factors necessarily as irritants. Many such debates during the time were simply considered as unwelcome on the ground of their adverse implications for the country’s security and integrity. What we see now is the formation of a sizeable civil society – both in its institutional and non-institutional forms - in the region particularly in Nagaland and the growing involvement of civil society in the peace process. The United Liberation Front of Assam or ULFA for example, last year nominated about eleven members of civil society (known as People’s Consultative Group or PCG) to initiate negotiations with the Government of India. This is the first ever direct involvement of civil society in peace process made by ULFA. 

In simple terms, with the involvement of civil society in the peace process, policy alternatives are now increasingly being debated by the people: I will refer to at least three largely overlapping strands of this debate: First, there is a call for replacing ‘state activism’ by ‘people’s activism’ particularly in areas where the state does not wield any magic wand to resolve the conflicts or has simply failed in settling conflicts. Law courts cannot settle the conflicting claims to homeland over the same piece of territory. It is important that the conflicting communities or more precisely, the organizations claiming to represent them sit together, recognize each other and resolve their conflicts. One can refer to the women’s – particularly mother’s initiatives in this regard. Mothers of the region are known to have crossed the ethnic lines. 

Secondly, there has also been advocacy for ‘connecting the region with its transnational neighbours’ and appreciating the opportunities that such connection offers to us in our era of globalism. The region in other words is expected to benefit from India’s ‘Look east’ policy. 

Thirdly, the debate on reorganizing our social and political institutions has also just begun. Several such alternatives – not of course mutually exclusive – are on the agenda like, introducing a SAMI-like multilayered system of parliament, proportional representation and widening of the consociational base of our polity etc. It is in this context that the Naga demand for ‘special federal relationship with India’ is being raised and will have to be appreciated.        

Coming to the question mentioned above, my answer is: While these developments have certainly raised our expectations, these alone are not enough for sustaining the new initiatives. And since expectations are high, any failure on our part in sustaining it will only add to our frustration and pessimism. We may miss the bus again. I will conclude this note by way of referring to a few of these developments:

First, it seems that the signals are conflicting and the government at various levels too is fragmented and is not one in accord. The military operations against ULFA in the Dibru-Saikhowa forests of upper Assam just at a time when PCG was about to begin negotiations last year are enough to jeopardize the peace process. 

Secondly, all this may have been driven by a set of politicians who have their eyes set on the elections in the Northeast and narrow electoral gains. This is likely to subordinate the peace agenda to the narrow electoral gains of the politicians. Every politician after winning an election almost ritually invites the insurgent groups to the negotiating table and as time passes by, he conveniently forgets it. 

Thirdly, peace process in the region unlike the earlier ones is going to be a particularly long haul. But the signs of impatience are increasingly becoming visible in rebel ranks and maybe in the ranks of the security circles. 

Fourthly, civil society institutions in the region also have a tendency of playing proxy to the ongoing ethnic wars that ravage and hit the region. Thus, we hear of Naga civil society in Nagaland, Assamese civil society in Assam and Meitei civil society in Manipur, which to my mind are mere contradictions in terms. Of course I do not push my argument to the other extreme by suggesting that civil societies need to sever all their ties with ethnic and minority identities. The challenge of civil societies in the region is to celebrate respective identities without necessarily rooting them in closely knit and mutually exclusive territories.   

I will end with this cautious note that an alternative imagination is necessary before frustration overtakes us to liberate civil societies from their narrow ethnic roots (I actually call for civil society reforms), for, things will start moving only with the initiatives of civil society and it has the potential of becoming the prime mover. What is called, ‘eventual settlement’ may not be eventful but is fraught with many eventualities.

� These terms are used widely in the specific context without any of their pejorative connotations.
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