RESEARCH COMMUNICATIONS

(An International Open Access, Peer Reviewed, Multidisciplinary Online Journal)

C.M. P. DEGREE COLLEGE

(A Constituent P.G. College, University of Allahabad)

Volume-3, Issue-1, January-June 2025, pp. 59-64 ISSN: 2584-1270

NAGA CONFLICT AND PEACE: A DISCURSIVE ANALYSIS AND
SUGGESTIONS FOR RESOLUTION

Dr. Anil Srivastaval & Rohit Kumar?2

Assistant Professor! & Research Scholar?
Department of Political Science, CMP Degree College, University of Allahabad
E-mail: rk.hitshan@gmail.com

Abstract

The Naga Framework Agreement, signed in August 2015 between the Government of India and the National Socialist
Council of Nagalim (Isak-Muivah) [NSCN (IM)], represented a significant milestone in the protracted efforts to resolve one
of India’s oldest insurgencies. However, nearly a decade later, the accord remains only partially implemented, and the final
settlement continues to face substantial obstacles. This paper explores the multi-dimensional conflict by tracing its long
history dating back to the pre-independence period. It critically analyses the multifaceted challenges impeding the
implementation of the Agreement, including issues of political distrust, the question of Naga territorial integration, the
contestation among various Naga groups and argues that the transitional period to peace provides opportunities to resolve
the conflict. By employing a qualitative methodology based on policy analysis, and secondary data review, the study
explores how historical grievances, competing ethnic aspirations, and ambiguities within the Framework itself have
compounded difficulties in translating agreement into practice. Furthermore, the paper evaluates the efforts of the
government and the ethnic groups in facilitating or complicating the peace process. Through this critical analysis, the
research aims to contribute to a deeper understanding of the structural and strategic barriers to peace in the region,
offering insights and suggestions for sustainable conflict resolution in ethnically diverse societies.
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Historicising the Naga Conflict: An Analytical Discussion

Since gaining independence in 1947, India has grappled with persistent armed ethnic conflicts in its
Northeastern region, where a complex interplay of identity, autonomy, and governance has given rise to
sustained insurgent movements. Varying in their objectives, the groups have sought greater autonomy
within the Indian Union and some have pursued full secession resulting in significant civilian casualties.
This has posed serious challenges to the legitimacy and authority of the Indian state in the border lands.
The paper discusses the oldest and the most prominent movement: the Naga ethnic movement. Two
competing factions exist; the National Socialist Council of Nagalim (Isak-Muivah), or NSCN (IM), under the
leadership of Isak Chisi Swu and Thuingaleng Muivah, and the NSCN (Khaplang), led by SS Khaplang. The
existence of these factions has added more to the complexity of peace in the volatile region. Demanding the
creation of a sovereign "Greater Nagaland" or "Nagalim", the groups have been instrumental in shaping the
trajectory of insurgency in Northeast India.

It was the twenty Naga members of the French Labour Corps, served during World War I, who established
the Naga Club in 1918.! This was the humble beginning of a long-protracted struggle for political
independence. These soldiers played a monumental role in cultivating political consciousness among the
Nagas of being a separate political and ethnic entity. The Naga Club comprised members from various tribes,
including the Angami, Ao, Konyak, Lotha, Rengma, Sema (or Sumi), and Yimchunger, among others giving
impetus to the development of Naga nationalism. The Club submitted a memorandum to the Simon
Commission in the year 1929 demanding a distinct political entity for the Naga people as they shared no
cultural or political affinity with the inhabitants of mainland India.? In contrast to fellow Indians, the Naga
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people considered the British government to be their benefactors and protectors of their indigenous rights
to the land and their culture. They constantly opposed integration with the Indian Union.

The Naga politics for autonomy has gone through many phases. In 1946, the Naga National Council (NNC)
emerged as a significant force in Northeast India under the leadership of Angami Zapu Phizo. Phizo played
a pivotal role in transforming the aspirations of the Naga people into a highly organised and politicised
movement for sovereignty. His leadership was a watershed moment in Naga politics as his unwavering
commitment to the cause of political independence deepened the roots of the movement. His political
actions had radical and disruptive undertones. From declaring unilateral independence of the Naga people
from the Indian state on 14 August 1947 to holding a plebiscite on May 16, 1951 to demonstrate widescale
support for secession from India; Phizo always made the intention loud and clear: that the Naga people
desired a separate national identity.? His leadership brought the movement to the grassroots politicising
the community and broadening the base for collective action. Phizo contended that the Naga demand was
not for independence from India in the conventional sense, but rather a reaffirmation of their historical
autonomy. Instead, Phizo asserted that the core of the Naga position was a call for non-interference by the
Indian state in their internal affairs, arguing that the Nagas had historically governed themselves and
wished to continue doing so without external imposition.

On 29 June 1947, prior to India’s independence, the Akbar Hydari Agreement—also known as the Nine
Point Agreement—was concluded between prominent leaders of the Naga National Council (NNC), T.
Sakhrie and Imkongliba Ao, and the then Governor of Assam, Sir Akbar Hydari.* Granting executive and
legislative autonomy, the accord recognised the ancestral rights of the Nagas over lands and also the
freedom to be governed by their customary law. This reflects the democratic and accommodative approach
of the Indian state to the question of Naga rights and self-governance. The agreement prefigured many of
the demands later articulated by A.Z. Phizo in his 1951 plebiscite speech, highlighting the continuity in Naga
political aspirations for self-governance and legal autonomy.> The agreement acknowledged Naga National
Council (NNC) as the administrative authority and empowered it to exercise complete control over
agriculture and the Public Works department while also assuming financial responsibility for services
related to education and forestry. Safeguarding Naga religious and cultural practices by prohibiting the
implementation of any central legislation without the NNC’s approval; it was also made the sole authority
to collect land revenues and taxes. The most far-reaching provision, however, was the commitment to unify
all Nagas under a single administrative unit when feasible, underscoring a vision for political and territorial
consolidation rooted in ethnic and cultural identity.

The agreement incorporated a pivotal clause assigning the Governor of Assam, acting as an agent of the
Government of India, a special responsibility to ensure the faithful implementation of its provisions for a
period of ten years. It also provided for the reassessment at the end of the ten-year period. The clause was
interpreted differently by the Nagas and the Government of India, leading to a longstanding dispute with
the former believing it meant the possibility of Naga independence from India while the latter considering
it as the basis for renegotiation in case the previous agreement fails to address the Naga concerns. The
Indian government firmly maintained that the Naga Hills would remain an integral part of India. This
divergent understanding of the clause proved to be highly contentious.

In the late 1940s and early 1950s, the Naga movement maintained a non-violent stance, but the formation
of an underground army under Phizo was preparing for a violent turn to the conflict in which political
ideology of self-determination and ethnic rivalries intersected that it became a must to deploy state forces.
The establishment of the Khunak Kautang Ngeukhuma (People's Sovereign Republic of Free Nagaland) in
Tuensang district created a more volatile situation which escalated violence in which T. Sakhrie was
assassinated. This led to the imposition of the Assam Disturbed Areas Act on 27 August 1956 (later renamed
the Armed Forces (Special Powers) Act of 1958). Years of profound turmoil characterised the contested
region, despite the granting of statehood to Nagaland in 1963 (as per the Sixteen-Point Agreement signed
between the Government of India and the Naga People’s Convention in the 1960) and the establishment of
a peace mission in 1964. The then-leader of the NNC Zaishe Huire signed the Shillong Peace Accord in 1975.
The Shillong Accord, which became a decisive victory for the central government, proved to be a humiliation
to the Naga rebel groups. With the cementing of India’s position as a regional power after the formation of

Volume- 3, Issue- 1, January-June, 2025 Page 60



Srivastava, A. & Kumar, R. (2025)/ Research Communications ISSN: 2584-1270

Bangladesh; the NNC lost many of its bases in East Pakistan. Given the debilitating loss of the Naga
movement; it split into two factions with leaders such as Thuingaleng Muivah, Isak Chishi Swu, and S.S.
Khaplang opposing the Accord and leading to the formation of the National Socialist Council of Nagaland
(NSCN) in Myanmar in 1980. Following the violent confrontation in between, Muivah and Swu split from
the NSCN to form the NSCN (IM), while Khaplang established the NSCN (K) in the same year. Both factions
have been under ceasefire agreements with the Union government since 1997 and 2001, respectively.

2015 Framework Agreement: Key to Resolution?

In 2015, on August 3, the Naga Peace Accord (Framework Agreement), signed between the Government of
India and the National Socialist Council of Nagaland (NSCN-IM), aimed to resolve the longstanding Naga
insurgency. The Framework Agreement is said to acknowledge the “unique history and culture of the Nagas”
and is intended to pave the way for shared sovereignty and coexistence, marking a shift from earlier
demands of complete independence. Prime Minister Narendra Modi, during the announcement,
emphasised respect, equality, and partnership and praised Naga heritage: "Today, we mark not merely the
end of the problem but the beginning of a new future. We will not only try to heal wounds and resolve
problems, but also be your partner as you restore your pride and prestige".6 Muivah, representing NSCN-
IM, echoed similar sentiments, emphasising coexistence, forgiveness, and moving away from armed
confrontation. Through the Agreement, the Government of India addressed historical grievances and
expressed a willingness to act as a collaborative partner in the Nagas' efforts to reclaim their sense of dignity
and restore their cultural and political standing.

Following the Framework Agreement, the Central Government expanded its engagement to include other
Naga armed factions beyond the NSCN-IM. By 2018, the government claimed substantial progress, asserting
that most contentious issues—including the assurance of no alteration to state boundaries and the
proposed removal of the Armed Forces (Special Powers) Act (AFSPA)—had been addressed. While several
other factions, including NSCN (K), NSCN (U), and NSCN (R), had aligned with the negotiations, the NSCN-
IM—the principal signatory of the original 2015 agreement—remained a key holdout, further complicating
the resolution efforts. While several contentious issues have been resolved, the NSCN(IM) maintains that
the Framework Agreement implicitly recognises Naga sovereignty and envisions a relationship of peaceful
co-existence between two distinct political entities. This interpretation underpins the group’s persistent
demands for a separate Naga constitution and flag. For the first time since 2015, the Isak-Muivah faction
NSCN-IM has issued a serious warning of potentially resuming armed resistance against the Indian state.”
In contrast, the central government considers such demands incompatible with the constitutional integrity
of the Indian state, particularly in the aftermath of the abrogation of Article 370 and the special status of
Jammu and Kashmir in August 2019. The lack of clarity in the language of the Framework Agreement
particularly phrases such as "sharing sovereign power", has further entrenched this impasse, allowing both
sides to project conflicting meanings onto the agreement.®

Table 1. Timeline of Different Accords

Year | Accord Parties to the Accord

1947 | Naga- Akbar Hydari Accord Akbar Hydari, Governor of Assam and Naga National
Council (NNC) representatives

1960 | Sixteen-Point Agreement Government of India and Naga People’s Convention

1975 | Shillong Accord L.P. Singh, Governor of Nagaland and Underground
Organisations

2015 | Framework Agreement Government of India and National Socialist Council of

Nagaland (NSCN-IM)

Source: Peace accords in Northeast India: Journey over milestones?
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Transitioning to Peace: Exploring the Possibilities

Despite a decade to the formulation of the 2015 Framework Agreement; peace remains elusive for the Naga
people and conflict is yet to find its final conclusion. What was hailed as a ‘historic’ agreement has come to
no fruition even after ten years. This has been a recurring theme in the context of Indian government and
its signing of the peace accords with the ethnic communities in the North-east region. Even though the
Union governments have always engaged with the question of conflict in the region, the accords have failed
to produce desirable results either for the government and its security concerns or for the ethnic
communities and their demands. As the longest running ethnic conflict in India, the Naga issue has
embroiled the region in turmoil and continues to do so. With a long history of government’s counter-
insurgency measures and peace negotiations (as has been discussed); no resolution to the conflict has taken
place. All the stakeholders (the governments at the centre and the states as well as the different factions of
the Naga groups) to the agreements have remained dissatisfied. The paper discusses how the immediate
time after the signing of the peace accords have almost always remained unutilised or underutilised. This
can be understood as the phase of a ‘constructive conflict’ in the terminology employed by Alger;1° to him,
peace doesn’t necessarily mean cessation of a conflict but it means cessation of violence so that conditions
for peace could be created. The goodwill that is created after the peace negotiations provides an
opportunity to both the governments and the communities to engage in more dialogue and work for
peacebuilding. It creates a condition that helps maintain synergy between the signatories to channelise
their efforts in the direction of peace and community development. In such a situation, there exists ample
opportunities for co-operation and co-ordination. The immediate time after peace accords is signed can
facilitate long-term conversations and towards sustainable peace. This also helps create condition for
involving people into peace process. But the record reflects poor utilisation of this transitional period and
ineffective implementation of the agreements inclusive of the peace agreement in discussion here.
Somehow, complacency overpowers everything else and a sort of indifference takes place breeding
insurgency again after a certain amount of time. The current situation of the Naga situation is an example
of the same.

Tapping into the Peace Potential

Peace negotiations are a difficult and time-taking process that requires willingness on the part of all the
stakeholders. For a final and equally acceptable resolution to a conflict, multiple rounds of deliberations
take place. There persist many disagreements and the road to agreeing on at least some points to keep
moving forward is an extremely turbulent one. This peace process is marked by episodes of violence and
adverse reactions on part of the extremists. Violence has many dimensions: physical, cultural, symbolic,
economic, representational and social. Alger contends that it is the cessation of ‘physical’ violence that is
the most urgent and necessary aspect of conflict management because it makes warring parties to a conflict
come to a table for talks. It does not negate the import of others forms of violence; on the contrary it is,
often, cultural and symbolic violence that generates ethnic conflicts. Conflicts are bound to existin a diverse
society and they are welcome as long as they are resolved in a peaceful and democratic manner. But the
horrifying turn to physical violence encroaches upon the sociality of the task at hand. Alger’s ‘constructive
conflict’ is a phase that abjures physical violence and implies a situation which contending parties and
factions are willing to talk on the issue. This is a transitional period which enables communications and
conversations between the stakeholders. It is in this sense that Alger calls it ‘constructive. Unlike the
destructive phase of physical violence, ‘constructive conflict’ creates conditions conducive to peace talks.
The immediate time after the signing of the peace accord is an example of a ‘constructive conflict’ and it
remains highly underutilised in the context of the Naga issue. The need of the hour was to tap into the peace
potential that existed in the aftermath of the 2015 Framework Agreement but unfortunately, no concrete
changes occurred. Not that the potential is completely lost; nevertheless, the decade after was a colossal
wastage of the ‘time’ that held immense possibilities. The government could still tap into the peace potential
and try engaging on the terms of the agreement.

Utilising the Synergy between Stakeholders

Given the contentious nature of a conflict, the parties coming to initiate dialogue is a huge task. The conflict
environment is characterised by oppositional dynamic and the peace process transforms into one of
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synergy (neither complete nor absolute). The transitional period to peace provides with an opportunity to
create a long-term synergy between the opposing parties. It helps continue the dialogue between them
enabling better understanding; erasing mutual distrust and suspicion; and assuring that the multiplicity of
the voices is heard and not ignored. In cases of identity conflicts, it is fear and anxiety that fuels adverse
and, at times, perverse actions and reactions on part of the warring factions. In such a scenario, a realisation
that talks are necessary to move ahead signifies good sense which favours the collective peace and security
of the region. The transitional period contains most of the goodwill that is created after the signing of a
peace accord. The conflicting entities are willing to listen to each other and a semblance of trust exists. This
time period is crucial in ensuring the development of mutual trust for the long-term resolution of the
conflict. Tapping into the peace potential means utilising the synergy produced and to keep the momentum
going. Constant efforts on part of the government and the communities are needed to create effective
collaboration on peacebuilding. This activates kinship, teamwork and co-operation between the
stakeholders. On the other hand, if left unutilised, this transitional period also activates the dormant violent
leadership to indulge in violent skirmishes thereby backtracking the peace process.

Addressing Materiality of the Ethnic Question

Identity conflicts are based on ‘difference’ and the failure of mutually recognising the differences.
Individuals derive their identity from a community that they live in and grow up with. Socially situated,
their identities are enmeshed with ethnic communities. Because these communities are differentially
located, there is a conflict between them for power, prestige and patronage. The Naga conflict has intra-
community differences as well on the question of who is the real representative of the community. This
factional dimension of the conflict has added to the precariousness of the already-fragile situation. In such
amulti-dimensional contest, the demand for political self-determination becomes a question of security for
the nation-state. This conflict situation often dismisses the ground of commonality and shared interests.
The communities in conflict with each other or with the government fail to rise beyond the differences to
address the material basis of the conflict. The fact that the Naga groups/factions have been acting as parallel
governments to their people extracting taxes from them reflects the poor and exploitative management on
their part. Rather than negotiate with the government to ensure that development of the region takes place,
they have been acting like medieval warlords whose elitist position derives from the disempowered masses
of their own communities. More often than not, these ethnic groups face material deprivation, poverty,
unemployment, stagnation, economic backwardness and discrimination. Therefore, the ‘material’
dimension of the identity conflicts also provides the first platform on which future conversations can be
built towards peace. This is reminiscent of Galtung’s ‘positive peace./1! He contends that ‘positive peace’
means moving beyond the confines of ‘negative peace.” While the latter means cessation of violence; the
former is an all-encompassing idea which associates the idea of peace with human rights, equality, justice
and sustainable development. The government continues to engage with local groups to address their
economic concerns thereby making peace a tangible, achievable and enduring good. As the groups engage
with the government, their demands for economic development and financial aid can go a long way in
uniting the divisive society for post-conflict reconstruction. The current dispensation has been increasingly
active in playing a constructive role in the north-east region in terms of developing socio-economic
infrastructure and providing financial aid creating employment opportunities. This needs to be viewed in
the context of India’s ‘Act East Policy’ as well wherein the government is trying to streamline its efforts
towards regional development and peace. This reflects the government’s commitment to building a
peaceful, prosperous and united society. Moreover, addressing the ‘materiality’ of the ethnic conflict lessens
the future possibilities of conflicts. As the region develops economically, youth unrest and frustration is
channelised into productive direction.

Initiating People-centric Dialogue

As ethnic conflicts are both ‘social’ and ‘local’; the peace process must be inclusive of people at the
grassroots. The official peace process, conventionally, includes only the government and the ethnic group it
chooses to consider more representative of the community. This not only creates fault lines within the
community butalso leads to greater factionalism. Different factions try to vie for the government’s attention
to be acknowledged as the real representative of the ethnic group. More often than not, this excludes the
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people who are most affected by the conflict. Rather, peace talks become restricted to a small elite either of
the government or of the ethnic representatives. This makes peace an exclusive process that reduces peace
to a derivative of power itself. In this sense, whoever has the power holds the key to peace. This scenario is
detrimental to democratic principle which holds that it is people as a collective have power. The secrecy
with which the peace process is negotiated is undemocratic as well. Keeping aside the question of national
security; the peace agreement should be made public with its details. The government as well as ethnic
leadership should be held accountable to the people. This will keep not just the people in the region but
also the larger national populace abreast of the developments. People belonging to the community in
conflict with the government have the right to disagree with the way peace talks are being held. People can
raise their voice, demands, concerns and grievances better. Public discussions and awareness will enable
creative solutions to the conflict. This is a democratic manner to move ahead. Moreover, the involvement of
people will make peace sustainable.

Conclusion

Conflict is a complicated affair and so is peace. Historicising the long-standing Naga conflict has revealed
how deeply rooted are the Naga people’s demand and concern about their ethnicity and political
independence. As the paper discusses how the struggle continues and no government has been able to
provide a resolution to the conflict. The state-security paradigm has not gone down well with the Naga
people. Rather; this has only intensified the conflict and accentuated the differences between the Indian
state and the Naga people. Every heightened phase of conflict is followed by a peace accord which has failed
to transform the situation to enable long-term peace. Discontentment has given rise to new factions and
groups from within the community fighting for legitimacy with each other. Fratricidal conflict has proven
more dangerous for the Naga hills. In such a scenario, any top-down peacebuilding will fail to bring about
desired results. Given the multiplicity of voices, sociality of the identity question and locality of the ethnic
conflict; individuals, civil society organisations and forums advocating for peace have an imperative to come
together in partnership to actualise peace.
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