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Abstract 

This paper investigates the transformation of indigenous political institutions and 

governance systems in Manipur in the aftermath of colonial rule and its subsequent merger into 

the Indian Union in 1949. It focuses on the administrative and socio-economic shifts that have 

shaped governance practices in the region, highlighting the dynamic interplay between age-old 

traditional institutions such as chieftainships, tribal councils, and customary legal systems and 

the modern structures of the Indian state, introduced through democratic decentralization and 

constitutional reforms. Manipur presents a unique case of dual governance marked by stark 

administrative and ethnic distinctions between the Meitei-dominated valley and the tribal-

inhabited hill areas. In the post-colonial period, the imposition of state-led reforms in areas like 

land tenure, agrarian relations, education, and political representation significantly altered 

traditional systems, while also intensifying identity-based contestations and regional 

disparities. Indigenous institutions in the hill areas have demonstrated a remarkable degree of 

adaptive resilience, negotiating their space within the broader framework of the Indian state 

while continuing to govern local affairs based on customary norms. Using a historical-

analytical approach, the study traces the evolution of these institutions and examines their 

interaction with modern administrative frameworks across regions. It highlights the 

complexities of governance, identity, and integration in a multi-ethnic and geographically 

diverse state. 
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Introduction 

Manipur, nestled in the northeastern frontier of India, presents a distinctive case of political 

and cultural complexity shaped by its historical evolution and ethnic diversity. Prior to its 

merger with the Indian Union in 1949, Manipur functioned as a princely state under a 

monarchical system, with well-established indigenous institutions regulating political 

authority, land relations, and social conduct. The Meitei community in the valley maintained a 

centralized court-based system, while the hill tribes such as the Nagas and Kukis governed 

themselves through village councils, chieftainships, and customary laws rooted in kinship and 

tradition. These indigenous systems were not only mechanisms of local governance but also 

integral to the communities’ identity and social cohesion. 

The post-colonial era brought significant changes to Manipur’s administrative and socio- 

economic landscape. With its transformation into a Union Territory in 1956 and the attainment 
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of full statehood in 1972, Manipur was gradually integrated into the centralized bureaucratic 

and constitutional framework of the Indian state. This integration introduced new governance 

mechanisms, electoral politics, and development policies often without dismantling existing 

traditional structures, particularly in the hill regions. Consequently, a dual system of 

governance emerged: the valley swiftly adopted modern institutions, while the hills continued 

to operate under customary authorities, with limited interaction with or inclusion in state 

mechanisms. The introduction of Autonomous District Councils (ADCs) aimed to bridge this 

gap, but their limited powers and effectiveness have led to ongoing demands for greater 

autonomy and representation by tribal groups. 

This paper explores the evolving relationship between these indigenous institutions and the 

modern state apparatus, with a focus on how socio-economic changes such as land reforms, 

agricultural transitions, education, and development initiatives have affected governance and 

community life. It also highlights the tensions and contestations rooted in ethnic identity, 

political marginalization, and uneven development between the valley and the hills. By 

examining the resilience and adaptation of indigenous governance systems in response to post-

colonial reforms, the study sheds light on the complexities of legal pluralism, identity-based 

governance, and the challenges of achieving inclusive and equitable development in a multi-

ethnic society like Manipur. 

The historical evolution of governance in Manipur is marked by a complex interplay between 

monarchical authority and autonomous tribal systems. Prior to British intervention, the region 

was ruled by a centralized monarchy under the Meitei kings, with Imphal as its political 

and cultural center. The Meitei kingdom, with its own administrative and legal systems, 

exercised sovereignty over the valley, while simultaneously allowing relative autonomy to the 

surrounding hill tribes, such as the Nagas and Kukis. These tribal groups operated under their 

own chieftainships and customary laws, which were recognized by the Meitei rulers in a form 

of decentralized overlordship.i This dual arrangement laid the foundation for the persistent 

dichotomy in governance that continues to characterize Manipur's administrative landscape. 

With the advent of British colonialism in the 19th century, Manipur became a princely state 

under indirect rule. While the valley came under closer surveillance through the appointment 

of British political agents, the hills remained largely unadministered and governed through 

native chiefs under a system of “indirect control.” The British left much of the indigenous 

institutional framework intact but introduced transformative elements such as Western 

education, Christianity especially among the hill tribes and a monetized economy.ii These 

developments altered the socio-political landscape, particularly by creating new elites and 

social cleavages. The merger of Manipur into the Indian Union in 1949, following the 

controversial Merger Agreement, marked the end of monarchical rule and brought the state 

under the purview of the Indian Constitution. This transition from a traditional to a 

constitutional system of governance posed significant challenges for indigenous institutions, 

many of which struggled to adapt to new frameworks of political representation, state 

bureaucracy, and centralized authority. iii 

Post-Colonial Administrative and Socio-economic Transformation 
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Following India's independence, Manipur underwent significant administrative reorganization. 

Initially, in 1956, it became a Union Territory under the direct control of the central 

government. This shift from a princely state to a Union Territory was part of India's broader 

effort to integrate its peripheral regions into the national framework.iv However, the full impact 

of these changes was not immediately felt in all areas. In 1972, Manipur was granted full 

statehood, marking a crucial step in the integration of the region into India's political 

mainstream.v The state was subsequently divided into several districts, and formal bureaucratic 

governance structures were put in place. These changes facilitated centralized administration 

but were also part of a broader trend of state-building efforts that sought to modernize 

governance in the region. 

The introduction of modern administrative systems led to a dual governance structure in 

Manipur, particularly in the hills. While the Meitei-dominated valley quickly adapted to the 

centralized governance system, the hill areas, primarily inhabited by indigenous tribal groups, 

retained their traditional institutions, such as tribal councils and chieftainships. These 

traditional systems often coexisted with the state’s bureaucratic apparatus, but the state’s 

presence in the hills was relatively minimal, particularly in remote areas.vi In 1971, the 

government introduced the Manipur (Hill Areas) District Council Act, establishing 

Autonomous District Councils (ADCs) to allow a degree of self-governance in the tribal areas. 

However, the powers of the ADCs remained limited, leading to ongoing tensions over 

autonomy and representation. These tensions were exacerbated by the perceived 

marginalization of tribal interests in the broader political discourse dominated by the Meitei 

community in the valley.vii 

The post-colonial period also brought substantial changes to Manipur’s socioeconomic 

landscape, especially in the spheres of land tenure systems, agrarian practices, education, and 

economic development. In the valley, land tenure systems underwent significant 

transformations, as land ownership became individualized. This shift was facilitated by the 

introduction of formal titles and a revenue system, which aligned with broader colonial and 

post-colonial state policies aimed at consolidating centralized control over land resources.viii In 

contrast, the hill areas retained their traditional communal landholding systems, where land 

was managed collectively by village chiefs or clan elders. This divergence in land tenure 

systems created disparities in agricultural development, with the valley benefiting from state-

supported schemes and the hill regions facing neglect, particularly in terms of access to state 

resources and modern agricultural policies.ix 

Agrarian practices in the valley also became more centralized around wet rice cultivation, 

which was supported by the state’s policies. However, in the hill areas, shifting cultivation, or 

jhum, remained the predominant agricultural practice. While the valley’s agricultural systems 

received state investment, modern agricultural policies often marginalized traditional hill 

practices, exacerbating economic inequalities. x Similarly, the expansion of education in the 

post- independence period saw significant missionary efforts and state intervention, 

particularly in the hill areas, leading to improvements in literacy rates.xi However, access to 
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higher education and employment opportunities remained disproportionately skewed toward 

the valley, creating further educational and economic disparities. Economic development 

initiatives, such as industrial projects, infrastructure development, and job creation, were 

predominantly focused in the valley. In contrast, the hills continued to face challenges in 

connectivity, investment, and institutional 

support, reinforcing the region’s underdevelopment and its marginalization within the broader 

state framework.xii 

Indigenous Governance System and State Interaction 

The Meitei community, predominantly settled in the Imphal valley, gradually integrated into 

the structures of the modern Indian state after Manipur's merger with the Indian Union in 1949. 

They adapted to electoral politics, engaged in democratic institutions, and played a central role 

in the functioning of state bureaucracy. This transition facilitated the valley's closer alignment 

with national governance mechanisms and legal frameworks.xiii In contrast, the hill tribes 

comprising primarily the Nagas and Kukis continued to operate parallel indigenous systems of 

governance rooted in traditional norms. 

Among these systems were village councils and chieftainships, especially prominent among 

the Kukis, who maintained hereditary leadership roles. The Nagas, on the other hand, followed 

more egalitarian village republics where authority resided in village councils composed of 

elders. Customary laws governed a wide range of community affairs, including land ownership, 

conflict resolution, marriage, and inheritance.xiv These institutions often function 

independently of the formal state apparatus and, in some cases, resisted state interventions 

viewed as encroachments on traditional autonomy. 

This coexistence of formal state institutions and indigenous governance structures has led to 

administrative and legal duality. Customary law-based dispute resolution often overlaps or 

contradicts statutory legal provisions, creating jurisdictional ambiguities and policy 

implementation challenges, especially in the hill areas.xv For instance, land disputes resolved 

by tribal councils may not be recognized by formal courts, and state policies on development, 

law enforcement, or taxation are sometimes resisted by local authorities claiming traditional 

prerogatives. 

Manipur's governance is deeply influenced by ethnic divisions, which are both historical and 

structural. The Meiteis, who form the majority in the valley, have traditionally exercised greater 

political control owing to their demographic dominance, literacy levels, and geographic 

concentration in administrative centers like Imphal. Their prominent representation in the 

Manipur 

Legislative Assembly and civil services has further solidified their influence in policy-making 

and state resource distribution.xvi 

In contrast, tribal communities in the hill regions including the Nagas, Kukis, and other smaller 

groups frequently express a sense of marginalization and political under representation. The 

limited powers granted to Autonomous District Councils (ADCs), established under the 
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Manipur (Hill Areas) District Council Act of 1971, have not addressed the tribes’ aspirations 

for meaningful self-governance. This has fueled demands for greater autonomy, such as the 

long- standing call for the creation of Greater Nagalim by Naga groups, which seeks to integrate 

Naga- inhabited areas of Manipur with those in neighboring states and Nagaland.xvii 

The ethno-political fragmentation has also given rise to various insurgent movements and 

ethnic-based civil society organizations, which advocate for the rights, land, and identity of 

specific groups. These include the NSCN (I-M) among the Nagas and multiple armed Kuki 

groups. Such movements, though rooted in identity politics, significantly complicate 

governance by challenging state sovereignty and contributing to inter-ethnic tensions. The 

result is a fragile political environment where governance is frequently disrupted by ethnic 

contestations, undermining both social cohesion and administrative effectiveness.xviii 

Resilience and Adaptation of Indigenous Institutions 

Despite the increasing influence of modern state structures, indigenous institutions in Manipur 

have demonstrated remarkable resilience, especially in the tribal-inhabited hill regions. 

Customary laws remain central to regulating social behavior, conflict resolution, and 

community cohesion. For instance, in many Naga and Kuki villages, matters related to 

marriage, inheritance, land disputes, and community conduct continue to be settled through 

customary norms rather than formal legal institutions.xix These traditional laws are often 

unwritten but are deeply embedded in community memory and upheld through social sanction. 

Chieftainships, particularly among the Kukis, maintain considerable authority over land 

allocation, village leadership, and ceremonial roles. Land in many hill villages is communally 

owned and administered by the chief or village council, who allocates usage rights based on 

lineage, family size, or contribution to the community. This system stands in contrast to the 

individual 

landholding practices in the Meitei-dominated valley, underscoring the persistence of 

indigenous modes of governance in hill societies. 

Moreover, community-based conflict resolution continues to be prevalent. Village councils or 

khel authorities often mediate disputes, relying on oral traditions, local customs, and 

community consensus to arrive at decisions that are binding and socially accepted.xx In many 

cases, these institutions operate parallel to or even in preference to state judicial mechanisms, 

particularly in remote areas with limited administrative outreach. 

Interestingly, adaptation is also evident. Some indigenous practices have evolved to incorporate 

elements of modern governance, such as integrating traditional authority with elected 

representatives. In certain areas, village authorities consist of both a hereditary chief and an 

elected council, blending customary leadership with democratic representation. This hybrid 

model reflects the flexibility of indigenous institutions to negotiate legitimacy within the 

evolving political framework.xxi 

Despite this resilience, Manipur continues to grapple with a range of structural and political 

challenges that hinder the integration of indigenous governance into the broader administrative 

system. One of the primary issues is the persistent valley-hill divide, which manifests in 
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disparities in political representation, economic investment, and administrative control. While 

the Meitei- dominated valley has benefited from greater infrastructural development, access to 

education, and state institutions, the hill areas remain underdeveloped and often feel 

marginalized within the state framework.xxii 

The lack of political consensus regarding autonomy and representation further compounds this 

divide. The demand for greater autonomy among tribal groups such as the call for a separate 

administrative arrangement under “Greater Nagalim” by Naga factions reflects a deep-rooted 

dissatisfaction with the existing political structure. xxiii Autonomous District Councils (ADCs) 

established under the Manipur (Hill Areas) District Council Act of 1971 were intended to grant 

self-governance, but their limited powers and lack of financial autonomy have undermined 

their effectiveness. 

Legal pluralism and administrative overlap present additional governance challenges. In many 

hill areas, state legal systems operate alongside customary legal practices, leading to 

jurisdictional ambiguities and conflicts between traditional leaders and formal state 

institutions. This dual legal structure complicates policy implementation and contributes to 

governance inefficiencies. 

Looking forward, sustainable governance in Manipur requires policies that are inclusive and 

sensitive to the cultural and political realities of its diverse ethnic communities. Effective 

dialogue between state institutions and indigenous leaders is essential. Efforts must focus on 

equitable development in infrastructure, education, and healthcare, particularly in tribal areas. 

At the same time, formal recognition of indigenous systems within the constitutional 

framework  without undermining their autonomy can foster greater trust, cooperation, and 

legitimacy in the governance process. 

Conclusion 

The evolution of indigenous governance in Manipur post-1949 reflects a complex and often 

contested interaction between traditional authority structures and modern state institutions. The 

Meitei community in the valley has largely transitioned into the framework of the Indian state, 

actively participating in electoral politics and public administration. In contrast, tribal 

communities in the hills have retained strong indigenous institutions, including village 

councils, chieftainships particularly among the Kukis and customary law-based systems of 

dispute resolution. This duality has produced administrative overlaps and legal ambiguities, 

especially in areas where customary norms and state laws intersect or conflict. 

Ethnic identity continues to play a pivotal role in shaping political representation and access to 

state resources. The demographic and political dominance of the Meiteis often contrasts with 

the perceived marginalization of tribal groups, giving rise to demands for greater autonomy 

and administrative restructuring. Movements such as the call for Greater Nagalim and the 

proliferation of ethnic-based insurgent groups underscore the deep-seated grievances among 

hill communities. These cleavages challenge the idea of a unified political community and 

highlight the fragility of governance in a state marked by sharp ethnic and regional distinctions. 
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Despite these challenges, the resilience of indigenous institutions is notable. Customary 

practices continue to inform social regulation and local governance, especially in the hills. 

Chieftainships still exert authority over land and community matters, and traditional 

mechanisms of conflict resolution remain relevant. Moreover, adaptive strategies such as 

blending traditional leadership roles with elected village bodies indicate an ongoing negotiation 

between heritage and modernity. These hybrid governance models reflect the capacity of 

indigenous institutions to persist and evolve within the constraints of the post-colonial state. 

Looking ahead, Manipur’s governance and development depend on addressing persistent 

inequities between the valley and the hills. Legal pluralism, lack of administrative coordination, 

and uneven infrastructural development demand a policy approach that is inclusive and 

culturally sensitive. Recognizing the legitimacy of indigenous institutions, while ensuring their 

alignment with democratic norms and constitutional provisions, is crucial. Sustainable 

governance in Manipur must be built on active engagement between state authorities and local 

communities, grounded in mutual respect, dialogue, and a shared commitment to bridging 

historical divides. 
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