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Oral interviews undertaken on a few adherents of Irawat Singh throw light on some aspects of the socio
political and peasant movements launched under his leadership in Manipur. An attempt is being made to 
reconstruct the history of the movement relying pri
written sources to supplement and authenticate the data. The methodology employed consists that of 
some of the pioneering authorities on Oral History, such as 
Portelli, Alex Haley etc. For the present article, a few problems certainly cropped up due to the paucity 
of still surviving people who have first
the fact that the nature of the struggle, which was p
survey of general mass interview is not feasible therefore; rely on a rather elitist approach. Nonetheless, 
effort is made to trace the causes, nature, and extent of success the peasant movements in the State 
achieved. While acknowledging the contribution of Irawat in the renaissance and the metamorphosis of 
his movements from a socio
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INTRODUCTION 
 

Hijam Irawat Singh (30th September, 1896 
1951) is arguably regarded as the pioneer of many trend setting 
movements in the North East India in general and Manipur in 
particular. What is remarkable about them is the combination of 
many aspects of culture, tradition, identity and political 
ideology of the international working class movement into one 
for the achievement of democratic principles during the 
colonial and post-colonial era. What is conspicuous is the 
gradual progress from socio-religious
movement into a more radicalised political movement 
incorporating all the socio-cultural nuances for its 
advancement. For him cultural awakening and political 
activities are two sides of the same coin. Under the impact of 
the all round reawakening of the Indians for the emancipation 
from British Imperialism, in Manipur he led the masses for the 
establishment of full responsible government, which implies the 
inevitable struggle against the feudalistic rule of the monarchy. 
Peasant movements were launched under his leadership for the 
emancipation of the peasants from many exploitative laws of 
the then prevailing socio-political practices. The objectives of 
this article are primarily to explore and analyse whether 
‘feudalism’ and ‘class struggle’ prevailed in
this period, with the aim of shedding more light to the nature of 
Irawat’s social and political movements.  
 

The debate over the nature of ‘feudalism’ in India makes the 
distinction of the prevalence of the system rather confusing. In 
fact there is still no consensus over the issue. Nevertheless, R.S. 
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ABSTRACT 

Oral interviews undertaken on a few adherents of Irawat Singh throw light on some aspects of the socio
political and peasant movements launched under his leadership in Manipur. An attempt is being made to 
reconstruct the history of the movement relying primarily on oral sources, with sporadic references to 
written sources to supplement and authenticate the data. The methodology employed consists that of 
some of the pioneering authorities on Oral History, such as Jan Vansina

li, Alex Haley etc. For the present article, a few problems certainly cropped up due to the paucity 
of still surviving people who have first-hand information of the events of Irawat’s time and also from 
the fact that the nature of the struggle, which was predominantly an underground movement. A random 
survey of general mass interview is not feasible therefore; rely on a rather elitist approach. Nonetheless, 
effort is made to trace the causes, nature, and extent of success the peasant movements in the State 
achieved. While acknowledging the contribution of Irawat in the renaissance and the metamorphosis of 
his movements from a socio-religious outlook towards a more radicalised political movement, analysing 
two of the most contentious aspects of Manipur’s socio-politico structure viz., feudalism and class 
struggle are being attempted. 

September, 1896 – 26th September, 
1951) is arguably regarded as the pioneer of many trend setting 
movements in the North East India in general and Manipur in 
particular. What is remarkable about them is the combination of 
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for the achievement of democratic principles during the 
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religious-cultural centric 

movement into a more radicalised political movement 
cultural nuances for its 

advancement. For him cultural awakening and political 
activities are two sides of the same coin. Under the impact of 

Indians for the emancipation 
from British Imperialism, in Manipur he led the masses for the 
establishment of full responsible government, which implies the 
inevitable struggle against the feudalistic rule of the monarchy. 

nder his leadership for the 
emancipation of the peasants from many exploitative laws of 

political practices. The objectives of 
this article are primarily to explore and analyse whether 
‘feudalism’ and ‘class struggle’ prevailed in Manipur during 
this period, with the aim of shedding more light to the nature of 

The debate over the nature of ‘feudalism’ in India makes the 
distinction of the prevalence of the system rather confusing. In 
fact there is still no consensus over the issue. Nevertheless, R.S. 

Sharma opines that a variant of feudalism existed and taking h
definition on the nature and characteristics of the systems in 
Indian conditions, it gives the impression that ‘feudalism’ 
existed/s in India. Feudalism in India, he puts is characterised 
by a ‘class of landlords’ and a ‘class of subject peasantry’ 
existing side by side in a ‘predominantly agrarian economy’. 
He further stresses that the ‘superior state’ collected taxes from 
the ‘inferior power blocs’ through various 
mechanisms/machineries.1 The same logic could be applied to 
the conditions of Manipur Sta
or not.  It is generally agreed that there is a variant of feudalism 
in Manipur during the colonial as well as post
where the people were subjected to many exploitative laws. It 
was against these reactionary 
various struggles and achieved success with varying degrees. 
 

Socio-Political Background of Manipur
 

In those days there was not much about politics. The Maharaja 
was regarded as God by everyone and therefore, agreed with 
him. All the disagreements were within the royal family. There 
came the political change and more came. In fact the norm was 
pleading, asking for favour, to be near the king was the culture. 
The Maharaja was also really powerful. Even there was a rally 
(parade) of the royal family. The Brahmin was directly 

                                                
1 R.S. Sharma, “How Feudal was Indian Feudalism?”, in 
Harbans Mukhia, ed., The Feudalism Debate
Publishers  & Distributors, New Delhi
Reprint 2000, p. 104. 
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The same logic could be applied to 
the conditions of Manipur State to examine whether it existed 
or not.  It is generally agreed that there is a variant of feudalism 
in Manipur during the colonial as well as post-colonial eras, 
where the people were subjected to many exploitative laws. It 
was against these reactionary systems that Irawat launched 
various struggles and achieved success with varying degrees.  

Political Background of Manipur 

In those days there was not much about politics. The Maharaja 
was regarded as God by everyone and therefore, agreed with 

All the disagreements were within the royal family. There 
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connected with God. Knowledge was more or less lacking. 
Knowledge is information and information comes only from 
connection. However, the people of Manipur were not 
connected since they were surrounded from all sides. On their 
side they regarded themselves as the centre or rather they were 
the world in themselves. On the other hand, there were the 
British, who were very intelligent. The Maharaja was with them 
and very loyal to them. When Pearson was the Political Agent, 
there were Boro Saheb and Chota Saheb. The former was the 
highest, who is now regarded as the Governor and the later was 
dealing the Administration. Manipuris (people of Manipur) 
copied from them, the Sahebs (Britishers). They came along 
facing the world, did not care about anyone, and therefore did 
not fear any one.2 
 

In the early 1930s Irawat launched Swadeshi Movement (a 
nationalist movement advocating Indian-made products) in 
Manipur, setting example for others by burning his own foreign 
(British) cloths in front of Cheirap Court, Imphal. It was 
followed by propagating the ideas of swadeshi in many parts of 
Imphal Valley. In one such occasion he along with some of his 
fellow activists visited Kundrakpam Makha Leikai and 
addressed a big public meeting, attended by large number of 
people from the northern side of the Imphal valley. This 
inspired many youths to join the movement in the near future.3 
Irawat who was arrested in connection with leading the Second 
Nupi Lan (Second Women’s War) in early 1940 and 
subsequently transferred to Sylhet Jail in March 1941, became a 
Communist there. Even after his released in March 1943, till 
March 1946, he remained in exile in the Surma Valley, Assam. 
 

Peasant Movement in Over Ground Period 
 

Irawat started the peasant movement in Manipur from 1935 by 
establishing a peasant centric organisation called Manipur 
Krishak Sanmelani (MKS) at Nambol Awang Chandam Leikai. 
This organisation was instrumental in bring about a concerted 
struggle by the peasants of Manipur.4  After a gap of over 10 
years the second conference of the MKS (rechristened as 
Manipur Krishak Sabha) was held in 1946 at Nambol Moijing 
Leikai, at the residential mandop (porch of a temple) of Aigya 
Amuyaima, where Irawat tried to start a strong peasant 
movement. In the meeting a committee was formed and elected 
Irawat as the President of the Sabha, and Maimom 
Madhumangol of Khajiri Maning Leikai as the Secretary. Some 
important krishaks (peasants) of the area, Okram Ibomcha 
Kaviraj, Sairem Nobin Singh along with others coming from 
Imphal side and other areas like Limapokpam Kundra, an elder 
of Laitonjam, Mongjam Hera and others were there. From 
Utlou, Loitam Lukhoi and others were paraded as strong 
workers and tried to strengthen the Krishak Sabha. There were 
others like Kanhai, Bijoy, and from many other villages like 

                                                 
2 First Personal Recorded Interview of Moirangthem Ibohal 
Singh of Top, a close associate of Irawat, also a former D.O.C. 
and Red Guard Council member, dated, 8th January, 2015. The 
interview was taken in Manipuri language. 
3 Personal Recorded Interview of Langpoklakpam Kunjo Singh 
of Khundrakpam Makha Leikai, a Manipur Loumi Marup 
leader and follower of Irawat, dated, 2nd August, 2016. The 
interview was taken in Manipuri language. 
4 Langon Iboyaima,“Irawat amasung Loumigi Ihou”, in 
Jananeta Irawat ki 100 Suba Mapok Palan - Akhannaba 
Chephong, (Manipuri language) CPI, Manipur Sate Council, 
Imphal, 1997, p. 46. 

Lourembam, Leimapokpam, Ishok and many others were united 
and the Krishak Sabha became a strong organisation of the area 
as well as of Manipur.5 
 

Many new slogans were coined which paved the way for 
furthering the cause of the peasants. Some of the major struggle 
carried out after the second conference were against the big 
landlords (mostly the Maharaja’s relatives and some officials) 
of Imphal area who put lot of hurdles to the progress of the 
peasants in the form of ‘lousal’ (the share of the landlords), 
denying the rights of the peasants to measure in appropriate 
‘sangbai’ (a Manipuri grain measuring bamboo basket) and 
others. In order to remove these hurdles Irawat put forward 
demands, such as, no excess number of sangbai should be taken 
from the peasants, the size of the sangbai should be a 
standardised one (48.5 cm diameter at its mouth and 34 cm its 
height is the standardised size or a sangbai = 64 
utongs/container), and the charges for delivering of the lousal 
should be adequately paid, a sangbai should be made of 64 
utongs (one utong was roughly equal to one seer/kilogram), 
lousal per pari (area of land roughly equal to one hectare or 
2.471 acres) should be 12 phoupot (bag). In the movements for 
achieving these demands the peasants could achieve success.6  
In the lousal andolan (movement for lousal) launched in many 
parts of the State, Irawat was able to recruit many volunteers, 
especially from the younger sections. Thokchom Boro and 
Langoljam Tikendra were selected by Irawat for attending 
Krishak Volunteer Training Camp, which was held at Pandu 
Station, Gauhati. Returned to Manipur, they started Krishak 
Volunteer Camp and other activities.7 What is worth to note 
here is that, when Irawat returned to Manipur in March 1946, 
till September 1948, the Communist Movement in Manipur was 
carried out by many frontal organisations, such as, Krishak 
Sabha, Praja Sangha, Students’ Federation, Youth League, 
Mahila Sanmelani and others.  
 

After September, 1948, when the Communist Party of Manipur 
was formed shortly after going underground by Irawat after the 
Pungdongbam Incident, armed revolution (struggle) started. In 
the underground Party Irawat did not take any post – Secretary, 
even though he was the leader. The Secretaryship was taken by 
Thokchom Boro at first. Ningthoujam Binoy had taken up when 
Boro was the Commander of the Red Guard, Irawat remained 
the head leader of the Party without taking any post. When the 
District Organising Committee (D.O.C.) was formed the Party 
was functioning at the level of District of Assam Pradesh 
Organising Committee (P.O.C.) of CPI. Soon the Red Guard 
Council (R.G.C.) was formed comprising of 6 members, 
namely: Th. Boro, Ng. Mohendra, N. Binoy, M. Ibohal, L. 
Ibotombi, and L. Tikendra. Since they were functioning in 
underground, unless and until there was meeting programmes 
they did not meet each other.8 
The resolution for taking up arms by the D.O.C. of Manipur 
Communist Party was adopted by a meeting held at the 

                                                 
5 Personal Recorded Interview of Meitram Shamu Singh of 
Awangjiri, a close associate of Irawat, also a former D.O.C. and 
Red Guard member, dated, 17th September, 2015. The interview 
was taken in Manipuri language. 
6 Ibid. 
7 Personal Recorded Interview of Langoljam Tikendra Singh of 
Khundrakpam, a close associate of Irawat, also a former D.O.C. 
and Red Guard Council member, dated, 19th January, 2015. The 
interview was taken in Manipuri language. 
8 Ibid. 
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residence of Th. Brajamani Singh (one of the respondents, 
though he was still a small boy to understand anything about 
politics) at Naharup Makhapat. In this meeting matters 
regarding taking up of arms in the neighbouring areas of 
Manipur (Assam and Burma) were discussed. Though the mood 
of the majority was for arms struggle path immediately, Irawat 
expressed his opinion that time was still not yet ripe for such a 
stage in Manipur. His main argument was that people of 
Manipur were still not aware of Communist terminology and 
methods, let alone understood the Communist ideology. Party 
organisation was yet to be strong enough for taking up arms 
against the all-powerful government. Under such a situation 
people would consider the Communists and the Communist 
Party as demons (inhuman). It was not that he was against arms 
struggle as such but to wait for the nascent party to mature 
enough. However, majority of the impatient members, except 
for a couple of them, voted for the extreme steps. In this 
fashion, Irawat reluctantly agreed to initiate the arms struggle 
movement in Manipur.9    
   

Irawat’s Way of Disciplining the Party Cadres 
 

When the Communists started working as volunteers, from time 
to time he (Irawat) gave instructions on them. When they did 
not carry out the responsibility of delivering information to 
other areas, distribution of circulars etc., what he used to say to 
them was, “That if you do not diligently carry out your duties, I 
would rather surrender to the police”. This was his way of 
expressing rebuke. What he also used to say was, “That I’m in 
underground not because of the fear of police. I’m in 
underground to interact with the people. In order to meet people 
I entrusted you to deliver message. If you do not follow this 
instruction what is the rationality of I staying in underground. I 
would rather surrender to the police”. In this fashion he 
frightened them angrily. It was his way of disciplining them. In 
the then existing situation there was a lot of misunderstanding 
between the old cadre (Old Guard) and the new (New Guard) of 
the Party, i.e., Laishram Kanhai, Takellambam Bokul, Hijam 
Bijoy, the Old Guards who had been associated from the Praja 
Sangha and Krishak Sabha and Okram Ibomcha of Nambol, 
who had been associated with the Party for a long time could 
not be brought to the new line when the Party adopted the arms 
struggle movement.10 
 

Apart from imbuing a sense of disciple among the party cadres, 
Irawat also had a high degree of presence of mind, which came 
to the fore during the underground movement. When the State 
machinery was tightening its grip over the underground 
members of the D.O.C. he used his understanding of the social 
psyche, especially that of security apparatus, to evade their 
potency. One day in the Naharup area near the Top Urok Thong 
(makeshift bamboo bridge), 2 C.I.D. personnel (in civil dress) 
were conversing about their lack of success. One of them said, 
“Today we are not blessed by Khangjeng Lairembi”. Some 
boys who happened to overhear this immediately asked Irawat, 
who was taking shelter in a nearby house, about the meaning. 
He informed Borajao, one of his comrades cum body guards, 

                                                 
9 Personal Recorded Interview of Th. Brajamani Singh of 
Naharup Makhapat, who acquainted with Irawat as a boy, 
dated, 9th October, 2017. The interview was taken in Manipuri 
language. N.B. The respondent was living during the period 
with his grandmother and widowed mother. The said meeting 
was organised at his home with consent from his mother. 
10 Op. cit., Tikendra. 

“Khangjeng Lairembi is the deity of police”. From this he came 
to understand that the police informers were around and told his 
personal guards (couple of them) to quickly escort him out of 
the area.11  
 

In another instance, as a counter measure to government 
surveillances, he encouraged the use of code language. “What 
kind of bird was there perching on the tree?” he asked. Small 
boys who used to hang around with him heard a few of his 
followers replying, “It is a crow, cawing, Kwak-Kwak”. It was 
a reply implying that the police/military personnel would be 
around shortly. He informed the boys to remain alert and 
inform about any suspicious movement to the party workers 
promptly.12   
 

Class Struggle and Advancement of Peasant Movement in 
Underground 
 

Most of the lands were Ningthou Lou (Maharaja’s land). N. 
Binoy’s father (Leiren Singh) also owned a plot of land in the 
Awang Jiri area. Just before his (Binoy’s) arrestment, the 
Communists were fishing at the Lamphelban Lake and much 
fish were caught. Many women also participated in it. This was 
reported to the patchaba (person who owned the rights over the 
lake). However, Communists members and sympathisers had 
great sway over the area and therefore, there was no great 
repercussion in the Lamphelban area. Then on the other side 
known as Haorok there was no patcha. It was under the 
ownership of Akoisana and Angousana (both were princes). It 
was under the supervision of local people around it, such as, 
Awang Jiri, Poijing and Kha Jiri. Agricultural activities were 
carried out there. Water could not be drained out. Only in the 
month of Mera-Langban (September-October) water used to be 
drained out and fishing was done.13 
 

During the underground phase of the Communist Movement in 
Manipur, the most advanced section or the vanguard was that of 
the peasants, as the bulk of the support for the party came from 
this section. The smallest unit of the party was called ‘cell’ and 
various cells were functioning in many parts of the State. The 
R.G.C. imparted trainings to these cells, both military and civil 
for self-defence. In some pockets of the party stronghold areas, 
the Government forces were given strong resistance. The gun 
snatching incident at Khabi and capture of C.I.D.s at Top were 
some of the notable ones. In a daring act, a group of 
underground Communists at the Khabi snatched few guns form 
the military police personnel. It happened when the lake owner 
of the ‘Line Thabi Pat’, a lake, forcibly started catching fish 
against the wish of the local women folk. The unarmed 
Communist cadres and a few sympathisers, who were partially 
disguised as women, wrestled the personnel and snatched their 
arms.14 These incidents could be regarded as manifestation of 
class struggle between the landlords and the peasants of 
Manipur. During the C.I.D. arrestment phase, when the leaders 
could not contact each other, when there was a great repressive 
action from the Government, the question of whether the 

                                                 
11 Op. cit., Brajamani. 
12 Ibid. 
13 Personal Recorded Interview of Meitram Shamu Singh of 
Awangjiri, a close associate of Irawat, also a former D.O.C. and 
Red Guard member, dated, 17th September, 2015. The interview 
was taken in Manipuri language. Note: Binoy was the Secretary 
of the D.O.C. of Manipur when he was arrested from Awangjiri 
village. 
14 Ibid. 
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arrested C.I.D.s should be killed or released, was raised 
seriously. During that time Mamo Tombi (Lamabam Ibotombi) 
and Tikendra were taking shelter at Andro. The C.I.D.s were 
taken at the Andro Hill top and the Red Guard volunteers asked 
them to give decisions whether they should be finished off or 
released. They said that due to great action of the police, they 
found it very difficult to safeguard them (C.I.Ds.) and therefore, 
wanted quick decision from them. At that crucial juncture, only 
two of them could not take the final decision and 
communication with other leaders was very difficult. However, 
they came to learn that Irawat at that time was taking shelter at 
Chandrakhong from their informants. So two of them 
conditionally had gone to his place and met him. After having a 
discussion with him it was decided that, if they kill them the 
pressure from the police would be more intensified; if they keep 
them any longer they would be snatched away by the police. 
Therefore, it would be more prudent on their side to release 
them, taking into consideration the modalities of releasing 
them. This message was conveyed to the volunteers and they 
were taken to a designated place and released.15 Incidentally, 
this proved to be undoing of all the hard works of the 
underground party as the Government launched an all-out 
offensive armed with more information against the Communists 
and arrested many prominent leaders of the party. 
 

By March 1950, many prominent leaders of the Communist 
Party were arrested, after the Government of Manipur (GOM) 
and Ministry of Home Affairs, Government of India (GOI) 
made concerted efforts to suppress the peasant up surging. Even 
Criminal Conspiracy cases were instituted to deal the 
Communist and peasant leaders. Manipur Communist 
Conspiracy Case of 1950 is a classic case of such measures 
taken up to stem down the movement. Nevertheless, the 
movement was carried forward under severe repressions. 
 

What is worth to note here, are the sacrifices Irawat made 
towards the establishment of the Communist Party in the State. 
In the process he weathered many hardships most of the time 
and suffered a lot for the independence of his motherland, 
socialism and communism and died on 26th September, 1951, at 
Taungbo village, a place near the border in Burma.16 His dream 
of building a Socialist Manipur within Socialist India remained 
an unfinished task. Nevertheless, his adherents continued the 
policies and programmes enunciated by him, which can be seen 
from the activities of the Kisan Sabha after his demise.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
15 Personal Recorded Interview of Langoljam Tikendra Singh of 
Khundrakpam, a close associate of Irawat, also a former D.O.C. 
and Red Guard Council member, dated, 19th January, 2015. The 
interview was taken in Manipuri language. 
16 CPI, MSC, “Irawatki Maramda Kharadang”, in Ningsing 
Chephong, (Manipuri language) CPI, MSC, Imphal, 1986, p. 7.  

By poinu (December) 1951, the peasant movement in Manipur 
was carried out under the banner of Manipur State Kisan 
Council (MSKC). Different areas were demarcated as follows: 
All the villages from Meisnam-Kamong-Jiri-Khabi Bamdiar to 
Salam-Kachi-Karong; all the villages along the Dimapur line 
from Lairikyengbam Leikai to Sekmai; Khundrakpam-
Sagolmang line; Keibi-Pukhao line; Ukhrul line; Nongpok line 
(from Tumukhong to Heirok); Sawombung to Keirao-Langdum 
along the Iril River; from Khurai Konsam Leikai to Uchekkol 
along the Kongba River and so on.17  
 

CONCLUSION 
 

From the above discussion, it is discernable that a variant of 
feudalism existed in Manipur and under it common people 
suffered from various forms of exploitation. Irawat’s socio-
political movement advanced in a more radicalised political 
movement, drawing strength from the support from the 
peasantry class of Manipur. The goal of the peasant movement 
naturally directed against the then existing feudal setup. In the 
final analysis, in an attempt to reconstruct the history of peasant 
movement in Manipur under the leadership Irawat, relying 
predominantly on oral sources, supplemented by written 
sources, perhaps sheds new light on the issue. He was able to 
achieve reasonable degree of success in his endeavour for 
building an egalitarian society in Manipur. However, due to his 
untimely death in Burma, a relapse into many aspects of the 
vices of the feudal society could not be ruled out.  
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