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Dedicated to those in Manipur who 
have been oppressed for far too long.

May your voices be heard and your 
stories lead to a brighter future.
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“The Invisible People of Manipur: Stories 
of the Zo Descendants” explores the 
experiences of the Zo tribal community 
following ethnic clashes in Manipur. Through 
in-depth interviews with five individuals 
directly impacted, the book sheds light on 
the human cost of conflict, highlighting 
themes of identity, displacement, and 
resilience.

The report details the book’s creation process, 
emphasizing the use of sensitive in-person 
interviews to capture the interviewees’ experiences. 
It acknowledges the challenges associated with this 
methodology, including dealing with trauma and 
limited access to comprehensive information.

The book’s structure is outlined, showcasing its 
exploration of diverse perspectives and its aim to raise 
awareness about the plight of the Zo community. 

Abstract

ABSTRACT
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On May 3rd, 2024, violence erupted in 
the northeastern Indian state of Manipur. 
Longstanding tensions between the Meitei 
people, who live in the valley area, and the Zo 
tribes from the surrounding hills exploded. 
This clash shattered the peace and caused 
widespread chaos.

What started as a fight in the town of 
Churachandpur quickly spread across the state. The 
human cost was devastating. Over 180 people were 
killed, and hundreds more were injured. Even worse, 
over 60,000 people, mostly Zos, were forced to flee 
their homes. They lost their belongings and became 
refugees in their own land.

The violence wasn’t just about arguments. Homes, 

churches, and cars were all destroyed, showing the 
deep anger between the communities. The situation 
became even more dangerous when weapons were 
stolen from government buildings. There were also 
disturbing reports of violence against women, making 
this conflict even more horrific.

The government tried to stop the fighting by 
shutting down the internet and giving security forces 
permission to shoot anyone causing trouble. However, 
the violence continued.  Sadly, the fighting has created 
a divided state. Now, the Meitei people live mainly 
in the valley, while the Zos live mostly in the hills. 
Security forces patrol a zone in between to keep the 
communities apart. Even the police force, which is 
mostly Meitei, has been divided. This makes it harder 
for people to trust each other and feel safe.

Introduction
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The world hasn’t paid much attention to this crisis. When the European 
Parliament asked the Indian government to step in and help, India refused, saying 
it’s their own internal problem.

“The Invisible People of Manipur,” will focus on the human cost of this conflict. 
We’ll hear the stories of the Zo people who have been forced to leave their homes 
and feel forgotten. We’ll explore how the violence has broken families apart and left 
people feeling like they don’t belong anywhere. This report will look at the reasons 
behind the fighting, like disagreements about identity and the feeling of being left 
out. By sharing these stories, we hope to raise awareness about what’s happening in 
Manipur and call for peace so everyone can feel safe again.

INTRODUCTION
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I chose to study ethnic clashes in Manipur for a few 
important reasons. First and foremost is the deep 
human impact these clashes have on people, causing 
a lot of pain and trauma. I want to explore both the 
visible losses, like the lives lost and people forced to 
leave their homes, and the less obvious emotional 
struggles faced by the communities.

Another key reason is understanding the social and 
emotional aftermath of these clashes. I’m interested 
in how it affects people’s sense of home and security, 
uncovering the emotional challenges they face. I want 
to shed light on the uncertainty and insecurity felt by 
those directly affected.

Purpose of the Project

PURPOSE OF THE PROJECT

However, the most crucial reason for me is personal. 
I come from Manipur, belonging to the Zo tribe, and 
I identify as Paite. Even though I live away from my 
homeland (I’ve lived in mainland India all my life), my 
roots and cultural identity mean a lot to me. The 
hardships faced by my relatives and friends, who have 
been hurt and left homeless, have made it important 
for me to focus on something that connects to my 
hometown, my homeland, and my identity, especially 
during these challenging times. This topic isn’t just 
about academics; it’s my way of understanding, 
documenting, and supporting the community that 
shapes who I am.
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Manipur, a state nestled in the verdant embrace of 
northeast India, boasts a rich tapestry of history, 
culture, and ethnicities. However, this tapestry is also 
marred by threads of conflict, particularly when it 
comes to the relationship between the Meiteis, the 
valley inhabitants, and the Zo people residing in the 
surrounding hills. Understanding the historical context 
is crucial to grasping the complexities of the recent 
ethnic clashes that ripped through the state.

EARLY ENCOUNTERS AND SHIFTING DYNAMICS

The pre-colonial history of Manipur remains shrouded 
in some mystery. Legends speak of the arrival of the 
Meiteis around the 1st century AD, establishing a 
kingdom that flourished for centuries.  Meanwhile, 
the Zo people, consisting of various sub-tribes like the 
Kukis, Mizos, and Hmars, are believed to have migrated 

A Historical Look at Manipur and 
the Zo People

HISTORY

from Southeast Asia over a longer period.  While 
interactions between the two groups likely existed, the 
nature of these early encounters remains unclear.

COLONIALISM AND THE SEEDS OF DISCORD

The arrival of the British Raj in the 19th century 
marked a turning point. The British, seeking to 
consolidate their control over the region, entered 
into a complex relationship with the Meitei king. This 
alliance inadvertently sowed the seeds of discord. 
The Meiteis, favored by the British administration, 
enjoyed a privileged position, while the Zo people 
were largely viewed with suspicion and distrust. This 
policy of divide-and-rule exacerbated existing tensions, 
fostering a sense of marginalization among the Zo 
communities.
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POST-INDEPENDENCE STRUGGLES

India’s independence in 1947 brought about a new 
set of challenges. The Zo people, yearning for greater 
autonomy, voiced their aspirations for a separate state, 
leading to the formation of insurgent groups like the 
Mizo National Front (MNF). While the MNF eventually 
secured statehood for Mizoram in 1987, similar 
aspirations within Manipur remained unfulfilled. The 
sense of alienation among the Zo communities within 
Manipur persisted.

INTERNAL CONFLICTS AND ESCALATING TENSIONS

The decades since independence have witnessed 
sporadic outbreaks of violence between the Meiteis 
and Zo communities. Clashes have often erupted over 
land disputes, political representation, and competition 
for resources. The rise of ethnic nationalism within 

both communities has further added fuel to the fire. 
Media portrayals and political rhetoric have often 
played a role in amplifying existing prejudices, creating 
a climate of hostility and mistrust.

THE 2024 CLASHES AND THEIR AFTERMATH

The recent ethnic clashes of May 2024 were the 
culmination of these long-simmering tensions. A 
seemingly innocuous incident sparked a violent 
conflagration that left over 180 people dead and 
displaced over 60,000, primarily from the Zo-Kuki 
community. The government’s response, including 
internet shutdowns and shoot-on-sight orders, 
further heightened anxieties. The aftermath saw a 
devastating human cost, with shattered lives, fractured 
communities, and a deepening sense of division 
between the Meiteis and the Zo people.
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While the recent clashes were a brutal eruption of violence, the underlying causes run 
deeper. The Zo people continue to grapple with issues of identity, displacement, and a lack of 
political representation within Manipur. The feeling of being marginalized within their own 
state fuels resentment and fuels the cycle of violence. Additionally, issues of land ownership 
and resource distribution contribute to the tensions.
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But who are the Zo people?

The Zo people are a unique ethnic group living in the northeastern Indian states like 
Manipur, Nagaland, Assam, Meghalaya, Tripura, and Mizoram. They’re also found in 
nearby countries such as Bangladesh and Myanmar, forming a significant part of 
various hill tribes in India. Under the umbrella term “Zo,” there are various tribes, 
including Paite, Chin, Kuki, Thadou, Hmar, Mizo, Gangle, and many more. “Zo” is the 
overarching term for these diverse tribes mainly residing in Manipur and its neigh-
boring regions. I belong to the Paite tribe, and this is where my story becomes part 
of the larger picture of the Zo people.

The Zo people have been called by different names like “Kuki,” “Chin,” “Lushai,” “Zomi,” 
and “Mizo,” but they have not been able to agree on a single identity that everyone 
can agree upon. This lack of consensus has made it difficult for them to establish 
a unified sense of who they are as a group. This means that because the Zo people 
cannot agree on a common identity label, it becomes challenging for them to devel-
op a shared understanding of their collective identity as a group. The absence of a 
unified sense of identity can lead to internal divisions and difficulties in representing 
themselves as a cohesive community
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Despite their importance, the Zo people might not be 
as widely recognized as some other groups for a few 
reasons: 

1.	 HISTORICAL CONTEXT 
The boundaries of states in India have changed 
over time due to historical and political reasons. 
This has led to the division of some ethnic groups 
among different states, making it challenging for 
them to gain recognition:

2.	 LIMITED REPRESENTATION  
In mainstream media and education, the 
representation of different ethnic groups can vary. 
Some groups may receive less attention, resulting 

in limited awareness among people outside the 
region.

3.	 GENERALIZATION AND SIMPLIFICATION 
People from other parts of India or the world might 
not be familiar with the specific ethnic diversity 
within Manipur and other northeastern states. This 
can lead to the use of general terms like “Manipuri” 
for all people from the region, which isn’t entirely 
accurate:

4.	 GEOGRAPHIC ISOLATION  
Certain ethnic groups in the northeastern states 
live in relatively remote and isolated areas, 
contributing to their lesser-known status.
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I consider myself incredibly fortunate to have 
connected with five individuals who experienced the 
profound upheaval of displacement. Engaging in 
conversations with them not only strengthened my 
resolve for the project but also affirmed that their 
stories were vital and deserving of a platform. Some 
of these narratives had already found their way into 
newspapers, and a few individuals had shared their 
experiences with various media outlets. I called up 
some people I knew who could help me connect with 
those who had been displaced. I had the privilege of 
conversing with the following individuals.

The Individuals

THE INDIVIDUALS

Their compelling stories have become the 
heart of my project, and it is through their 
voices that I aim to convey the impactful 
and authentic narratives that often remain 
unheard.
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Mercy is a PhD scholar from Manipur University. She 
is almost on the verge of completing her dissertation 
on war and diplomacy. She is currently living with 
her friend in Delhi. She was one of the many people 
who stayed in a refuge camp in Manipur. I met Mercy 
in a restaurant in Delhi and we had a wonderful 
conversation about her perspectives, her experiences, 
her life, and her future aspirations. We talked for a 
duration of almost 3 hours together.

Mr. Vungzagin Valte, the MLA from Manipur, faced a mob attack on May 4, 2023, 
and was brought to Delhi for treatment. I interviewed his wife and son together. 
With his father still recovering, the son has taken on household and financial 
responsibilities. Even back in Imphal, he used to assist his father in political matters. 
Meanwhile, the wife is caring for her husband and providing emotional support. 
They are planning to return home once his health improves.

Muanthang is also a PhD scholar from Manipur 
University. Due to the prevailing situation in Manipur, 
he has relocated to Delhi and has enrolled in the PhD 
Botany programme in Delhi University. Muanthang and 
me met over chai in a small tapri located in Ber Sarai. 
We had really nice conversation which lasted about 35 
minutes during which I enquired about his life in the 
aftermath of the events.
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Mrs. Ching, a woman in her 60s, faced a heartbreaking 
situation when she lost her husband. What made it 
even sadder was that she couldn’t give him a proper 
burial right after his passing. Due to the ongoing 
conflict, they had to wait. I learned about her story 
while I was having a conversation with Mrs. Maan. She 
expressed a deep longing to return home. Meeting her 
was unexpected, but it shed light on the challenges 
people like Ching face during difficult times.

I changed some names for privacy, and since I couldn’t take 
photos without permission, I did my best to draw some of 
individuals based on how I imagined they looked. Keep in mind 
that my drawings might not be an exact representation of their 
real appearance.

Maan, a woman in her 40s, used to run a pharmacy on 
the MU campus. Now, she’s starting over by opening a 
small grocery shop in the bylanes of Mahavir Enclave in 
Delhi. I visited her shop and had a pleasant 30- minute 
conversation with her. We talked about her journey 
and how she is eagerly working on rebuilding her life 
in Delhi. It was inspiring to see her positive outlook and 
determination for a fresh start.
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WRITING

My starting point was the transcripts meticulously 
created from the interviews. These transcripts held 
the raw emotions and experiences of the individuals. 
However, I wanted to go beyond just relaying 
information.  I strived to translate their words into a 
narrative that felt personal and immediate, as if the 
reader were listening directly to them.

To achieve this, I didn’t just rely on the transcripts.  
I revisited the audio recordings of the interviews, 
immersing myself in the interviewees’ tone, inflections, 
and pauses. This active listening allowed me to capture 
the essence of their stories, not just the facts.

Execution

EXECUTION

The writing process then became one of iterative 
refinement.  I drafted their stories in their first-person 
perspective, constantly going back and forth between 
the transcript, the audio recording, and my own 
writing. I rewrote and revised, ensuring the narrative 
flowed naturally and accurately reflected their 
experiences.

The next page gives a glimpse of the transcript of 
one of the individuals, Mercy.
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ILLUSTRATING

The illustrations in “The Invisible People of Manipur” 
were carefully chosen to complement the powerful 
narratives within.  They weren’t meant to be a 
literal portrayal of events, but rather an artistic 
interpretation that amplifies the stories and emotions 
shared by the interviewees.

The book features editorial drawings that act as 
visual companions to the text.  These illustrations don’t 
depict specific scenes from the conflict, but rather 
evoke the emotions and experiences recounted by 
the individuals.  They might portray a sense of loss, 
displacement, or resilience, depending on the context 
of the story.

EXECUTION

To further add depth and context, the book 
incorporates illustrations resembling newspaper 
clippings. These visuals serve a dual purpose. They 
present factual information about events. Yet, some of 
which didn’t even make it to the newspapers!

The color palette chosen for the illustrations is 
deliberate.  By avoiding vibrant colors, the focus 
remains on the stories themselves. The muted tones 
create a somber atmosphere, reflecting the sadness 
and hardship endured by the people of Manipur. This 
visual choice complements the text and reinforces the 
emotional impact of the book.
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DESIGNING THE BOOK

The book utilizes a straightforward 4-column grid 
system. This grid structure might seem simple, but 
it offers a surprising degree of flexibility.  It allows for 
a balanced arrangement of text, images, and white 
space across each page.  The grid ensures a consistent 
and visually appealing flow throughout the book, while 
also allowing for variations in the layout to maintain 
reader interest.

By using the grid system, I was able to effectively 
identify and utilize negative space within the 
layout.  Negative space, or empty areas on the page, 
is often overlooked, but it plays a crucial role in 
design.  Strategic use of negative space can enhance 
readability, guide the reader’s eye, and create a sense 

EXECUTION

of balance.  In “The Invisible People of Manipur,” 
negative space is used to separate text blocks and 
illustrations, creating a clear hierarchy and preventing 
a cluttered feel.
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The book is designed for an A5 size format, which is both portable and comfortable to hold. This size allows for 
a good amount of content on each page while remaining easy to carry around. Additionally, a gutter margin of 4 
mm and a larger outer margin of 12 mm provide ample space for binding and ensure the text remains readable 
throughout.
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The Final Output
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First, it showed me how important personal stories 
are. Numbers and statistics can’t tell the whole story, 
but hearing from people who lived through the 
conflict really helps you understand what happened.  It 
also made me realize the power of empathy.  Talking 
to people who were displaced made me feel for them 
and want to help.

Figuring out the design was tricky. After my final 
presentations, Professor GV Sreekumar gave me a 
great suggestion. He said I should redesign the layout 
and fonts to visually show the turmoil and difficulty 
of the situation. It was a fantastic idea, and I’d love to 
incorporate it in a future version.

I also realized I need to improve on my illustration 
skills. And of course, managing my time effectively was 
a challenge, especially when finalizing the book.

Overall, this project was a valuable experience that 
taught me a lot. I’m grateful for the opportunity to 
learn and grow.

CHALLENGES FACED

Challenges Faced
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