
Redefining Autonomy, Self-determination and Sovereignty as a Tool of Peace 

Many nationalist struggles and ethnic conflicts in Northeast India have been rooted in the 

assertion of the idea of autonomy, self-determination and sovereignty. These concepts provide 

moral legitimacy to the struggles in the region, even to those that often become violent. Because 

of such legitimacy provided by this thinking, many young men and women have passionately 

joined the non-state armed groups, while others were forced to join them by circumstances or 

were manipulated (Mahanta, 2008, p. 105). These ideas also provide hope to their supporters. 

 Although the armed non-state actors have used these terms to legitimise the conflicts, 

there has been very little effort to define the terms or to reach some clarity. The recent 

Framework Peace Agreement signed between the Government of India and the National Socialist 

Council of Nagalim (NSCN-IM) is one such example of vagueness and ambiguity. It speaks of 

shared-sovereignty without defining it. This ambiguity leaves space for a section of militants to 

mobilise and rise again as an alternative, when the existing group signs a peace accord. Hence, 

any effort towards peace in the region needs a better understanding of these terms.  

Further there is a need to go back to history to find answers to the disturbing scenario that 

creates conflicts. These concepts were important to all the communities of the region in the 

initial phase of their struggle (Sanyu, 1996, pp. 131-135). But with time, they have taken new 

forms; their meaning has changed or has even been abused (Jeyaseelan, 2008, p. 2). That is why, 

in order to have lasting peace, it is important to understand the genesis of conflicts from their 

inception. Because the condition of discrimination, neglect, lack of development, common 

people being marginalised in their own homeland, land issues etc against which people took up 

arms for autonomy, self-determination and a better future still exist, these ideas continue in some 

form. But some state that they have become a tool of interaction between people in power and 

the non-State armed groups. Common people continue to suffer and are neglected 

(Chhuanawma, 2012, pp. 64-65). That too explains why the concepts of autonomy, self-

determination and sovereignty need a debate on their kind, degree and applicability as advocated 

by various stakeholders of the region.  

That is the background of the seminar being organised in early December 2016 by North 

Eastern Social Research Centre, Guwahati in collaboration with Cotton College State University, 

Guwahati. It is an effort to bring together people who have been reflecting on these issues at a 

regional, national and global level. This exercise is meant to dissect these ideas, understand their 

genesis, history and importance to the region. The scholars invited for it will reflect on the 

current thinking on these terms and attempt to contextualise them to the region with the hope that 

they can be a step in achieving meaningful peace. Conversely, the recent understanding of the 

terms that has emerged in the region will be analysed in order to go beyond the Northeast.  

The participants will include academics, students, teachers and peace activists. Each of the 

three themes will have two sessions. In the first session of each topic, a key speaker will present 

the concept. Each theme will have two discussants followed by general discussion. Scholars will 

be invited to present papers and reflect on the themes during the second session. In the session 



before the valedictory, a panel will bring the thinking of these six sessions together and look at 

the way forward.  

The purpose of the seminar is: 

1. To create new knowledge on the concepts of autonomy, self-determination and 

sovereignty suited for the people of the region. 

 

2. To assist civil society groups who are trying to influence the peace process.  

In order to facilitate this process, the presenter will look at the constitutional provisions 

and militant demands as well as people’s understanding of these concepts in order to re-examine 

the existing frameworks as all of them have the potential to respond to the needs of the people. 

Also United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous People (UNDRIP) has many 

articles dealing with self-determination. One can also look at the ILO Convention 169 of 1989 on 

the rights of the indigenous people, and other Conventions.   
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