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Abstract:

The political formation process among the tribes of Manipur is layered with multiple challenges and
issues. One of the main concerns is the question of whether or not traditional institutions are compatible
with the framework of the modern state. Taking the case study of the Tangkhul Naga society, the study
examines the village governance system and argues that the aspect of governance at the village level has
its own political reality, in which the claim to authority as legitimate is determined by ‘the belief in the
legitimacy’ of the people involved. The study outlines the interface of the traditional authority and the

legal-rational authority, and the creation of wider political space in its interaction process.
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LINTRODUCTION

The political formation process among the tribes
of Manipur is layered with multiple challenges and
issues. One of the main concerns is the question of
whether or not traditional institutions are
compatible with the framework of the modern state.
Since  the  post-independent  India,  the
democratization and decentralizing policies of the
state to provide local autonomy and strengthen its
grassroots democracy have stood as a litmus test
against the backdrop of the traditional institutions in
the tribal societies of Manipur. This paper examines
the implication of the formal laws in the village
governance system by examining the interface of
‘traditional authority’ and ‘legal-rational authority’
(Weber 1978). The interface of the traditional
authority and the legal-rational authority with
different legitimizing sources of authority has not
only interacted themselves as an opposing force but
in its interaction process, a wider political space has
also been created.

Within this fabric of political space, the tribal
people have experienced many forms of conflicts
and contestations at many levels over various
concerns and interests. As the study will
demonstrate, there exist two-layered struggles that
are of the external and internal struggles. Here, the
external struggle refers to the struggle of the tribal
people against the state for autonomy and
traditional space, and the internal struggle refers to
the struggle that is emerging from within for the
democratization of traditional institutions. In this
paper, the theoretical analysis is carried out by
considering the Weberian perspective of legitimacy
to elucidate the actual political authority structure
of the Tangkhul Naga villages. It argues that the
aspect of governance at the village level has its own
political reality, in which the claim to authority as
legitimate is determined by ‘the belief in the
legitimacy’ of the people involved (Weber
1978:213).

Without diving into the debates on the definition
of tribes, in this paper, I have used the term ‘tribes’
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or ‘tribal’ as a social category as identified in the
constitution of India, but in the sense of ‘indigenous
community’ (Xaxa 2008). For the tribal of Manipur,
the usage of the term ‘tribe’ has become a form of
identity assertion that symbolizes the notion of
indigenousness  (Kumar  2005). In  broad
categorization, the tribal of Manipur is divided into
two major ethnic groups i.e. the Naga and the Kuki,
where numerous tribal communities and sub-
communities belong to either one of these ethnic
groups (Kipgen 2018). Although, both the Naga and
the Kuki are categorized as tribal, they are not a
homogenous group as they differ from one another
in terms of their political organization and have
their own indigenous village governance system.
However, uniform legislative Acts of the state have
been applied in the hill areas that precluded their
existing traditional authority structures. Because of
this, the tribal communities as a whole shared a
common ordeal and faced the -challenges of
integrating their existing traditional authorities
within the framework of the modern state.

Unlike the other tribes of Northeast India, the
tribal of Manipur are not covered under the
provision of the ‘Sixth Scheduled’ of the Indian
constitution. Instead, the Village Authority Act of
1956 is applied in providing the legal framework
for the administration of village governance, while
the Manipur District Council Act of 1971 is
enforced for the constitution of the Autonomous
District Council in the tribal hill areas. These
formal laws provide the legal framework for
constituting democratic political institutions in the
tribal hill areas. But the tribal viewed these existing
legal Acts lacks real autonomy, and they have been
demanding the extension of the Sixth Schedule in
the tribal hill areas.

In the context of the Tangkhul Naga, as the result
of opposition, the application of such legal Acts in
the village governance system had remained elusive
in actual practice, while the structure and
administrative functions continue to be largely
dominated by traditional authority relations.
However, in recent the decade, an interesting
political development at the village level is also
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emerging for the reformation of their traditional
authority structures by the local people themselves.
Understanding this political formation process is
one of the main aims of the study.

IL.METHODOLOGY AND DATA COLLECTION
TECHNIQUES

The exploration and examination of the Tangkhul
Naga society are framed within the stance of
interpretivism, in which the approach to
understanding the political formation process is
analysed by interpreting the social world through
the lens of the local people (Bryman 2008:15-17).
An ethnographic inquiry was carried out using
qualitative research methods of in-depth interviews,
group discussions, and participant observation. The
fieldwork for this study was conducted from 2018
to 2020 in four villages (Chingai, Challou, Punge,
and Langli) of the Ukhrul district, Manipur. The
sites of fieldwork were selected based on the
traditional regional division of the communitylwith
a view of a representation of each region, and the
responses of different villages to democratic
principles and formal laws of the state. To
understand the contemporary village political
organization and the continuity of traditional
authority in the Tangkhul Naga society, four group
discussions and 82 face-to-face in-depth interviews
were carried out, and also participated in two
‘Khashim Kazip’ (Village Assembly meeting).

III. TRADITIONAL AUTHORITY STRUCTURE OF
THE TANGKHUL NAGA

The Tangkhul Nagas is one of the Naga ethnic
groups residing in the contiguous frontier of North
East India and the North-western region of
Myanmar. The Tangkhul Nagas is one of the
recognized Scheduled tribes predominantly residing
in the Ukhrul district of Manipur, India, constituting

"The pre-colonial Tangkhul Naga homeland was divided into
eight regions namely Raphei, Somra, Rem-Khunyang,
Vaikhang, Kamo, Kharao, Kathur, Kharaorui (Shimray
2004:34).
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up to 97 percent of the total district population2.
Apart from the Ukhrul district of Manipur, the
Tangkhul Naga villages are found in other districts
of Senapati and Thoubal of Manipur. They are also
spread across the border in Myanmar, particularly
in the Somra Tract (Vashum 2014).

In the discourse of tribal polity, traditional
authority is often understood synonymously with
the institution of chieftainship (Shimray, 2001). The
institution of chieftainship is premised on the
centrality of the chief in the village governance
system, in which the power and authority relations
are intricately linked to the land ownership rights.
Among the tribes of Manipur, the traditional
authority structure varies from one tribal society to
another with their own indigenous system of village
governance. Each of these tribal communities
operates according to its own traditional and
customary laws. In general, the Kuki and Naga
societies differ in terms of power and authority
relations. For the Kuki society, the chief of the
village owns the land and assumes absolute
authority in the village governance, while in the
case of Naga society, the chief occupies a vital
position but he doesn’t own the village land and has
no absolute authority in the village governance
(Kipgen 2018; Horam, 2016).

In the context of the Tangkhul Naga society, clan
relations’ constitute the primary basis of power and
authority relations in the village, and the application
of the notion of chieftainship as the central force to
the understanding of traditional authority doesn’t
exactly mirror the traditional authority structure of
the village. Here, traditional authority refers to the
traditional village council locally known as Hanga-
shim. The constitution of Hanga-shim can be
understood in terms of clan relations, as the

2 Ukhrul district has a population of 183,998 according to the
Census report of 2011, Government of India.

? The clan relations in Tangkhul Naga society reflect the
notion of the segmental dimension of political organization.
Sahlins employed the concept of ‘segmentary system’ to
describe the socio-political organization of the tribal societies,
in which a small unit of the household is joined to form a
larger unit of lineage through levels of incorporation (Sahlins,
1968).
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members of the Hanga-shim are the representatives
of each clan in the village.

The Institution of Hanga-shim

The institution of Hanga-shim is the principal
political organization of the Tangkhul Naga society
since the ancient past. The term Hanga-shim is a
combination of two words Hanga (meaning clan-
head representative) and shim (meaning house), and
it literally means the ‘house of clan head
representatives’. The Hanga-Shim is also often
interpreted and understood synonymously with the
traditional Village Council and Village Court.

The structure and power relations of the
institution of Hanga-shim can be understood in
terms of clan relations. Prior to the colonial
encounter, there existed no centralized political
administration of the state but each village
functioned as an autonomous political unit (Mills
1922:96; Horam 2016:77-78). The territorial space
of the village in which they inhabit manifested the
basis of village autonomy and identity. Each village
as a political unit has a defined territorial boundary
that separates one from the other. The territorial
boundaries or jurisdictions between villages were
typically demarcated by natural landscapes such as
rivers, rocks, ridges, trees, etc. based on the oral
traditions (Peter 2004:2).

Inasmuch as the village territory is the basis of
village autonomy and identity, each clan in the
village also possesses their own demarcated
forestland inside the village territorial space. The
possession of clan’s land within the village
territorial space provides the basis of their
respective clan’s identity in the village. In past, the
geographic settlement pattern in a village was
organized in terms of the clan-based arrangement,
where respective clans occupied a specific locality
called ‘Tang’. Horam remarked on the significance
of Tang as the “miniature villages within a village”
(Horam 2016:73). The demarcation of the boundary
between Tang went to the extent of erecting
wooden walls and gates to separate one clan from
another within the village. In this sense, the
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possession of the respective clan’s land in the
village is intricately linked to the identity of the
clans in the village, which also reflect the basis of
power and authority relations in the constitution of
the Hanga-shim or traditional authority in the
villages.

The strength of the Hanga-shim varies from
village to village and its strength ie. the
constituting members of Hanga-shim is determined
by the prevalence of clan in the village. Generally, a
village of the Tangkhul Naga is composed of seven
to ten clans (Angkang 1999:86). Each clan, with
each representative, constitutes the Hanga-shim in
every village. The chief of the village, locally
known as ‘Awunga’ is the head of the Hanga-shim,
and the clan heads, locally known as ‘Shangkharar’
are its members. It is also to note that the chief of
the village is also the head of one of the clans in the
village. The position of the chief and clan heads is
permanent and hereditary in nature. However, in the
case of clan heads, the position of the clan head in
the Hanga-shim is also represented by one of their
clan elders in his place from time to time, but with
the consent of the clan head and his clansmen
(Luikham 2013:131-132). Conventionally, each
clan has one representative, but sometimes there are
two or more representatives from a clan in relation
to the size of the clan population in the village, in a
manner that a clan with a larger population in the
village has more than one representative. The idea
of membership and identity of a person or a family
is only identified on the ground of their clan
affiliation®. Thus, the representation in the Hanga-
shim is possible only through the channel of the

4Membership of a person is primarily determined by birth,
while at the same time, a person can acquire membership of
family and clan through the ritual of ‘Shangzan kakhui’. The
process of acquiring membership required the approval of the
clan’s head and clansmen. This ritual of Shangzan kakhui
entails the killing of four-legged animals (pig or buffalo),
where meats are cooked in one pot and shared as a symbol of
brotherhood, and the act of ‘oath of loyalty’ to the family and
clan is pledged in presence of all the clansmen. A person who
acquired membership through the ritual of shangzan kakhui is
considered as ‘paisho’ meaning the youngest member of the
clan.
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clan, and the clan that is not customarily recognized
in the village cannot claim or become a member or
representative in the village Hanga-shim. In this
manner, because of clan power relations, the chief
can neither nominate nor remove any clan
representative under any circumstances.

Traditionally, the Hanga-shim functions as the
highest decision-making body of the village, and
the members of the Hanga-shim are endowed with
power and authority to regulate the administration
of the village under the application of customary
laws and practices. Unlike the modern state
structure, the village political organization has no
systematic separation of power as the judiciary,
executive, and legislature, but the village
administration locally known as ‘mawungphun’ are
placed under the authority of Hanga-shim. The
mawunphun of the village includes all the concerns
of the village, ranging from maintaining customary
laws and social orders, civil and criminal trials, land
disputes, imposing fines and punishments, religious
affairs, and overseeing village territory among
others.

Tradition and custom are used to legitimate the
political authority of the Hanga-shim. The belief in
the legitimacy of Hanga-shim by the people is not a
mere product of the prescriptive force of
traditionalism, but it also entails the notion of
identity assertion that is linked to the clan’s identity.
The position and title of the chief and the clan
heads that constitute the Hanga-shim are
legitimized through oral traditions and the myths of
origin and migration of their clan, with the belief
that they are the direct descendants of the founding
ancestors of their respective clans’. In relation to

5According to the oral tradition, their ancestors founded and
established the villages after performing religious ceremonial
rites. One of the particular religious’ ceremonial rites was the
“fire lighting rite’ for consecrating the village land. This fire
lighting rite involves the spilling of sacrificed animal blood on
the new land followed by the lighting of the first fire in the
new land. The lighting of the first fire symbolizes the birth of
new life and a new beginning. It is believed that each clan was
led by its own clan leader, and among these clan leaders, the
one who performed the rites of ‘fire lighting’ become the chief
of the village. (Shangrei 2014: 97; Shimray 2001: 61).
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this belief, the title of the chief and clan heads is
treated as sacrosanct and historical. Thus, the
inherited title and position become a symbol of
authority and also the basis of legitimacy.

IV. Implications of Formal Laws in the
Tangkhul Naga Village Governance

The introduction of the formal laws in the hills
(tribal areas) of Manipur began after the British
annexed Manipur in 1891. The tribal areas were
also brought under the British colonial
administration, however, a separate administrative
unit between the valleys and the hills was
maintained. The hill areas came under the
administration of the British crown through the
President of Manipur State Durbar, who was a
British ICS officer. Whereas, the valley areas were
under the control of the Manipur maharaja, who
claimed absolute ownership of land and collected
land revenue within his territory i.e. in the valley. It
was during this colonial period the British for the
first time introduced formal laws in the hill areas of
Manipur. The Chin Hills Regulation (CHR) of 1896
was applied and the house tax of rupees 3 was
imposed in the hill areas (Shimray 2009:91).
Through this regulation, for the first time, the
process of centralization and bureaucratization of
administration in the village governance system
began. The chiefs of different villages were given
the title ‘headman’ and they were assigned to assist
the District Commissioner as the auxiliary agents
(Shangrei 2014:101). At that period of time, the
people did not understand the legal implication, but
at the same time, the chiefs were empowered with
the role of bureaucratic position within their
respective village jurisdiction to collect house tax
and to maintain the internal affairs on behalf of the
British.

In the course of the colonial period, the village
administration to a great extent was allowed to
function according to their customary laws and
traditional practices in their respective villages as
long as they paid their house taxes (Fernandes &
Borgohain 2017). However, the introduction of
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bureaucratic relations in village governance gave
way to the institutionalization of chieftainship. This
has impacted the existing traditional authority
relations, particularly in the Tangkhul Naga villages.
The legal empowerment of the chief in villages by
the British also marked the evolution of the village
chief as dominating figure in the power relations, as
against the existing traditional authority structure.
In fact, this colonial administrative policy had
impacted the balance of power relations between
the chief and the clan heads that constitute the
Hanga-shim in the Tangkhul Naga villages.

In the post-independent period, with the policy of
integrating a democratic framework in the tribal hill
areas, the parliamentary Act known as the Manipur
(Village Authorities in Hill Areas) Act, 1956 was
passed and was implemented in 1957. This Act
legally provides the provision for the constituting
‘Village Authority’ (VA) in every village in the hill
areas, and also introduced the provision for election
of the members of the VA based on adult franchise
for the first time, while making the chief of the
village as the ex-officio chairman of the VA. The
Act was introduced with the objective to
accommodate traditional authority in the VA
structure by recognizing the position and authority
of the chief in the village while providing
democratic space for the election of its members.

However, in the case of Tangkhul Naga society,
the constitution of VA posed a structural conflict
with the existing institution of Hanga-shim.
Recognizing only the village chief and not
recognizing the clan heads in the making of VA not
only undermines the clan’s power and authority
relations but also disintegrates the structural
relations of clans that constitute the Hanga-shim.
Because of this, in actual practice, the framework of
VA remains largely elusive in the villages. The
reality is that besides the use of the term ‘Village
Authority’ instead of Hanga-shim in the official
transections and paper works the structure and
composition of Hanga-shim under the guise of VA
continues to persist. In fact, the composition of the
so-called VA in the village is still constituted by the
traditional authority structure of the clan’s

ISSN : 2581-7175

©IJSRED: All Rights are Reserved

Page 871



representatives that is headed by the chief of the
village as against the provision of the Act i.e. to
elect the members of the VA.

Again, in 1967 another Act was passed called the
‘Manipur Hill Areas (Acquisition of Chief’s rights)
Act’, which attempts to abolish the institution of
chieftainship in the hill areas. This Act authorized
the state to acquire the rights, title, and interest of
the chief in relation to land rights by paying
compensation (Sanga 2012). The Act though passed
could not be implemented because of the strong
objection of the chiefs and the Hill Areas
Committee (HAC)®.

Further, a two-tier system was also brought in
with the parliamentary legislation called the
‘Manipur (Hill Areas) District Council Act’ of 1971
for the creation of six Autonomous District
Councils (ADC) in the tribal areas (Kshetri 2006).
Although this Act is beyond scope of traditional
authority and legitimacy at the village level, it is
necessary to note the ongoing struggle of the tribal
in the larger context, at the district and state levels.
This provision for District Council has been a
source of political conflicts. The tribal have been
opposing the District Councils since its inception,
but despite the oppositions, it came into effect in
1973. The District Council under this Act lacks real
executive, legislative and financial power. The
district administration exercises supreme control
over the District Council in such a manner that the
District Councils have to submit any proposal such
as framing of rules and regulations, bye-laws,
developmental work, or any executive or judicial
matters to the district administration for approval.
Again, the district council does not possess the

%In the exercise of powers conferred by Article 371(c) of the
constitution of India, the then-president V.V. Giri through the
Presidential order of 1972 provides the provision for the
constitution of the ‘Hill Area Committee’ (HAC) in the
Legislative Assembly of the State of Manipur. The HAC is
empowered to protect and safeguard the rights and interests of
the Hill people i.e. the tribal of Manipur, and the Governor is
entrusted with special responsibility to ensure the functioning
of the HAC (The Manipur Legislative Assembly (Hill Area
Committee) Order, 1972
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financial, administrative, and functional powers of
effective local self-government (Bhatia 2010).

While in the Sixth Schedule, the Autonomous
Councils are empowered with degree of legislative,
judicial, and executive power (Kshetri 2006), and
Autonomous councils are empowered to recognize
or established local or village level bodies of self-
governance of different forms, which may be of
traditional or legal-rational authority structure
(Burman 2006). As the provision of the Manipur
District Council Act lacks autonomy and traditional
space for self-management, the tribal had been
demanding the extension of the Sixth Scheduled in
the tribal areas of Manipur for decades. Because of
this demand, the tribal boycotted the District
Council election for over two decades from 1989 to
2008. In 2008, the ‘Manipur (Hill Areas) District
Councils’ (Third Amendment) Act’ was passed in
the State Legislative Assembly. And the fresh
election was carried out in 2010, despite the
opposition from the tribal on grounds of ‘procedural
lapses’ and ‘irregularities’ (Bhatia 2010).

The case for the extension of the Sixth Scheduled
has been forwarded by several high-level
government committees in the tribal hill areas of
Manipur. For instance, the National Commission
for Reviewing of the Indian Constitution in its
report submitted in March 2002 recommended for
extension of the Sixth Schedule. But the
Government of Manipur continues to delay the
extension of the Sixth Schedule in the tribal areas
on grounds of ‘local adjustments’ and ‘amendments’
(Bhatia 2010).

Again, in August 2021 the HAC has proposed a
new bill, the Manipur (Hill Areas) Autonomous
District Council Bill, 2021 bill against the existing
the Manipur (Hill Areas) District Council Act, 1971
to provide more autonomy to the HAC and
Autonomous District Councils with regards to the
administration and Management of the hill areas.
But this new proposed bill has become another
source of political contention between the tribal and
the state, and the bill is yet to be tabled in the State
Legislative Assembly. While the election of the
District council is put on hold once again. All this

ISSN : 2581-7175

©IJSRED: All Rights are Reserved

Page 872



ongoing struggle, contestation, and conflict has
only curtailed and hampered the overall economic
development in the tribal hill areas.

Contesting Legitimacy

In the eye of the State, the state itself is the
source of a repository of power and authority
possessing all the rights to exercise supreme
authority within its territorial space (Ray 1996).
The apparatus of State authority is based on the
bureaucratic principle of legally established norms
where the command of power and authority has to
be devolved from the top to bottom and functions
on the framework of impersonal relations. In
relation to this, the State with its legislative power
has introduced and enacted formal laws to
constitute the legal-rational authority in the tribal
areas of Manipur. The State government at its
disposal has employed means of economic,
monetary resources as well as coercion, which
Michel Foucault calls “governmentality” to
institutionalize them into governable subjects (Li
2007). These formal laws, the Manipur (Village
Authorities in Hill Areas) Act, 1956, and the
Manipur Hill Areas (Acquisition of Chief’s rights)
Act, 1967 have been passed to regulate the
administration of the village without providing
autonomy and traditional space in the tribal areas of
Manipur.

In this manner, the state exercises its powers by
introducing formal laws as opposed to that of the
existing traditional authorities. But such exercise of
power has not necessarily resulted in the
institutionalization of the state authority or
precluded the existence of traditional authorities in
the villages. The persistence and continuity of the
socially sanctioned traditional authority against the
legally sanctioned authority of the state remain an
opposing force in the village governance system.
The fundamental question lies in the notion of
legitimacy. With different legitimizing sources of
authority, the legitimacy of legal-rational authority
and traditional authority draws its validation from
different sources (Ray 1996). The sources of
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legitimacy in traditional authority rest in the
sanctity and embodiment of traditional customs and
values that have been passed down from one
generation to the next. Whereas in the case of state
authority, the legitimacy of authority rests on the
idea of legality of the established rules that is
modeled on a bureaucratic administrative structure
(Weber 1978).

Further, linked up with identity politics, the
people viewed the apparatus of the formal laws as a
mechanism of external force that is imposed to
undermine their traditional institutions which they
believe would relegate the rights of the hereditary
offices, and they feared that the disintegration of the
traditional authority structure will eventually reduce
their village autonomy, land rights, and their
identity. They also considered the Village Authority
Act as the projection of the dominant culture of
Meitei’ that is imposed upon them by deliberately
ignoring the existing traditional customs and
practices of the people. Because of these, the
Tangkhul Naga have been resisting the existing
Acts and their implementation. The Tangkhul Naga
Long (TNL), the apex body of the Tangkhul Naga,
has opposed and categorically rejected this Village
Authority Act in the Tangkhul Naga villages
terming it as anti-tribal and outdated Act. The
Tangkhul Naga Wungnao Long (The Tangkhul
Naga Headmen Association)® has also opposed to
this Act as well.

Since the introduction of the Village Authority
Act of 1956 and to this day, the extent of the
Village Authority Act had remained elusive in
actual application and practice at the village level.
But from within, with the penetration of democratic
principles, the Tangkhul Naga society is undergoing
the process of democratization of traditional
authority in recent couple of decades.

7 For instance, section 3 (56) of the Village Authority Act
imposed the use of Manipuri language in the proceeding of the
village court.

8Tangkhul Naga Wungnao Long, Office Memoranda, 2019.
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V.The Internal Struggle for Political Space in
the Tangkhul Naga Village Polity

This section examines the internal struggle in the
Tangkhul Naga villages for the democratization of
traditional institutions. The modern forces that have
entered the society through various agencies on one
hand and the continuity of traditional institutions on
the other hand have become a contentious issue,
particularly in the governance system of the village.

Since the colonial encounter, the society has
undergone tremendous changes and modifications
in various dimensions of their traditional
institutions. The dynamic of the political
development in the villages can be attributed to
various factors. Besides, the introduction of formal
laws of the state, there is also a link between the
degree of “political development and the size of the
population” (Evans-Pritchard and Fortes 2005: 7).
The apparatus of the Hanga-shim appears to be only
operational for a small-scale and illiterate
population that functions majorly on interpersonal
relations based on traditional customs and values.
However, with an increasing population of the
village and the diffusion of modern values of
democratic principle, monetary economy, and
education various new roles and functions have
entered the society in which the customary law and
traditional wisdom are unable to accommodate the
larger population and provide greater rationale or
expertise on legal or technical domains in the
prospects of village social organization such as
development, infrastructure, education, health, and
the likes.

As such, in the process of accommodating the
increasing population and modern values, the
Hanga-shim has become ineffective in running the
village administration. Firstly, the issue emerges at
the structural level where the Hanga-shim
accommodates only the chief and the clan elders of
the village in the power and authority relations.
Traditionally, the extension of political rights is not
inclusive to all the adult members of the village, as
it excludes and denies any political rights to
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unmarried men’. Secondly, there is also a lack of
congruence between ‘traditional or tribal ideals of
leadership’ and ‘the actual behaviour of leaders’
(Bee 1999). The dominance of the chief in the
decision-making process that is coupled up with the
rampant corruption and mismanagement of
government funds in the name of Hanga-shim
emerged as the major source of contention in
almost all the Tangkhul Naga villages.

Although people’s belief in the legitimacy of
Hanga-shim has not necessarily been degenerated
in the sense that the title and position (chief and the
clan heads) still remain intact and valid, however,
beyond the bearing of tradition, there is also a
growing concern about the scope and function of
the Hanga-shim. Given the ineffectiveness of the
Hanga-shim in relation to its structure, and the
incongruence of ideal qualities of the traditional
leaders and their actual behavior, the need for
reforming the Hanga-shim also emerged along the
way. The process of reformation started, more
specifically in the last couple of decades with the
emergence of the institution of Khashim (Village
Assembly) and this institutionalization of Khashim
has also led to the evolution of dual administration
that integrate tradition and democracy in the village
governance system.

Institution of Khashim (Village Assembly)

The institutionalization of Khashim in Tangkhul
Naga villages has provided a democratic space for
the villagers to participate in the decision-making
process. The term Khashim is a combination of two
words ie. Kha (meaning village) and shim
(meaning house) and literally means the ‘house of
the village’. In the past, the institution of Khashim

9Traditionally, the parameter of maturity (and responsibility)
in the Tangkhul Naga society was measured (equated) in
terms of one’s marital status. Customarily, the political space
is limited only to a married man in the village as they believe
that “Marriage is a sign of maturity” and thus, only a married
man can enjoy the political rights and can become a member
of the Hanga-shim village, or can have a political voice in the
village (Shimray, A.S.W., 2011, p.163).
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has a vague connotation as it existed on a blurred
borderline with the institution of Hanga-shim,
where the Hanga-shim itself encompassed the
institution of Khashim in terms of its organization
and functions. However, in contemporary time the
village Khashim also known as Village Assembly
has been institutionalized in every village, and it
serves as the highest decision-making body or
legislative body in the village.

During fieldwork, it is observed that the
institutionalization of Khashim has laid the
foundation for the democratization of traditional
authority. It is through the institution of Khashim
that the village power and authority relations that
had been limited only to the chief, clan heads, and
elders under the institution of Hanga-shim has been
widened, in a way that the political rights have been
extended to all the adult males. Adult males of 18
years and above are deemed as a member of the
Khashim and are entitled with equal political rights
to participate in the Khashim Kazip (Village
Assembly meeting) of the village. All the members
of the Khashim have equal rights and voices in the
decision-making processm.

Generally, there are two general Khashim Kazip
annually; Yearly Assembly and Half-Yearly
Assembly. Apart from these, an emergency village
meeting is also called from time to time when
certain issues or problems arise in the village. The
office-bearers of the Khashim consist of Speaker,
Deputy Speaker, Secretary, and Joint Secretary.
And they are duly elected by the members of the
Khashim. This democratic principle in electing the
office-bearers of Khashim has not only provided the
sense of exercising their political rights in the
village political space but also made them active
agents in the decision-making process. Given the
equal platform, any member can raise any concerns
and issues of the village, or any member can submit

' The researcher participated in the Khashim Kazip at
Chingai village on the 30™ and 31* of December, 2019. This
Khashim kazip was a special Assembly meeting for the
approval of village riyan (constitution). The articles of the
riyan were read line by line by the Speaker of Khashim, which
was followed by discussion and debate.
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an agenda to the Speaker for discussion and debate.
While the decision and resolution on any matter are
passed by following a simple majority rule system,
and typically, members of the Khashim raised their
hand to see the majority in passing any form of
resolution. Generally, the discussion and debates
revolve around the issues of village development,
community land, forest usage and social issues
relating to alcohol and drugs.

Further, the institutionalization of Khashim has
strengthen the village political organizational
structure into systematic and formal relations, and
has served as the springboard for laying down
village Riyan and encoding Shiyan-Chikan''. The
democratization of traditional institutions is
evidently manifested in the Riyan of different
villages in which traditions and democratic ideals
are integrated, in a manner that the framework of
the Riyan entails the idea of dual administration in
the village governancelz.

Integration of Tradition and Democracy

As discussed in the above section, the institution
of Hanga-shim is the principal political
organization in Tangkhul Naga society since the
ancient past, but in the last couple of decades, the
society has witnessed certain changes in the village
polity. The interface of tradition and democracy has
opened up a wider political space that is paving way
for the democratization of the traditional authority
structure of the society. With the institutionalization
of Khashim, the rigid structure of Hanga-shim has
been broken down. The extension of the political
rights to the adult male in the village creates a new
space for political discussion and reformation. The
aim of building a more effective village governance

"' The village riyans is the constitution of the village where it
defines the composition and administrative structure of the
village, its distribution of power and authority, and its
membership among others, while the Shiyan-Chikan is the
customary laws and practices of the village.

"2 The idea and the provision of dual administration can be
seen in the Riyan of Chingai village, Somdal village, Marem
village, Kalhang village etc.
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system that accommodates both tradition and
democracy emerged as the core basis of the
reformation process. Although this reformation
process is not without friction among the people
themselves particularly in defining the extent of
authority and function of Hanga-shim.

During the fieldwork, many of the respondents
expressed their concern over the administration of
the Hanga-shim in overseeing and implementing
various government-led development programs,
schemes, and projects in the village. The people
particularly the educated and the younger
generation are in favor of constituting a separate
administrative body, particularly for village
economic development. They are of the view that
the scope of the Hanga-shim is limited and
exclusive, in the sense that it does not accommodate
every adult male and also the drives of democratic
institutions and values. It is interesting to note that
most of the respondents uphold the sanctity of
tradition and define the function of Hanga-shim in
its customary and traditional relations, but at the
same time they are also viewed that Hanga-shim
should not extend beyond the domain of traditions.

In the studied villages, the village polity is
characterized by the integration of democratic
principles in the traditional authority structure. The
beginning process for the accommodation of
democratic principles in traditions is not without
frictions in the villages. Although the deterioration
of the Hanga-shim has begun since the colonial
encounter, the major eruption of internal conflict
against the Hanga-shim began in the early 2000s
when the government of India launched a scheme
called ‘Mahatma Gandhi National Rural
Employment Guarantee Act’ (MGNREGA)'" in the
villages and rural areas of India. During this period,
these villages witness widespread discontent against

" In 2005 the Government of India passed National Rural
Employment Guarantee Act (now renamed as the ‘Mahatma
Gandhi National Rural Employment Guarantee Act’ or
‘MGNREGA’) which was launched in 2006. Under this Act,
100 days of wage employment is guaranteed to secure the
livelihood of rural people.
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the Hanga-shim on account of transparency and
accountability in implementing and utilizing the
scheme. The Hanga-shim at the village level while
implementing the scheme, corruption and
misappropriation of MGNREGS scheme become
rampant. Because of this ineffectiveness and lack of
inefficiency in overseeing the scheme and other
related resources, the villagers began to question
the institution of Hanga-shim and started to call for
reformation of Hanga-shim.

However, the reformation process also resulted in
internal conflict among the people in the initial
period. The village communities were divided into
two social groups, one group that wish to maintain
the status quo of Hanga-shim and the other that
strive to reform the Hanga-shim. In this internal
struggle, the elements of kinship and clan relation
became a strong force in the mobilization process.

The initiation for the reformation of Hanga-shim
was particularly for economic development and
equitable distribution of economic resources, but in
the process it became a clash of families and clans.
However, in the course of time, the Hanga-shim
was reformed by defining its scope and extent of
authority and at the same time, a new body was also
created for overseeing economic development in
the village. This development can be viewed as the
evolution of dual administration in the village
governance system. Here, the idea of dual
administration in the village polity entails the
arrangement and separation of power and authority
between the existing traditional authority of
‘Hanga-shim’ and the newly created body known as
the ‘Village Development Council’ (VDC). Under
this system, the powers and functions are shared
among these bodies. The framework of the VDC
embodied democratic ideals where its chairman and
members are duly elected based on adult suffrage.
The structure of the VDC consists of a chairman,
secretary, and executive members. Its main function
is to oversee the economic development and
projects of the village. On the other hand, the
Hanga-shim continues to exist side by side with the
chief of the village as the head and the
representative of the clan as the members. While
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continuing to serve vital roles in the customary
domains of land and forest rights, the justice system
(customary village court), cultural festivals, and
safeguarding customary laws.

The system of dual village administration is an
interesting development in contemporary times. At
this point, it is not certain, and too early to examine
the efficiency, effectiveness, and stability of this
dual administration in the village. But this pattern
of political formation process can be viewed as the
integration of traditional authority and legal-rational
authority, where its powers and authority are shared
and separated accordingly that accommodate both
the aspects of tradition and democratic ideals in the
village governance system of the Tangkhul Naga
society.

VI. CONCLUSIONS

This article has examined how the political
formation process in Tangkhul Naga society in
Manipur is ensnared within the political fabric of
contested legitimacy of traditional authority against
the State legal-rational authority framework on one
hand, and the development of a legal form of legal-
rational authority based on the democratic principle
from within on the other hand. The study has
argued that the source of legitimacy of traditional
authority and legal-rational authority of the state
draws its validation from different sources, and the
legitimacy of traditional authority in the Tangkhul
Naga society continues to remain central because of
the belief of the people in traditional authority as
the legitimate authority. The contestation in the
legitimacy of authority and the struggle for internal
autonomy with the State and the conflict among

themselves have hampered the overall development.

Thus, it is equally important to understand the
traditional space in order to bridge the gap in power
and authority relations by decentralization and
devolution of power within certain frameworks of
socially sanctioned authority and legally sanctioned
authority that can balance the degree of autonomy
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in the village governance and the extent of state
power.

Further, in the recent couple of decades, with an
increasing population and the spread of democratic
ideals, the integration process of traditional
authority and legal-rational authority has emerged
from within. This has given rise to the evolution of
dual administration in the village governance
system. The dual administration system has opened
up a wider political space that accommodates both
tradition and modernity and has also paved the way
for the democratization of traditional institutions.
However, at this point, the democratization of
traditional institutions is unable to break the
shackles of clan’s identity and the centrality of the
clan in the power and authority relations. Because
of this, the extension of political freedom and space
to women still remains a far fetch idea in the village
polity.
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