' TRE F
eV OR &
t 'S

g

A PUBLICATION OF

THE RESEARCH CENTRE FOR EASTERN
AND NORTH EASTERN REGIONAL STUDIES, &
KOLKATA (CENERS-K)

The Calcutta Journal of Global Affairs

2
z
7
~ 3~
= &
% P
“Yoy gy W

L7

TATHAGATA SAGARPAL

AT THE CROSSROADS OF
V10LENCE: EXPLORING THE
CoNFLICT OF MANIPUR THROUGH
THE WRITINGS OF RoBIN S.
NcanGcom

Abstract

The ethnic violence of Manipur, which started in 2023, soon after the verdict of the
High Court regarding the Scheduled Tribe status of the Meiteis, has continued to
rage on. As of November 22, 2024, the conflict has claimed the lives of two hundred
and fifty-eight people, along with the displacement of approximately sixty thousand
individuals. The poems of Robin S. Ngangom reflect this tragic reality. This article
addresses Ngangom’s poetic engagement with the complex conflict breaking out
in his state, as he tries to understand what it takes to define a nation and what
purpose, if any, the violent insurgency serves. It highlights Ngangom’s criticism of
the Indian government for its heavy-handed treatment and its consistent efforts to
subjugate’ Manipur through military power. At the same time, the poet's dismay
at the insurgents who have not hesitated to shed blood even of their own people, is
also brought out. The article attempts to show how Ngangom becomes a people’s
poet, exploring their sufferings, the uncertainty of their lives, as they are caught up
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in the confrontation between the centre’ and the ‘periphery’ that continues even in
independent India. Through all of the above, Ngangom’s struggles as a poet in a
chaotic period is explored. Poets from the northeast of India are often misunderstood,
and perbaps misjudged for their frank portrayal of violence, but Ngangom challenges
this misconception. The paper examines how the violence in Ngangom’s poetry has
become a vehicle for representing his state, in contrast to the mainstream narrative’s
efforts to either misrepresent Manipur or render it invisible. His poetic consciousness
strives to create a space that can oppose the overall oppressive regime.

Keywords: Ngangom, Manipur, nation, periphery, culture, conflict, poetic voice.

Introduction

he Northeast holds a crucial position in India’s political and
social history. Comprised of seven 'sister states- Assam,
Manipur, Meghalaya, Mizoram, Nagaland, Tripura and
Arunachal Pradesh- the very nomenclature of the Northeast reflects ‘Mainland’
India’s ignorance of the region’s diverse cultural heritage and multi-ethnic social
constitution. While the geographical remoteness of the region has strengthened
the feeling of alienation, the “calculated encroachments™ on the region’s distinct
political and cultural identity has disillusioned the people. It is to be noted
that the strategic location of the region, decisive to India’s ‘Look East’ policy,
has hardened the central government’s resolve to firmly establish its authority.
Increased military presence in the area, however, has not borne desired results;
as is evident from the history of armed conflicts of the region concerned: A
significant challenge lays in traversing through the affairs of each community.
Because of the ethnic conglomeration in the Northeast, “ethnic differences
were constructed, and ethnic loyalty invoked™ to protect the interests of each
community. Coupled with it, the non-delivery of governance and political deceit
has given rise to a series of violent separatist movements.
The recent ethnic violence of Manipur, which arguably erupted after
Manipur High Court’s recommendation in 2023 to grant Scheduled Tribe status

to the Meitei community, has been the latest addition to the regions growing

1 N. Joykumar Singh, Revolutionary Movements in Manipur (New Delhi: Akansha Publishing
House, 2005), 28.

2 Robbins Burling, “Language, Ethnicity and Migration in North-Eastern India,” South Asia:
Journal of South Asian Studies 30:3 (2007): 391, https://doi.org/10.1080/00856400701714039.
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list of conflicts. Inflamed by inter-communal distrust and the allegations of
state sponsorship of the violence, the conflict has shown no sign of ever being
completely resolved. This bloody saga, however, is not a recent phenomenon. The
rumblings of discontent and the wounds of past conflicts have been captured
in the poems of the renowned Manipuri poet Robin S. Ngangom. In Manipur,
the Meiteis (sixty percent of the total population) live in the Imphal Valley
(eight percent of the total area of the state), surrounded by the hilly terrains
which are inhabited by the Nagas, the Kukis and others. In a state of such
ethnic composition, Ngangom’s writings trace the repercussions of “immense
ethnic tensions, rebellions on account of great disrespect of local identities
and aspirations, leading to/resulting in outright conflict.”” The present article
examines how his poems navigate the complex notions of “centre” and “periphery,”
thereby questioning the idea of the homeland. The roles of the state machinery
and the insurgents would remain under the purview of this article. It further
pays adequate attention to the consequences befalling the ordinary people,
resulting in ethnic cleansing and human rights horrors. In his article, “Poetry
in the Time of Terror,” Ngangom has opined that his “poetry springs from the
cruel contradictions of that land,” between the sacred world of folklore and the
quotidian violence of the present. At the juncture of a fractured social fabric,
Ngangom’s poetic voice would be of special importance, especially given the fact
that it would highlight how it becomes the means to voice out the resilience
against the oppression, to speak out the “truth” against both the misrepresentation

and blatant disregard of the plight of his people.
Margins of Conflict

In Manipur, the battles have been waged along the perceived fronts of
belongingness, encompassing the political, cultural and economic interests. The
dichotomy between the “centre” and the “periphery,” usually seen as the opposing
vanguards, is prominent in Ngangom’s poetry. For many, Manipur’s merger with
India in 1949 was felt to be under duress. This popular sentiment is reflected in

Ngangom’s poem, “August 15 2008, Northeast India.” Though the title gives the

3 Sudeep Chakravarti, The Eastern Gate: War and Peace in Nagaland, Manipur and India’s Far-East
(New Delhi: Simon & Schuster, 2022), i.

4 Robin S. Ngangom, “Poetry in the Time of Terror,” Indian Literature 49: 3 (227) (May-June
2005): 168.



EXPLORING THE CONELICT OF MANIPUR 75

impression of it, being an occasional poem of celebration, it is a critique of the
national celebration of independence. As the narrator reveals that he has also
“sewn flags on cockeyed schooldays,” such public rituals, necessary to construct
the sense of belongingness, become a participatory exercise for the children,
in envisioning for the first time, the idea of the nation. Yet, the narrator also
reveals a sense of discomfort: “Having lost my independence / How could I
celebrate it The day of Indian independence also brings to mind the loss of
independence of the princely state of Manipur. In 1949, the Indian government
stationed the military in the adjacent areas of the ‘Red land’ where Maharaja
Budhachandra Singh lived and stopped all communication between ‘Red land’
and other places, leaving the Maharaja with no other alternative than to sign
the agreement of merger.” The poem then urges readers to ponder what really
changed from the situation under British rule to being subjected to the rule of
the Indian government. It implies how the democratically elected government of
the independent nation betrayed the faith of the people, continuing the colonial
system of exploitation.

The concern for seeking identity has been a primary factor in the
battlelines being drawn across the Manipuri society. Seth Shatsang, who has
served as the President of All Naga Students” Association, Manipur from 2013
to 2018, has reiterated the sentiment: “But most of all, we need our identity, our
land, our future. That comes first.® This search for identity is evident throughout
Ngangom’s works. As the government has attempted to follow the one state, one
culture formula, it has continued with the simultaneous implementation of the
policy of colonialism that “turns to the past of the oppressed people, and distorts,
disfigures and destroys it The encouragement of cultural homogeneity in a
multicultural country, like India, is deeply problematic. In the colonial period,

the missionaries undertook the duty of “civilising” the people of this region. The

5  Ngangom, “15 August 2008, Northeast India,” last modified June 23, 2012, https://www.

poemhunter.com/poem/15-august-2008-northeast-india/.
6  Ibid.

7 N.Joykumar Singh, “Merger of Manipur into India, 1949," in History of Modern Manipur (1826-
1949), ed. Lal Dena (New Delhi: Orbit Publishers & Distributors, 1991), 188.

8  Chakravarti, The Eastern Gate, 33.

9  Frantz Fanon, The Wretched of the Earth, trans. Constance Farrington (New York: Grove Press,
1963), 211.
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poet, in “My Invented Land,” depicts similar endeavours by the “outsiders” in

contemporary time:

My people have disinterred their alphabet,
burnt down decrepit libraries

in a last puff of nationalism

even as a hairstyle of native women

have been allowed to become extinct.'°

Such actions to consciously and systematically eradicate the markers of
traditional culture, stem from the notion that the “outsiders” are better equipped
to decide the future of the Manipuri people. Each community of Manipur can
boast of its rich, distinct cultural history. But the tendency to homogenise them,
on the one hand, has fuelled identity politics; on the other hand, it has also
caused the gradual disintegration of traditional culture. In the “Poem for Joseph,”
the poet writes, “But I need a homeland / where I can recognise myself."! He
indicates that alongside the violent insurgency, the drastic change of the cultural
scenario has resulted in Manipur’s break from the past. What catches the reader’s
attention is that political identity and cultural identity are related in his poems,
exploring the notion of a nation’s territorial integrity. While boundaries make a
nation “limited,”? this space is also a cultural construct, marked by the collective
sharing of images and experiences. Ngangom observes, “My homeland has no
boundaries. / At cockcrow one day it found itself / inside a country to its west.”®
Drawing of borders is an arbitrary exercise that very rarely takes into account the
interconnectedness of the relations and cultures of the local population. While
Manipur has been merged with India, the poet ponders how there could then be a
seamless transition from the independent Manipuriidentity to the Indian identity,
more so when the politically authoritative culture has put indigenous beliefs
under threat. The Torceful assimilation has compelled the people to “invent” their
land. As the history of the Indian subcontinent is marked by constant changes

10 Ngangom, “My Invented Land,” last modified June 23, 2012, https://www.poemhunter.com/

poem/my-invented-land/.

11 Ngangom, last modified November 2, 2017, https://www.poemhunter.com/poem/poem-for-
joseph/.

12 Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism
(London: Verso, 2006), 7.

13 Ngangom,“My Invented Land.”
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in the map, the poet reflects that the whole exercise is “Mischievous like a collage
of brawling painters."* With both the government and the militants laying claim
to the land of Manipur, the outcomes are state oppression and counter-violence,
jeopardising the lives of the ordinary people.

Ngangom remains highly critical of the state’s heavy-handed approach
to Manipur’s delicate situation. Without taking into consideration the interests
of different communities, the government has tried to establish its authority
through militarisation. Besides showing the modus operandi of the ideological
state apparatus in the form of cultural imposition, the poet offers a glimpse of the
activities of the repressive state apparatuses in the form of the army, paramilitary
forces that have indulged in extra-judicial killings, human rights violations etc. In
“The Strange Affair of Robin Ngangom,” the poet notes: “For the trucks carrying
/ the appliances of death and devastation, / for the eager rescuer in his armoured
car/”® As the national leaders keep on harping about the rhetoric of unity in
diversity, to make “the borders irrelevant,” the poet exposes a sinister underbelly:
“But then military factories would close™® The nationalist discourse, which
takes pride in the strengthening of the military, is profitable to those engaged
in the manufacturing and selling of the defence products. Borders have always
been domains of contests, with local, national and international powers vying
for power and control. While warmongering is here associated with maintaining
the territorial integrity of the nation-state, the poet vents his anger against the
government for turning his state into a battle zone, a far cry from his unblemished
homeland. The repressive policies of the government also come to the fore when
people discover that “a law has been enacted for them / which finds all of them
culpable for shaming the nation.”” The colonial sedition laws enacted to suppress
the resistance movements have become a legacy of the Indian government as well.
The nation becomes an abstract identity whose values bulldoze over the values
of its own people. As the poet writes, After 50 years of discrimination,”® it pours
out the anger of the people at the big brother attitude of the government. The fifty

14 Ngangom,“15 August 2008

15 Ngangom, “The Strange Affair of Robin S. Ngangom,” https://guidingliterature.com/wp-
content/uploads/2021/05/the-strange-affair-of-Robin-Ngangom.pdf.

16 Ngangom,“15 August 2008
17 Ibid.
18  Ibid.
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years of independence have become equivalent to the fifty years of enslavement
for many people occupying the same position as the poet. His use of the word
“festering”’ is ironic. While the government and the mainstream media paint
the region as “disturbed areas,” instilling in the minds of the public the need for
the implementation of the draconian laws, the poet implies that rather than the
“periphery,” the discrimination itself is festering. A question, then, is bound to
surface: can the government be fully absolved of its stake in the ongoing conflict?

As the poet paints a ruined image of his state, he does not take a partisan
view. Inter-ethnic clashes in the North East are “worse than any of the bloody
clashes in the rest of the country in terms of brutality, heavy toll on innocent
human lives, properties, and span of conflicts."”’ In "August 15 2008,” Ngangom
refers to the cycle of violence: “The periphery can kill too,””" criticising the
separatist movements arising out of his own region. What becomes troubling
is that even certain communities of Manipur, like the Kukis, have been accused
of not being indigenous to the region. Similar animosity is noticeable among the
Meiteis and the Nagas who, with the perception that the Meiteis have sidelined
them, have taken up arms for the demand of the ‘Greater Nagalim. The division
of the “centre” and the “periphery” has not only been between the state and the
country, as similar chasms have oozed between different communities within the
state too. The result has been the conflict among different militant groups, each
backed by a particular community, fighting for political and economic leverage. In

“Poem for Joseph,” the poet writes:

You said, you didn't regret
how ethnic cleansers had palmed
your newly-built home off on a people

well on their trail back to pure blood.”

Here, alongside the army, the militants are also held culpable for a series
of retaliatory incidents of violence in Manipur. The bitter reality is exposed by
the poet:

19  Ibid.

20 SR Tohring, Violence and Identity in North-East India: Naga- Kuki Conflict (New Delhi: Mittal
Publications, 2010), xi.

21 Ngangom,“15 August 2008/

22 Ngangom,“Poem for Joseph.
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And then deal cards on the peace table
Or hoist a nation’s flag in driving rain
On the continuum of farce

It doesn't matter if we're moving forward or backwards.”

It evokes the image of both the government and the insurgent groups
sitting through endless rounds of negotiations, discussions, and card dealing, as
if the whole process were merely a petty gambling game. In this regard, the words
of Thangkosei Haokip, the president of Kuki Inpi Manipur, are particularly
noteworthy: “India is playing, the government is playing.** However, the same
accusation might be levelled at the militants as well. Whether one submits to
the government’s authority or gains the upper hand over it through the strategy
of political arm-twisting, like calling for the suspension of normal activity as
a mark of protest on Independence Day, it remains a political game to achieve
selfish interests. In spite of the nation being imagined as “a deep, horizontal
comradeship,”” the inequalities and exploitations persist among various social
groups. The result has been that the nations are troubled by “sub-nationalisms
within their borders - nationalisms which, naturally, dream of shedding this sub-
ness one happy day* For Ngangom, nationalism is a hollow rhetoric, a useful
tool to incite the people and lead them to the “honour” of martyrdom. A scathing
attack, therefore, is launched by him:

patriotism is admiring

the youth who fondles grenades,

patriotism is proclaiming all men are brothers
and secretly depriving my brother,

patriotism is playing the music of guns

to the child in the womb.?

Here, the poet not only indicts the nationalistic rhetoric of the

government but also the call of the separatists for the formation of their

23 Ngangom,“15 August 2008/

24  Chakravarti, The Eastern Gate, 87.
25  Anderson, Imagined Communities, 7.
26 Ibid, 3.

27 Ngangom, “The Strange Affair.”
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independent homelands. Irrespective of the group, nationalism demands the

sacrifice of its people and is used to marginalise the hapless section of society.
People’s Plight

n Ngangom’s poetry, a deep sense of empathy lies with the people who

face an uncertain future amid the chaos. Caught in the confrontation

between government forces and military insurgents, they are always
on the verge of collateral damage. To reflect upon their predicament, the poet
refers to “another anniversary of murder and disappearances.””® While the state
machineries have indulged in staged encounters, the people have also been
targets of abduction and assassination by the militants, for either belonging to a
different ethnic group or opposing their operations. When the violence has been
normalised and accepted as a part of everyday life, the poet bemoans the fact
that “My home is a gun pressed against both temples.”” He describes in graphic
detail the horror, the bloodshed that is unleashed in the name of protection of
‘homeland’: “six shot dead, twenty-five / houses razed, sixteen beheaded with
hands tied / behind their backs inside a church..””® Such a vivid portrayal of the
slaughterhouse” of Manipur reflects Ngangom’s anguish and rage at the inter-
ethnic conflicts plaguing the state. The massacre possibly refers to the Zoupi
incident of 1993 when Kuki villagers had to leave before the ultimatum of quitting
the land. Yet, they were intercepted. At first, ninety Kuki men were hacked to
death. The same fate awaited the thirteen minors who were all male and below
the age of five. The Naga-Kuki conflict is symptomatic of the volatile ethnic
situation of Manipur. While governments form one committee after another, the
problems keep brewing, and fissures continue to grow deep and wide within the
borders, destabilising the political and administrative units. As the government
remains a ‘silent spectator,”" the ordinary citizens find no respite. The land that

is mirrored here can only be conceived in a nightmare. Manipur’s portrayal of

28 Ngangom,“15 August 2008,
29 Ngangom,“My Invented Land.”

30 Ngangom, “Native Land,” last modified November 2, 2017, https://www.poemhunter.com/
poem/native-land-7/.

31 Chakravarti, The Eastern Gate, 87.
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itself as the “fabled homeland” then becomes starkly ironic, as the land can only
be embodied through violence, “the graves of youth who die in turmoil.”*?

With the secret war’ being waged against the people of the Northeast
and the militants continuing to defy the state authority, women and children
also do not remain safe from the brutality. As the villages after villages have
continued to be burnt down; even parents, for the fear of their lives, have fled,
leaving behind the children who “have crawled out of burrows / they had
gouged under hard beds.””® Sexual abuse of women for intimidation, extraction
of information and confession continues to persist. The country was shaken to
the core when the recent horrific news came of two Kuki women being paraded
naked, with the younger one allegedly being gang raped.** One cannot help but
recall the statement of Major General Patrick Cammaert, the former United
Nations force commander for the Eastern Democratic Republic of Congo: ‘it
is perhaps more dangerous to be a woman than a soldier in armed conflict.”*
While the observation reflects the masculine definition of the military with the
implication that the soldier is necessarily a male and the female is a civilian, it
nevertheless highlights the gendered nature of wartime violence. Apart from the
patriarchal inclination of dominance over women, sexual assault becomes part of
a larger strategy to demoralise and humiliate the resistant group(s), affecting the
coherent structure of families which are the bedrocks of a society and a culture.
Such an atrocity against women is penned by the poet: “And the women heavy
with seed, / their soft bodies mown down / like grain stalk during their lyric
harvests.”® Faced with the pervasiveness of dehumanisation, “ignorant women
even think that such things are part of the operation.”” The violence becomes
ingrained in the-Manipuri society, where even the private space does not remain

immune. Ngangom writes, “Although it gave me a terrible fright the other day, /

32 Ngangom, “The Strange Affair.”
33 Ngangom,“Poem for Joseph.

34  Sukrita Barua, “Woman stripped and raped in Manipur speaks: Police were with the mob,
they left us with those men,” Indian Express, July 20, 2023, accessed August 5, 2025, https://

indianexpress.com/article/india/manipur-sexual-assault-mob-video-women-police-8849995/.

35  Stacy Banwell, Gender and the Violence(s) of War and Armed Conflict: More Dangerous to Be a
Woman? (Bingley: Emerald Publishing, 2020), 1.

36 Ngangom,“Native Land”

37 'The Civil Society Coalition on Human Rights in Manipur and the UN, Manipur: Perils of War
and Womanhood (Imphal: Modern Press, 2013), 11.
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I had silenced her shame with my mouth.”® The romantic moment the poet is
sharing with the woman becomes tempered with the discordant note of violence.
Perhaps the woman in question has been a victim of state-sponsored / insurgent-
induced violence. The very act of kissing, the epitome of romance, then brings
back the trauma of sexual abuse. Manipur, which is noted for its abundance of
oral literature aided by the passage of memory across generations, now has to
live through the memory of violence. As the state fails to protect its citizens from
sexual abuses that infringe upon their rights, the poet questions the notion of the
benign nation.

An inevitable consequence of the conflict has been the displacement of
people. In the poem "August 15 2008,” Ngangom writes, “Once lebensraum has
sunk to pogroms.” The German expansionist ideology of “lebensraum,” which
became hugely popular during the Nazi regime, dictated that the racially superior
German Aryans have the right to remove the local population, deemed to be non-
Aryans, from their land and claim that territory as part of German development.
This fascist policy has been implemented in Manipur, too, by various militant
groups. According to an estimation, the Kukis have been uprooted from three
hundred and ffty villages.*” Ngangom's poem “Flight” vividly describes the
departure of people from a village to the cities in search of safety: “when they
left / they didn't carry pots or blankets / or even machetes*" Such forced
migrations have no destination. In the “dark and dingy towns,”** they will have
to sell different products to earn their livelihood. The pressure of the market
economy may also force women to be involved in prostitution. The breakdown
of rural, agrarian communities becomes the common norm in this tragic reality.
For diasporic people, there are attempts to maintain a connection with their
homeland. Ironically in Manipur, the people have become refugees in their own

1743
7

lands. Unwelcome in the “dog-eat-dog Imphal,”” the only means of connection

to their long-lost, yet much craved-for association with their peaceful days will

38 Ngangom,“15 August 2008
39  Ibid.
40 Chakravarti, The Eastern Gate, 82.

41 Ngangom, “Flight,” last modified November 2, 2017, https://www.poemhunter.com/poem/
flicht-77/.

42 Ibid.

43 Ngangom, “Poem for Joseph.”
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be through memories, some personal items like “the photographs you mourned,
/ beloved sepia of one family tree."** In this aspect too, they are dispossessed, as
during their flight, they had to abandon most of the objects collected over the
years. That is why, when their sufferings, even their existence, are denied by the
authority, it falls upon the poets to take up the mantle.

Poetic Voice

Ngangom'’s poetic consciousness is shaped by the everyday reality of
violence that has brought about the social and institutional changes in a once
peaceful Manipur. When the magical world of Manipur has been overwhelmed
by an overall oppressive sense of anxiety and fear, he cannot help but write about
the beleaguered people. As Camus has said,”.. .the nobility of our crafts will always
be represented in two commitments, difficult to maintain: the refusal to lie about
what one knows and the resistance to oppression.”” Ngangom’s poetic persona,
therefore, has to take on multiple challenges in his search for the ‘truth(s).

Ngangom faces a dilemma regarding the subject of his poetry. This is
evident in his writing, with him attempting to present himself as“a poet of earth
and space, / possibly water, but not fire."* He thinks of devoting his attention on
the natural scenic beauty of Manipur, with romantic idealism running through
his poetry. While he tries to avoid the images of “fire” that may symbolise the
violence plaguing his state, he cannot help but be sardonic. Away from the violent
clamouring of blood, he tries to“meditate brokenly on love and its players,” which
are considered to be safe topics. However, he remains an outsider of this topic
too, with his engagement with love, as a subject of poetry, becoming parasitic. As
he considers himself a “freeloader,”® his unease is conveyed as he benefits from it
without committing to any responsibility. A poet is not a conscience keeper, not
bound to anybody and anything. But can he be completely estranged from his

social and cultural milieu while he remains true to himself? Even as he tries to

44 Ibid.

45  Albert Camus, “Banquet Speech,” https://www.nobelprize.org/prizes/literature/1957/camus/
speech/.

46 Ngangom, “Last Word,” https://www.poetryinternational.com/en/poets-poems/poems/
poem/103-11793_LAST-WORD.

47 Ngangom, “15 August, 2008
48  Ibid.
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engage, he cannot give aesthetic shape to it because for him, intensely personal,
lyrical subjects fizzle in significance compared to the potentially seditious subjects
at hand. The starkly ironic, self-deprecatory tone is repeated in “Native land":

I burnt my truth with them,

and buried uneasy manhood with them.
I did mutter, on some far-oft day:
“There are limits’, but when the days
absolved the butchers, I continue to live

as if nothing happened.*

It betrays his anxiety that he too will become indifferent to the plight of
his fellow men and bow down to the pressure exerted on the artists to toe with
the official narrative, marking the emasculation of his poetic self.

Such thematic dilemma is not distinct to Ngangom, but shared by
other North Eastern poets as well. They represent “the disillusionment of the
people who constitute and represent much of the marginalised and the neglected
population, living in underdeveloped regions.”® This disgruntlement has been
reflected in Ngangom's writing: “Margins are superfluous in the big centre’s
book.”" The very use of the words like “margin” and “centre” alerts the readers
to the tempestuous relation. The Northeast states are “marginal” because they
exist on the borders of the nation and they are also rendered “marginal” in the
mainstream media and political discourse, conveying the idea that these states
are “superfluous” and can be conveniently ignored. It is a critique of the modern
nation-state of India, “the big centre” where certain states gain more visibility
than others. The apathy is all-pervasive, as even the textbooks omit the “key
histories, major historical figures, tribes, cultures, and even geographies™ of the
Northeast. The deliberate misrepresentation of Manipur by the mainstream
media is exposed as the poet observes: “This day passes between surfing for news

of the outside world, / Statistics of farmers committing suicide on the weaver

49 Ngangom,“Native Land.”

50 Saikat Guha, “Quest for Another “New Literature™: Poetic Contours of Northeast India,”
Dialogue: A Journal Devoted to Literary Appreciation 11: 1 (June 2015): 75, heeps://
dialoguejournal.com/index.php/Dialogue/article/view/186/273.

51 Ngangom,“15 August 2008.
52  Chakravarti, The Eastern Gate, ii.
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belt™ By referring to suffering in other parts of the country, the readers are
made aware that some stories gain more visibility as they are considered more
saleable by the media that do not behave in a neutral fashion. It is to be noted
that Ngangom is not jostling in a race of victimhood. Rather, he tries to establish
the fact that literature can resist such ignorance, stereotype by giving a language
to look afresh at the human characters who have been branded “savages” and
rendered to mere statistics in the official records. Contrary to the expectation to
be familiar with the “history and politics of faraway countries,”* the poet draws
a juxtaposition between the experiential familiarity with what is happening in
his part of the world and knowing via formal education. He has been emphatic
that the poets must write about the “here and now. And writing about it lends
a sense of immediacy and vividness to their poetry”” When there have been
repeated attempts to turn the local history irrelevant, satire, irony, parody become
the means through which poets are to address the grievances of the people. His
satire cuts across the unquestioning acceptance of institutional education:“T have
to take their word on faith, being so unread.” While the peripheral citizens are
expected to learn about the “centre,” it is the “centre” that is “unread” because it
does not know the reality that people in the poet's position try to articulate. As
he notes in the parentheses of “August 15, 2008": “of which I am also a guilty
part,”” his guilt is ironic. By publishing poems, he is “guilty” of giving voice to the
dissatisfied people, sowing a discordant note in the celebratory nature of August
15. With the periphery “scrawling a unique history,”® Ngangom’s poetry becomes
part of the voices challenging the official historiography. The “delusive margins™
again become a site of contests.

Ngangom is conscious of how his work has been received. He relays
the popular perception: “How come his poetry is riddled with bullets then?"®
Though the Northeastern poets have been accused of being obsessed with the
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theme of brutality, for Ngangom, the circumstances assaulting these poets are
different from the rest of India’s. That is why the pervasiveness of barbarity in
his works cannot be done away with: “I wanted my poems to exude a heady
odour / but only the sweet taint of blood / or burning flesh emanates from my
poem.” When the-violence becomes an inescapable part of one's life, it is not
possible for the poet to stand aloof. He ironically refers to the intellectuals who
make him aware of the risks he is taking, courting charges of sedition as well as
assassination by the public acts of writing: “I've been told that I live on the edge.”®
Besides being on the margin of the national territory, the “edge” also implies that
he lives on the edge of national consciousness, deviating from it, risking his life,
as his work might offend both the government and the militants.

Ngangom has opined that, “To be a very tenacious witness to the
agonising and recurrent political violence without sensationalising it, is also a
risk the poets have to often take.”® The Northeastern poets tackle this chaotic
atmosphere by indulging in the “poetry of survival."** In the poem "After ‘Jashn-
e-Azadi;’ Ngangom boldly proclaims, “Only poetry of ruins is real”® The
poet deliberately chooses topics which are considered to be going against the
mainstream narrative. He is aware of the predominance of hackneyed images and
realises the necessity to balance between the realism and reflection, but it does not
mean turning the attention away from the hostility that has engulfed the social
and political circumstances of Manipur. That is why, even when he ruminates on
nature, simple rustic life, it is tinged with loss of life: “I've always wanted to see
them fall / like leaves which turn beautiful before they die."*® Amidst the strict
censorship of daily lives, only poetry can offer solace to him. The bloodshed that

he depicts is not due toart for art’s sake. Rather, he wants to drive home the point
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that the aspirations of people are derailed. As he refers to the “armed escort™ of
his poems, a dichotomy is presented between the officials who remain at a safe
distance and perpetuate violence, and the helplessness of the civilians who are
left to the mercy of the army and the insurgents, creating an awareness of how
a nation-state and its imposition of militarised governance takes a violent form,

breeding more violence.

Conclusion

In the conference, A Framework for Action for Democracy, Human
Rights, Economic Justice and Conflict Prevention in India’s Northeast Region,”
held on June 13, 2009, the contemporary Secretary of the Ministry of the
Department of Development of Northeast India Region, Jarnail Singh, revealed

8 His observation

the situation of Manipur: “In Manipur everything is grey.”
points to an acute awareness of how the sense of right and wrong cuts across
communities, with everyone burdened by their share of brutality. While conflicts
continue to persist between the state machinery and non-state actors, they are at
times shown to be in cahoots with one another. Eventually, the worst sufferers
are the common people, whose lives become pawn in the ‘great game. The
imposition of Presidents Rule on April 4, 2025, has not quelled the conflict,
further underscoring the political and administrative failure of the state and
union government at large. Ngangom’s poems portray how bloodshed and deaths
have ravaged his state. They raise pertinent questions about the authority of the
democratically elected government that ultimately fails to transfer power to its
people, fostering a sense of alienation from the nation and the dominant section
of society. The notions of belonging to the land, culture then become shifting,
Regarding Manipur, in terms of the geographical demarcation of ethnic groups,
there have been calls for cooperation between the valley and the hills. Yet the
complexity remains in how to navigate different priorities, often clashing with
one another. Ngangom, here, does not offer any straightforward answer about
how to mitigate the inflamed divisions. What he attempts to do is to create the

“poetry of feeling” to move the hearts of the “callous tribe / I call my own.”® The
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poet admits that he has “always tried in a naive way to invite the reader into my

small world.””! Poetry do not bring a drastic revolution. All Ngangom aspires to

do is offer a different perspective than the subservient media shows and to make
persp

readers think differently.
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