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[rawat : His Life and Activities outside Manipur

Dr. Th. Baba Chandra Singha

/. man of versatile and an embodiment of
A Jmultifarious identities that Manipur had
produced in the 20th century was Irawat. With
avowed aim and untiring efforts, he rendered
his services for a great uplift of humankind
from the medieval to modernity. This small
write-up is an attempt to discuss about the life
and acitivities of this unique personality in the
lands outside his motherland Manipur.

I. From Social Acitvist to Political Leader :
Born in a very poor family in Imphal Valley in

1896, Irawat was orphaned in his chilhood and
brought up in the house of his aunt. After com-
pleting VIlith. Standard which was the only
available educational facility in his hometown,
Irawat went to Dhaka for further studies. It was
here that he, for the first time came into contact
with the renaissent Bengal and the new wave of
nationalism pronounced in the form of
Swadeshi and Boycott emanated from the par-
tition of Bengal. This had kindled in him an idea
to do something for his motherland Manipur
which still remained isolated and untouched by
the waves of modern civilizing influences and
democratic institutions which were the call of
time in the mainland India. At Dhaka, his
attention was particularly attracted towards the
political movement than to educational activi-
ties. The sheer poverty, the circumstances in
which he was brought up on the one hand and
the sense of nationalism, the love of his coun-
trymen who were suppresed to the utmost on
the other, forced him to bit adhie to Dhaka.
During the sojourn journey to Imphal, he tra-
versed the Manipuri inhabited areas of Sylhet,
Tripura, Cachar and Assam where he made a
close observation of the socioeconomic life of his
countrymen who were scattered outside
Manipur under an averse political system. The
experiences that he had in Dhaka about the
Bengal renaissance and the adjourning lands
bordering Manipur where his countrymen set-
tled had shaped the future course of his action

in Manipur.

Four months leaving Dhaka, Irawat arrived at
Imphal. This time, he did not enter the house of
his uncle. Taking shelter in the house of his
friend, he ventured out for cultural activities.
Very soon, he distinguished himself as a poet,
writer, sportsman, journalist and cultural
artiste. By dint of his capabilities and sincere
hard works, he won the confidence of his coun-
trymen including the head of the state, the king.
Fortune began to smile over this man of destiny.
The king gave the hands of his neice in marriage
to him and appointed him the member of the
Sadar Panchayet with landed property. It was a
deliberate attempt to win him over to the side of
the feudal king supported by the British impe-
rialism. This tempatation became futile when
Irawat plunged into the social reform movement
by establishing the Nikhil Hindu Manipuri
Mahasabha with the king as the President in
1934.

Two sessions of the Mahasabha were held out-
side Manipur-one at Silchar in 1936 and the
other at Mandalay in 1937. The resolutions of
these sessions speak of the idea of a Pan
Manipuri movement. In his speeches, Irabot
asked the Manipuri minorities to remove the
differences and to come forward unitedly for the
common interest. He was very much moved at
the plight of the Manipuri people of Burma who
spoke fluently in Burmese rather than in
Manipuri. With an intense love of the commu-
nity, he told them that one who forgot his or her
own mother tongue would not be able to display
the identity of one's own nationality. At
Mandalay, resolutions were passed to the effect
that the Manipuris in Burma be asked to fami-
larise themselves with the Manipuri script and
to learn Manipuri in the schools. The
Mahasabha under his leadership enlisted its
members not only from Manipur but also from
Burma, Cachar, Assam and Bengal.

The Mahasabha became a political party when
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it adopted political resolutions. Government
officials had to dissociate themselves from the
organisation. Irawat resigned from the coveted
post of the membership of the Sadar Panchayet.
Since then, he became seriously involved in the
services of the people as the leader of the
Mahasabha. The manipulated famine of 1939
owing to the large scale export of rice resulted
the protest of hungry women who gheraowed
President T. Sharpe. The bayonet charge on
them led to the spontanous outburst of thou-
sands of women popularly known as the “Nupi
Lan” (Women's War). By that time, Irawat was in
Cachar, organising meetings at different places.
On receipt of telegram, he immediately came to
Imphal cancelling all engagements. Irabot
undertook the leadership of the movement of
the cause of the women by forming a new
organisation in the name of the Praja
Sanmeloni as the Mahasabha became divided
on the issue. On charge of a seditious speech in
a public meeting, he was arrested and sen-
tenced to 3 years imprisonment. Even in jail, he
started jail reform movement. As a result, he
was transferred to Sylhet Jail.

II. His Life and Activities in Surma Valley :
The period of Sylhet jail was an important
phase in the life of lrawat. The ways and man-
ners in which he talked and behaved and his
strong personality had attracted towards him
hordes of jailmates mostly of political prisoners
consisting of great personalities belonging
cither to Congress or Communists. Here, he
availed the opportunity to go through the com-
munist literature which was smuggled into the
jail. Gradually, he became more and more
inclined towards communism. The objectives,
methods and programmes of the party
appeared to him to be the best suited to liberate
the masses from the clutches of feudalism and
imperialism. In 1943, he was released from
Sylhet jail and a warm reception was accorded
to him by the local communists with whom he
had discussed earlier about his passage from
Sylhet to Imphal after his release. But, he could
not proceed to Imphal as he was served an
order forbiding his entry into Manipur by the
king of Manipur. It was a critical period for the

British government as the imperialist Japan
had already invaded South-Eastern Asian
countries. Manipur, being situated on the
Eastern fringe of India, it was apprehended that
the presence of Irawat in Manipur would ignite
another revolt among the masses. Thus, Irawat
had to stay in Surma Valley some more years.
At first, Irawat stayed at Patherkandi and
Ratabari areas for some days. During these
days, he visited the Manipuri villages of the
locality where he organised meetings of Krishak
Sabha. With the advent of this new Manipuri
leader, the Manipuri began to get fresh lease of
strength, who then joined in the peasant move-
ment actively. From Patherkandi, he came to
Cachar with the responsibility of organising the
Krishak Sabha. He took shelter in the office of
the Communist Party of India at Silchar. His
area of operation was confined in the beginning,
to the Manipuri villages as he had language
problems. Very soon he could learn to speak
Bengali and with it, he began to work among
the non-Manipuris. The humourous and ever
smiling way of delivering his speech took the
audience to his side. Indeed, it was a very diffi-
cult period for the party to work among the
rural people as most of the countrymen had
already joined in the movement for the release
of the detenues of the August Movement. The
communist party which was trying to make its
presence felt in the volatile political scenario
was keenly watching the day-to-day develop-
ments. Irawat unflinchingly kept the red flag
flying erect in those days in the Barak Valley.
He could explain the complex issue in simple
and interesting manner. Ther were hardly any
Manipuri village where he had not visited and
organised Krishak Sabha. With the untiring
efforts of him and his co-workers, Krishak
Sabhas were formed at Barkhola, Udharband,
Lakhipur, Kamranga, Kabuganj, Narsingpur,
Joypur, Harinagar areas among the Manipuris,
Bishnupriyas, Kacharis and minority Bengali
peasants. The peasant front, thus formed,
became a strong force which launched the
Tebhaga movement in the Barak Valley during
the period 1946-48.

The horizon of North-Eastern forntier of India
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became darkened with the Japanese invasion
on Burma and Manipur. There was large scale
exodus of population from Burma and Manipur
into Cachar. Irawat rendered services to the dis-
placed people. He appealed to the British
Government to allow him to go to Manipur to
render his services to the help of his country-
men who were suffering from escalation of the
World War Il and if necessary, he would raise an
army of 20,000 countrymen as volunteers to
help the British in their was efforts to defeat the
Fascists. He asked his countrymen to prepare
themselves against the inhuman Fascist forces.
All these were broadcasted in the AIR by the
government to desist the Manipuris from join-
ing the .LN.A. And the Japanese invading forces.
As apprehanded earlier, quite a number of
Manipuris and the Indians joined the LN.A. A
section of Manipuris also had left the country
and by forming the Manipuri Independence
League they worked in collaboration with the
Japanese and the L.LN.A. for the liberation of the
country from the British. Meanwhile, L. Bijoy
Singh, a former associate of Irawat in Manipur
came to Cachar secretly to meet Irawat. They
two discussed about the recent development in
Manipur and also the future course of action to
be followed. In the meantime, it was broadcast-
ed in the AIR that Irawat and his party con-
spired with Subhas Chandra Bose to rise in
revolt for the independence of Manipur.
Immediately, Manipur and British Government
swooped over the co-workers of Irawat in
Manipur and Cachar under Defence India rule.
By that time, Irawat had already gone under-
ground in Cachar. He geared up more than ear-
lier from his hideout in organising the Krishak
sabha far and wide in the Barak Valley. On
more than one occasion, he escaped tactfully
from the near arrest by the police. The constant
work and that too, in the distant places of the
valley on the one hand and avoiding arrest by
the police on the other made a telling effect on
his health. At Jaroltola, in the house of
Chandreswar Singh, he was arrested and put
into Silchar Jail. After some months of deten-
tion, he was released by the end of 1944.

While staying in cachar, Irawat attended the

first congress of the Communist Party of India
held in Bombay in 1943 as a special invitee.
Since then, he formally became member of the
party. In 1945, he attended the All India Kishan
Sabha Conference held at Netrakona in
Mymensing District of undivided bengal as a
delegate from Surma Valley. In that year, elec-
tion to Local Boards were held in Silchar and
Hailakandi Mohokumas. Irawat can be credited
with the success of some candidates. In 1946,
Irawat presided over the Cachar District Kishan
Conference at Katakhal. That year, he also con-
tested the election to the Assam Legislative
Assembly as a nominee of the Communist
Party. Though he was defeated, the number of
votes he had secured was very encouraging. He
secured 13,357 votes against 17,430 secured
by the congress candidate. This clearly explains
that the party had firmly established on the soil
of the valley among the peasants and workers.
Moreover, he was a non-resident of Cachar, but
he could fully exploit the sympathy of not only
the Manipuris but also of other communities, to
the services of whom he had dedicated his life.
Silchar, being the headquaters of his activities,
he visited the length and breath of Surma
Valley, Sylhet area, Tripura, Assam and East
Bengal. He was the founder member of Assam
Provincial Kishan Sabha. He also took active
role in the formation of Communist Party of
Assam Province. :

Irawat’'s activities were also menifested in the
upliftment of the position of women in Barak
Valley and Sylhet area. He worked for the aboli-
tion of the dowry system in the non-Manipuri
Hindu communities by establishing Mahila
Atmaraksha Samity. In 1944, there was short-
age of thread and clothes and with it, the mer-
chants exploited the situation by selling these
article at a very high rate. Weaving which was
the only profession of the Manipuri women who
used to cater the domestic needs of every
household, by then, in Cachar were hard hit. In
may and June 1944, the situation became
tense when the Manipuri women began to
gherao the office of the Deputy Commissioner,
Cachar. The British Government made immedi-
ate arrangements for selling the thread and
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clothes through rationing system in the
Manipuri villages. Though Irawat was in Silchar
Jail under detention, he had his hands in
encouraging the movement from behind the
bars. By enlisting the womanfolk in the Krishak
Sabha, he established weavers co-operative
societies and thereby made active involvement
of women in the struggle for peasants’ rights
particularly in the Tebhaga movement in 1946-
48 in which some of them even sacrificed their
lives.

During his forced stay in Cachar, Irawat kept
himself in contact with his co-workers in
Manipur. Some of them came to Cachar secret-
ly for personal contacts. Manipuri students at
Gauhati also did the same. Irawat and the
Provincial Organising Committee of C.P.L
instructed the adherents of communist struggle
to build a joint movement in Manipur on some
common slogans such as the demand for full
responsible government based on elected repre-
sentatives, release of all political prisoners from
jail and lifting of the ban of Irawat’s entry into
Manipur.

Besides these political activities, Irawat under-
took a major role in popularising the movement
of Indian People's Theatre Association. He He
came in touch with Hemango Biswas, am IPTA
activiist of Sylhet area after his release from
Sylhet Jail. Cultural activism of IPTA as being
the supplement to the political programme of
the party aroused the creative qualities in him.
Being wellaquianted with various forms of
Manipuri performing arts, Irawat fully utilised
his experiences in it simulteously at the cultur-
al and political level. At the Cachar District
Kishan Sabha Conference at Katakhal in 1944,
Irabot leaving the Presidential Chair, joined in
the Jhumur dance of the tea-workers of
Atharatilla. In the same year, in the Sylhet
District Party Conference, Irawat joined cultur-
al programme with a dance meant for improv-
ing the harvest. In the All India Kishan Sabha
Conference at Netrakona, Mymensing District
in 1945 he, as the head of the cultural troupe
[rom Cachar performed the harvesting dance
with sickles in hands with vigorous leaping
movements. In that conferences, his troupe

presented two songs Thangol Adu Maya
Thangu Thouna and Houro Awaba Ahingi
Amamba Koktuna. These were the Manipuri
translation of Kastetare Dio Jore Shan Kishan
Bhaire : and Dukher Rater Ghor Tamsa Bhedi
composed by Hemango Biswas. By publishing
these songs in the gramphone records,
attempts were made to arouse the peasants to
realise their rights and informed the Manipuri
people living in Surma Valley, Tripura, Assam
and Manipur that the dawn of freedom had
come to them. At a Kishan Conference at
Patherkandi he taught the Manipuri peasants
to perform the Jari dance which he had learnt
from a Muslim peasant to the tune of a song of
famine composed by Hemango Biswas and
translanted into Manipuri by himself for the
occasion. His cultural works among the
Manipuri peasants of Cachar had created the
scope of such innovations and cultural
exchange which became an essential part of his
political vision. Indeed, he served as the agent
of the two way traffic-one, the exposition of
Manipuri cultural traits and the other, the car-
rier of a new cultural taste into the Manipuri
tradition.

In the midst of his busy life, he along with his
co-workers staged his own play “Kaoroi” based
on class struggle at Ramnagar and several other
Manipuri villages. He wrote the first Manipuri
travalogue - “Mandalaygi Khongpham” describ-
ing his journey in the Bay of Bengal on ship
from Chittagong to Mandalay to attend the third
seesion of the Nikhil Hindu Manipuri
Mahasabha in 1937. During his prison days in
Sylhet, he wrote a number of poems which had
seen the light under the title “Imagi Puja”, only
in 1987. These poems were based on his per-
sonal feelings, experiences of life, changing sit-
uation both national and international. Had it
been published earlier he would have been
regarded as one of the pioneers of modern
Manipuri poetry. All these proved not only his
mettle in various literary and cultural aspects
but also all these were employed in his avowed
aim of arousing the people from their slumber
to their rights and the freedom of the nation.
Ill. The Last Phase of Irabot's Life and His Idea
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about India :

The ban on Irawat’s entry into Mnipur was lift-
ed in February 1946. He then went to Manipur.
With his return, the political events were also
moving very fast. He revived the earlier organi-
sations which had not been functioning during
his absence. He also organised a new political
party in the name of Manipur Praja Mandal
with himself as the President. The new political
party merged with Manipur Praja Sanmeloni
under the name, Manipur Praja Sangha. In the
meantime, there was a proposal for the creation
of Purbanchal (Eastern Frontier Province)
comprising Manipur, Cachar, Tripura and Mizo
Hills. The Krishak Sabha in its meeting held on
May 26, 1946 elected Irabot as its President and
adopted a resolution against the proposed
Purbanchal. On August 15, 1947 India
attained her independence and Manipur was
also declared independent. On the basis of a
new constitution, election to the Manipur
assembly was held in 1948 and Krishak Sabha
led by Irawat contested the election. Six candi-
dates of Krishak Sabha became successful in
that election. After that election, the movement
for the creation of Purbanchal surfaced again.
Irawat took a bold step to oppose it. According
to him, Manipur which had a long historical
tradition and cultural existence should have
autonomy without merging herself with other
provinces of India. On Sepetmber 21, 1948,
Krishak Sabha organised a protest meeting at
M.D.U. Hall, Imphal. On that day, the public
procession which came from Lamlai side was
blocked at Pungdenbam. In the scuffle, a police
officer was accidentally killed. The Manipur
Government, immediately thereafter banned
the Krishak Sabha and the Praja Sangha.
Irawat went underground on that day and the
Manipur Government announced a reward of
rupees ten thousand on his head. On October
15, 1949, the Maharaja of Manipur signed the
Merger Agreement with the Government of
Indian Dominion. It became an untolerable
event in Irawat's life. Irawat fasted that day and
began to think of other means for the peasants
revolution.

Irawat then sneaked into Burma. By that time,

a civil war was raging in Burma and even
among the communist parties there were differ-
ences of opinion. Under the efforts of I[rawat, the
three communist parties - Burma Communist
Party, Communist Party of Burma and peoples
Comrade formed the United Liberation Front of
Burma to achieve their goal against the reac-
tionary regime of U-Nu. They too, pledged their
help to Irawat. It is reported that [rawat estab-
lished a base area in Burma and built up the
Red Gurad for the armed struggle in Manipur.
He himself administered independently over a
part of Kabaw valley with an understanding
with the Brumese Communists. But, he was
not destined to live long enough to execute his
plan. On September 26, 1951, he died at
Tangbo, a village in the Kabaw Valley of Burma
near the Manipur border. ;

The last phase of the life of Irawat, particularly
the period he remained underground is very
controversial. Did he want Manipur to be a part
of India? There are contradictory views - one,
that he wanted it, and the other, he did not.
Facts are interpreted by various scholars in
their own ways and these were produced as
their own opinions, Those, who favoured the
later view argued that Irawat established first
the social reform organisation and strived to
make a united front of the Manipuris not only of
Manipur but also of India and Burma. He, even
had an idea of carving out a new political map
of Manipur comprising the Manipuri inhabited
areas of eastern fronter of Cachar and Kabaw
valley of Burma when India and Manipur
achieved their independence. The political phi-
losophy of Irawat regarding the state and gov-
ernment in Manipur was the establishment of a
federal structure with greater autonomy for the
right of self determination and a full responsible
government. He did not establish the
Communist Party of India in Manipur. He con-
tested the election on the plateform of Krishak
Sabha with the symbol of “House". His view on
the creation of Purbanchal was very clear.
Differences arose between himself and
Communist Party of India when Irawat began to
move in his own way. Communist Party of India
wanted Manipur to be merged with the Indian
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party in the name of Manipur Praja Mandal
with himself as the President. The new political
party merged with Manipur Praja Sanmeloni
under the name, Manipur Praja Sangha. In the
meantime, there was a proposal for the creation
of Purbanchal (Eastern Frontier Province)
comprising Manipur, Cachar, Tripura and Mizo
Hills. The Krishak Sabha in its meeting held on
May 26, 1946 elected Irabot as its President and
adopted a resolution against the proposed
Purbanchal. On August 15, 1947 India
attained her independence and Manipur was
also declared independent. On the basis of a
new constitution, election to the Manipur
assembly was held in 1948 and Krishak Sabha
led by Irawat contested the election. Six candi-
dates of Krishak Sabha became successful in
that election. After that election, the movement
for the creation of Purbanchal surfaced again.
[rawat took a bold step to oppose it. According
to him, Manipur which had a long historical
tradition and cultural existence should have
autonomy without merging herself with other
provinces of India. On Sepetmber 21, 1948,
Krishak Sabha organised a protest meeting at
M.D.U. Hall, Imphal. On that day, the public
procession which came from Lamlai side was
blocked at Pungdonbam. In the scuffle, a police
officer was accidentally killed. The Manipur
Government, immediately thereafter banned
the Krishak Sabha and the Praja Sangha.
Irawat went underground on that day and the
Manipur Government announced a reward of
rupees ten thousand on his head. On October
15, 1949, the Maharaja of Manipur signed the
Merger Agreement with the Government of
Indian Dominion. It became an untolerable
event in Irawat's life. Irawat fasted that day and
began to think of other means for the peasants
revolution.

Irawat then sneaked into Burma. By that time,

a civil war was raging in Burma and even
among the communist parties there were differ-
ences of opinion. Under the efforts of Irawat, the
three communist parties - Burma Communist
Party, Communist Party of Burma and peoples
Comrade formed the United Liberation Front of
Burma to achieve their goal against the reac-
tionary regime of U-Nu. They too, pledged their
help to Irawat. It is reported that Irawat estab-
lished a base area in Burma and built up the
Red Gurad for the armed struggle in Manipur.
He himself administered independently over a
part of Kabaw valley with an understanding
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Union. The Party insisted him to make an apol-
ogy that he followed a wrong policy. Under the
circumtances he sent the “Self Criticism”, cir-
cular (No. 8 dated 10.10.48) to the party. The
contents of the note made it clear that Manipur
was a country different from other parts of
India. He wanted communism to be implanted
in accordance with the need of the soil. The
mention in the note that he has followed the
path of marshall Tito of Yugoslovia made it clear
about his view of the state of Manipur. He never
attended the session of Manipur Assembly as a
mark of the principle of anti-merger. Once
more, he started a movement for an armed
struggle till his death in 1951. If it was in accor-
dance with the Communist Party of India, it
would have stopped in 1950, but he continued
it beyond that data. Had he not died earlier he
would have continued it and so, he made his
intentions to one and all.

One the other hand, one must look into certain
other facts also. At the reception meeting organ-
ised by the communist leaders immdiately after
his release from Sylhet Jail, Irawat assured that
he would do his best for achieving freedom of
India where in Manipur would also have its
rightful place. Moreover, he moved a resolution
which was passed as Resolution No. 5 in the
meecting of the Nikhil Manipur Mahasabha held
on April 15, 1946. It demanded a strogn central
government of United India Provinces and
States in which the Central government be
entrusted with the charge of war, currency,
commerce, foreign policy. From above, it is clear
that Irawat was, in principle, not against the
merger of Manipur with the Indian Union. But,
he disliked the action of the Manipur Maharaja
who signed the merger agreement. According to
him, the matter should wholly depend on the
general will of the people of Manipur and not
the opinion of the king alone. By doing so, the
king had ignored the assembly, an existing pop-
ular institution, created after a general election.
He also disliked the status of Manipur in the
Indian Union which was beyond his imagina-
tion. Moreover, the whole episode took place
during the period when he was underground.
Under the prevailing situation he became a

votary of antimerger. The situation might have
taken a different turn had Irawat been granted
a little sympathy and a little liberty by the
Manipur administration.

In history, those who knew more than his con-
temporaries and those who dedicated their lives
to the services of mankind for their political and
social justice had always been branded as crim-
inal. They had lead a life under inhuman condi-
tions. This is true to the life of Irabot.
Accustomed to the existing system of society
where there was no voice of protest against the
authority, the contributions of these people had
always been from our memories. It is an
ungrateful on our part to forget such important
historical events of the recent past of 60 years
only. To give a right place in the history of the
land where he and his associates rendered ser-
vices for the people is the need of the time to
inspire the succeeding generations. In the
recent years, seminars, meetings, discussions
etc. are being held on this great personality.
With the passage of the time, the life of Irawat
began to shine more and more in our fading
memory. Finally, history seminars and discus-
sions are still required to explore more on his
activities.
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