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ABSTRACT

This study investigates the motivation and inter-ethnic empathy
of participants in the Wesean High School Students Forum
(WHSF), a Northeast Indian student organization aimed at
fostering regional solidarity. The findings of the quantitative
survey indicate intrinsic motives to be the most reliable
foundations for empathic concern, and the perspective-taking
ability (i.e. the cognitive ability to understand and consider
another person’s point of view), as well as the motive to foster
inter-ethnic harmony. Females were more empathetic than

males. The results indicate that adolescent-led initiatives such as
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the WHSF have the capacity to promote cross-ethnic solidarity in
conflict-ridden regions. This localized study demonstrates that
the trends observed might reflect broader dynamics in Northeast
India, and therefore similar forums in other places could assist

adolescent-led social cohesion and peacebuilding.
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Inter-ethnic empathy, youth agency, student-led initiatives,

Northeast India, grassroots’ reconciliation

The Northeastern region of India, encompassing eight states

and home to over two hundred distinct ethnic groups, stands
out as one of the most culturally diverse and socio-politically
complex areas in South Asia.! Northeast India shares deep
historical and ethnic linkages with many parts of Myanmar and
Bangladesh, thus the term Wesea, short for Western Southeast
Asia, highlights the shared cultural, linguistic, and ethnic ties
among communities in Northeast India, Myanmar, and parts of
Bangladesh. This designation emphasizes the region’s interco-
nnectedness, particularly among ethnic groups such as the Zo
(including Mizo, Kuki, Chin, and Zomi), Garo, Meitei (Kathe in
Myanmar), and Assamese and other groups, who share historical
and cultural links across these borders. The term has been
adopted by various organizations and cultural groups in a way to
foster solidarity and promote regional unity. For instance, the

Wesean Student Federation uses this term to advocate for greater

1 Kedilezo Kikhi, “What Ails the North-East? Challenges and Responses,”
Sociological Bulletin, 58, no. 3 (2009): 90-11, https://doi.org/10.1177/00
38022920090303
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recognition and cooperation among these communities, aiming

to bridge the restrictive national boundaries that often divide

them. In this context, “Wesea” serves as a unifying identity that
transcends political borders, reflecting the region’s shared
heritage and aspirations.?

Despite its rich diversity, the region has long been marred
by inter-ethnic tensions, political marginalization3, and econo-
mic disparities, perpetuating a sense of fragmentation among its
communities.# In this context, the emergence of the Wesean High
School Students Forum (WHSF) represents a groundbreaking and
transformative initiative, uniquely led and managed entirely by
high school students—a demographic often overlooked in
discourses on inter-ethnic reconciliation and youth-driven social
movements.

Established in 2024 under the broader umbrella of the
Wesean Student Federation (WSF), the WHSF distinguishes itself

2 John Haokip, “Transnational Activism and Identity Formation: The
Role of the Wesean Student Federation in Supporting Democratic
Movements in Myanmar,” Dera Natung Government College Research
Journal 9, no.1(2024): 91-104, https://doi.org/10.56405/dngcrj.2024
.09.01.08

3 Narola Jamir and Luke Rimmo Minkeng Lego, “Defining the Other:
Systemic Alienation, and the Perpetual Marginalization of Northeast
India in Modern Indian Policy,” Impact and Policy Review 3, no. 2 (July—
December 2024): 82—87, published January 24, 2024, ISSN: 2583-3464
(Online).

4 Sreedhar K. Rao, “Insurgency in the Northeast: Ills and Remedies,”
Strategic Analysis 33, no. 2 (2009): 208-13, doi:10.1080/097001608
02518486; and Ahsan, Syed Aziz-al, and Bhumitra Chakma, “Problems
of National Integration in Bangladesh: The Chittagong Hill Tracts,” Far
Eastern Survey 29, no. 10 (October 1960): 959—-970,
https://doi.org/10.2307/26 44791
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from traditional student organizations by its unprecedented
emphasis on the agency of high schoolers.> While the WSF
provides a structural framework, all activities, initiatives, and
leadership roles within the WHSF are conceptualized and
executed by adolescents themselves, making it a novel
phenomenon in the socio-political landscape of the Wesean
region. This initiative challenges conventional hierarchies of
youth engagement, which typically position young people as
passive recipients of guidance rather than as active agents of
change.® The WHSF, with an estimated membership of more than
700 students across over 60 secondary schools in Northeast
India, Western Myanmar, and also a few members outside the
region, thus becomes an important case study for understanding
how adolescents, through self-organized and collaborative
efforts, can contribute to inter-ethnic empathy, dialogue, and

regional solidarity.

1. Theoretical Frameworks Underpinning Adolescent
Inter-Ethnic Empathy
The motivations behind the involvement of high school students

in the WHSF are multidimensional, shaped by a combination of
personal aspirations, socio-cultural influences, and the unique
developmental stage of adolescence. Drawing on Self-Determi-

nation Theory,” it can be posited that students are driven by

5 Wesean High School Forum, “About,” Accessed January 1, 2025,
https://whsf.site/Members/

¢ Haokip, “Transnational Activism and Identity Formation: The Role of
the Wesean Student Federation in Supporting Democratic Movements in
Myanmar.”
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intrinsic motivations (internal drives or desires to engage in an
activity because it is personally meaningful or enjoyable), such as
the need for autonomy, competence, and relatedness, as well as

extrinsic motivations like social recognition and a desire to

challenge the status quo. Adolescents, as Erikson’s (1968) theory

of psychosocial development suggests, are at a critical stage of
identity formation, where their interactions with peers and
broader social systems significantly influence their sense of self.?
Participation in the WHSF provides them with a platform to
explore and assert their emerging identities, particularly within
the context of a shared Wesean identity that transcends ethnic
and national boundaries. This paper also draws upon Social
Identity Theory and considers Pierre Bourdieu’s notion of habitus
to understand the mechanisms through which student identities
and motivations are socially structured. Additionally, we briefly
explore the relevance of Freire’s concept of critical conscious-
ness® and Habermas’s communicative action®® to evaluate how

inter-ethnic dialogue emerges within the WHSF.

7Edward L. Deci, and Richard M. Ryan, Intrinsic Motivation and Self-
determination in Human Behavior (New York: Plenum, 1985); and Edward
L. Deci, and Richard M. Ryan, The “What” and “Why” of Goal Pursuits:
Human Needs and the Self-determination of behavior,” Psychological
Inquiry 11 (2000): 227—268.

8 Erik H. Erikson, Childhood and Society (New York: W.W. Norton, 1993).

9 Paulo Freire, Education for Critical Consciousness (New York: Seabury
Press, 1973).

o H. Jiirgen, The Theory of Communicative Action, Volume 2: Life World and
System: A Critique of Functionalist Reason, translated by Thomas McCarthy
(Boston: Beacon Press, 1984.).
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The formation and activities of the WHSF also align with
Social Identity Theory,"* which posits that individuals derive a
significant portion of their self-concept from their membership
in social groups. By fostering a superordinate identity, a shared
identity that transcends individual group boundaries and prom-
otes unity—one that emphasizes shared cultural and historical
ties across ethnic and national lines—the WHSF has the potential
to reduce in-group favoritism (a tendency to prefer and support
members of one’s own group) and out-group bias (a tendency to
have negative attitudes or assumptions about those outside one’s
own group) among participants. This is particularly significant in
the Wesean context, where ethnic and linguistic differences have
often been sources of division. Moreover, the Contact Hypoth-
esis® (a social psychology theory that suggests that under certain
conditions, direct interaction between members of different
social or cultural groups can reduce prejudice and improve
intergroup relations) underscores the importance of meaningful
intergroup interactions in reducing prejudice.

Empathy in this case is not a static trait but evolves

significantly during adolescence. Hoffman’s developmental mo-

del outlines four progressive levels—from simple emotional

1 Henri Tajfel and John Charles Turner, “An Integrative Theory of
Intergroup Conflict,” in W. G. Austin and S. Worchel (ed.), The Social
Psychology of Intergroup Relations (Monterey, CA: Brooks/Cole, 1979).

2 Gordon William Allport, The Nature of Prejudice (Cambridge, MA:
Perseus, 1954); and David S. Crystal, Melanie Killen, and Martin Ruck, “It
is Who You Know That Counts: Intergroup Contact and Judgments about
Race-Based Exclusion,” British Journal of Developmental Psychology 26,
no. 1 (March 2008): 51-70, https://doi.org/10.1348/026151007X198910
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contagion (the automatic, unconscious mimicry and sharing of
another person’s emotions) to mature role-taking (the cognitive
process of imagining oneself in another person’s situation),
highlighting how by early adolescence individuals begin to grasp
others’ enduring life circumstances beyond immediate contexts.®
Empirical work by Eisenberg and Fabes (1998) demonstrates a
measurable uptick in empathy-related responses from late
childhood through mid-adolescence, suggesting this period is
critical for cultivating empathic concern and perspective taking
(the cognitive ability to understand and consider another
person’s point of view).* More recent longitudinal studies
reinforce that adolescence is a window during which emotion-
regulation capacities (the ability to manage and respond to one’s
emotional experiences in socially acceptable ways), mature

alongside social-cognitive skills (mental abilities involved in

understanding others and navigating social interactions),

enabling deeper empathic engagement with out-group peers.> By

3 Lynn A. Vogt, “Empathy and Moral Development: Implications for
Caring and Justice,” Canadian Child and Adolescent Psychiatry Review 12,
no. 2 (March 2003): 46—47. https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles
/PMC2538478/

%4 Nancy Eisenberg, Amanda Cumberland, Ivy K. Guthrie, Beth C. Murphy,
and Stephanie A. Shepard, “Age Changes in Prosocial Responding and
Moral Reasoning in Adolescence and Early Adulthood,” Journal of
Research on Adolescence 15, no. 3 (2005): 235—260,
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1532-7795.2005.00095.X.

15 Augusta Gaspar and Francisco Esteves, “Empathy Development from
Adolescence to Adulthood and Its Consistency across Targets,” Frontiers
in Psychology 13 (October 9, 2022), https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2022.
936053
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situating WHSF participants within this developmental frame-
work, we can better understand the roots of their empathic shifts
and how structured inter-ethnic contact accelerates this process.
Perspective-taking in this case, is basically an ability to
understand a situation from someone else’s point of view.® It
thus involves recognizing their thoughts, feelings, and experien-
ces without necessarily sharing them or holding the same views
as them.” This skill, it follows, is essential for effective
communication and empathy, as it helps individuals navigate

social interactions and reduce misunderstandings. In the context

of the Interpersonal Reactivity Index (IRI),®® perspective-taking is

often measured to assess how often individuals try to see things
from another person’s perspective.” The WHSF operationalizes
this principle by creating structured opportunities for collabora-

tion and dialogue among high school students from diverse

16 Mark H. Davis, “Measuring Individual Differences in Empathy:
Evidence for a Multidimensional Approach,” Journal of Personality and
Social Psychology 44, 1no.1(1983): 113—126, DOI:10.1037/0022-
3514.44.1.113

17 Margaret A. Neale and Max H. Bazerman, “The Role of Perspective-
Taking Ability in Negotiating under Different Forms of Arbitration,”
Industrial and Labor Relations Review 36, no. 3 (April 1983): 378—-388,
https://www.jstor.org/stable/2523017

8 Wannes De Corte, , Annelies Buysse, Luc L. Verhofstadt, Hanne
Roeyers, Karin Ponnet, and Mark H. Davis, “Measuring Empathic
Tendencies: Reliability and Validity of the Dutch Version of the
Interpersonal Reactivity Index (IRI),” Psychologica Belgica 47, no. 4
(December 2007): 235—260, https://doi.org/10.5334/pb-47-4-235

19 Taya R. Cohen, “Moral Emotions and Unethical Bargaining: The
Differential Effects of Empathy and Perspective Taking in Deterring
Deceitful Negotiation,” Journal of Business Ethics 94, no. 4 (July 2010):
569—579, https://www.jstor.org/stable/40784858
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backgrounds, enabling them to challenge stereotypes and build

mutual understanding.

2. Empathy as a Developmental and Social Construct
What sets the WHSF apart is its radical departure from adult-

driven models of youth engagement. Unlike traditional organiza-
tions where the involvement of youth is often mediated by adult
supervision or guidance, high school students conceive and lead
the WHSEF.2° The autonomy not only empowers participants but
also disrupts normative assumptions about adolescents’ capacity
for leadership and social impact. Drawing on critical theories of
agency and resistance,? the WHSF can be understood as a site of
youth agency, where high schoolers assert their voices in a socio-
political context that often marginalizes their perspectives. Their
motivation to join the WHSF, therefore, reflects both a desire for
personal and social transformation and a resistance to the
exclusionary structures that have historically shaped inter-
ethnic relations in the region. While adult-led initiatives often
structure youth participation within predefined roles, the

WHSF’s student-led model resists such top-down approaches,

allowing adolescents to redefine social norms through their own

leadership and communicative practices.

20 Velukutty Bijukumar, “Ethnicity and Political Action in North-East
India: Agency, Mobilisation and Community Relationship,” History and
Sociology of South Asia 16, no.1(2022): 7-26, https://doi.org/10.1177/
22308075221083710

2 James Campbell Scott, Domination and the Arts of Resistance: Hidden
Transcripts (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1990).
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The hypothesis driving this study is that the WHSF’s
student-led model fosters a unique combination of motivation
and empathy, making it particularly effective in promoting inter -

ethnic understanding and collaboration among adolescents. It is

further hypothesized that the autonomy and agency afforded to

participants not only enhances their engagement but also
amplifies the initiative’s broader impact by challenging entren-
ched social hierarchies and promoting a grassroots approach to
reconciliation.?> This paper seeks to examine the factors
motivating high school students to join the WHSF, the challenges
they encounter in their participation, and the broader
implications of their involvement in inter-ethnic relations in the
Wesean region. Here, Bourdieu’s concept of habitus?? can add
depth—students’ predispositions toward inclusion and empa-
thy?* may be shaped by accumulated cultural capital® such as
access to multi-ethnic peer networks,?® parental encourage-

ment, or schooling in inclusive environments.??

22 Ungshungmi Shimray, “Socio-Political Unrest in the Region Called
North-East India,” Economic & Political Weekly 39, no. 42 (October 16—22,
2004): 4637—-4643, https://www.jstor.org/stable/i400983

2 Roy Nash, “Bourdieu, ‘Habitus,” and Educational Research: Is It All
Worth the Candle?” British Journal of Sociology of Education 20, no. 2 (June
1999): 175—-187,https://www.jstor.org/stable/1393107

24 Phillip Brown, “Cultural Capital and Social Exclusion: Some
Observations on Recent Trends in Education, Employment and the
Labour Market,” Work, Employment & Society 9, no. 1 (March 1995): 29—
51.

25 Michael Savage and Tony Bennett, “Cultural Capital and Social
Exclusion,” Cultural Trends 13, no. 2 (2004): 87—-106.

26 Diane Reay, “‘It’s All Becoming a Habitus’: Beyond the Habitual Use of
Habitus in Educational Research,” British Journal of Sociology of Education
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By situating the WHSF within the broader socio-cultural
and historical context of Northeast India and its transnational
linkages with Myanmar and Bangladesh, this study contributes to
the understanding of youth-driven social movements in ethnic-
ally diverse and conflict-prone regions. The WHSF represents an
unprecedented effort to place high school students at the
forefront of inter-ethnic reconciliation, offering valuable
insights into the potential of adolescent agency?® in reshaping
socio-political landscapes. This initiative not only provides a
platform for cultural exchange and collaborative problem-
solving but also challenges conventional notions of leadership,
demonstrating the transformative power of youth-led efforts in
fostering unity and mutual respect across deeply divided

communities.2?

3. Methodology

This study employs a quantitative survey-based research design

to explore and quantify the motivations and levels of inter-ethnic

empathy among high school students participating in the Wesean

25, no. 4 (September 2004): 431—444, https://www.jstor.org/stable/412
8669

27 Giulia Gaggero, Gianluca Balboni, and Giorgio Esposito, “The Role of
Cultural Capital in Self-Reported Alexithymia and Empathy,” Psicothema
36, no. 3 (2024): 267—276.

28 Daniel Egiegba Agbiboa, “Youth as Tactical Agents of Peacebuilding
and Development in the Sahel,” Journal of Peacebuilding &Development
10, no. 3 (December 2015): 30—45, https://www.jstor.org/stable/486

02945

29 John Ungerleider, “Structured Youth Dialogue to Empower
Peacebuilding and Leadership,” Conflict Resolution Quarterly 30, no. 1
(2012): 81-102, https://doi.org/10.1002/crq.21046
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High School Students Forum. By relying solely on a structured
survey, the methodology ensures simplicity, scalability, and ease
of implementation while still capturing key insights into the
factors influencing student participation and inter-ethnic intera-
ctions.

The target population consists of high school students
aged 14—18 years who are active members of the WHSF.
Participants were drawn from only Northeast India, and not from
the bordering Wesean regions in Myanmar and Bangladesh. They
encompass the Garo people, also known as Achik, a Tibeto-
Burman ethnic group primarily residing in the Garo Hills of
Meghalaya.?® Their ancestors are believed to have migrated from
Tibet around 400 BCE, settling in the Garo Hills and establishing
a distinct culture.’* Traditionally, the Garo are known for their
matrilineal society, where lineage and inheritance pass through

the mother.3> The Zo people encompass several related ethnic

groups, including the Mizo, Kuki, Chin, and Zomi, spread across

Northeastern India, Myanmar, and Bangladesh.33 They are part of

30 Niranjan Saha, “A Garo Village in Assam: Changing Pattern of
Occupation and Income,” Economic & Political Weekly 3, no. 44
(November 2,1968): 1693-1696, https://www.jstor.org/stable/4359262

31 Erik de Maaker, “Who Owns the Hills? Soil and Land Tenure among the
Garo of Meghalaya,” Asian Ethnology 79, no. 2 (2020): 357-376,
https://www.jstor.org/stable/27009600

32 Warren C. Robinson, Sarah F. Harbison, and T. M. Kibriaul Khaleque,
“Female Autonomy and Fertility among the Garo of North Central
Bangladesh,” American Anthropologist 91, no. 4 (1989): 1000—1007,
https://www.jstor.org/stable/681593

33 Kenneth VanBik, Proto-Kuki-Chin: A Reconstructed Ancestor of the Kuki-
Chin Languages, Sino-Tibetan Etymological Dictionary and Thesaurus
Project (Berkeley, CA: University of California, 2009).
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the larger Tibeto-Burman language family and share linguistic
and cultural traits.3* Historically, these groups migrated from the
Mekong River basin thousands of years ago, settling in the
mountainous regions of Southeast Asia. In India, these groups are
primarily found in Manipur, Mizoram, Nagaland, and Assam.3>
Historically, the Meitei were the ruling class of the Kingdom of
Kangleipak (Manipur, 33 CE-1949), and present-day Meitei
people are the dominant ethnic group in the Imphal Valley of
Manipur, otherwise known as Kangleipak.3® They speak the

Meiteilon language3” (also known as Manipuri) and have a rich

cultural heritage3® such as classical dance forms and traditional

crafts.3?

34 Kenneth VanBik, “A Comparative Vocabulary of Five Sino-Tibetan
Languages,” Linguistics of the Tibeto-Burman Area 22, no.1(1999): 1-50,
https://www.jstor.org/stable/23756706

35 David Vumlallian Zou, “A Historical Study of the ‘Zo’ Struggle,”
Economic and Political Weekly 45, no. 14 (April 3—9, 2010): 56—63,
https://www.jstor.org/stable/25664306

36 Utpal Das, “Maibi Dances of the Lai Haraoba Festival: An Analysis of
Hastas and Mudras,” Dance Research Journal 28, no. 3 (1996): 45—57,
https://www.jstor.org/stable/23330130; J.B. Bhattacharjee and J.B.
Bhattacharya, “‘Loiyamba Shinyen’: A Landmark in Meitei State
Formation in Medieval Manipur,” Proceedings of the Indian History
Congress 64 (2003): 362—368, https://www.jstor.org/stable/44145476;
and Saryu Doshi, ed., “Dances of Manipur: The Classical Tradition,”
Asian Music 21, no. 2 (1990): 7884, https://www.jstor.org/stable/43281
368

37 Sohini Ray,“Boundaries Blurred? Folklore, Mythology, History and the
Quest for an Alternative Genealogy in North-east India,” Journal of the
Royal Asiatic Society, third series, 25, no. 2 (April 2015): 247-67,
https://www.jstor.org/stable/43307692

38 Pradip Phanjoubam, “The Homeland and the State: The Meiteis and
the Nagas in Manipur,” Economic and Political Weekly 45, no. 26/27 (June
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The Assamese people4° are the indigenous inhabitants of
the Brahmaputra Valley* in Assam.4 They speak the Assamese
language and in the case of this survey Assamese was used to

refer to the Tibeto-Burman groups like the Bodos, as well as the

Tai-Kadai** groups like the Tai Ahoms,** alongside Indo-Aryan

groups like Bamuns and Kalitas.4> Assamese culture is known for

its classical dance forms, traditional music, and festivals like

26-July 9, 2010): 10—13, https://www.jstor.org/stable/40736682.

39 Miranda Bembem Mutuwa, ‘“Colonialism and the Princely State of
Manipur: Creation of Modern Urban Space in North East India,”
Proceedings of the Indian History Congress 79 (2018—-19): 448—456,
https://www.jstor.org/stable/26906278

40 Hem Barua, “The Bihu Festival,” Indian Literature 16, no. 3/4 (July -
December 1973): 35—43, https://www.jstor.org/stable/24157200.

41 George Hiram Damant, 1880, “Notes on the Locality and Population of
the Tribes Dwelling between the Brahmaputra and Ningthi Rivers,”
Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society of Great Britain and Ireland 12, no. 2
(April 1880): 228—-258, https://www.jstor.org/stable/25196848

42 Lila Gogoi, “Hindu and Tribal Folklore in Assam,” Asian Folklore
Studies 29, no.1(1970): 45—-60, https://www.jstor.org/stable/1177697

43Yasmin Saikia, “Religion, Nostalgia, and Memory: Making an Ancient
and Recent Tai-Ahom Identity in Assam and Thailand,” Journal of Asian
Studies 65, no. 1 (February 2006): 33—60, https://www.jstor.org/stable/
25075971

44 Yasmin Saikia, Fragmented Memories: Struggling to Be Tai-Ahom in
India (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2004) https://doi.org/
10.2307/j.ctviismgrp

45 Mitoo Das, “Performing the ‘Other’ in the ‘Self’: Reading Gender and
Menstruation through Autoethnography,” Indian Anthropologist 44, no. 2
(July—December 2014): 47—63, https://www.jstor.org/stable/43899389
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Bihu, which marks the Assamese New Year and is celebrated with
dance, music, and feasting.4¢

A single online survey was used to collect all necessary
data. The survey consisted of three sections: demographic
information, motivations for participation, and inter-ethnic
empathy. The demographic section gathered data on participa-
nts’ age, gender, ethnicity, socio-economic background, and
geographic location. The motivations for participation were
assessed using a modified version of the Academic Motivation
Scale,*” which included items addressing intrinsic motivations,
such as the desire to promote inter-ethnic unity or curiosity
about other cultures, and extrinsic motivations (external
incentives or pressures, such as rewards, recognition, or social
approval), such as social recognition and family encouragement.
Additional items tailored to the inter-ethnic context assessed

understanding and appreciation of the experiences of peers from

different ethnic backgrounds, also using a 7-point Likert scale.

Inter-ethnic empathy was measured using the Interpersonal
Reactivity Index,4® with a focus on the Empathic Concern and

Perspective Taking subscales.

46 Dinesh Gogoi, “The Ecological Basis of the Bihu Festival of Assam,”
Folklore 108, no. 3 (1997): 134—141, https://www.jstor.org/stable/
40646515

47 Robert J. Vallerand, Luc G. Pelletier, Marc R. Blais, Nathalie M. Briére,
Caroline B. Senécal, and Eric F. Valliéres, Academic Motivation Scale
(AMS, AMS-C 28, EME) [Database record], APA PsycTests, 1992,
https://doi.org/10.1037/t25718-000

48 Mark H. Davis, “A Multidimensional Approach to Individual
Differences in Empathy,” JSAS Catalog of Selected Documents in
Psychology, 10, 85; and M.H. Davis, “Measuring Individual Differences in
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It is important to note that although standardized scales offer
reliable measurement, they may overlook the rich, contextual
nuances of youth motivation and empathy. Qualitative meth-

ods—such as focus groups or semi-structured interviews—are

invaluable for exploring the “why” behind Likert-scale respon-

ses, probing how adolescents articulate their emerging identities
and moral concern.” Many a time, participatory designs that
engage youth as co-researchers have been shown to surface
motivations rooted in cultural narratives and peer dynamics that
surveys alone cannot capture.’® Thus, in this study a small
qualitative component could be embedded in the future to allow
triangulation (the use of multiple methods or data sources in
research to enhance the validity of the findings) of the modified
Academic Motivation Scale and Interpersonal Reactivity Index
findings, ensuring that the lived experiences of WHSF members
inform our theoretical interpretations.

The survey was hosted on SurveyMonkey to ensure
accessibility for participants from diverse and geographically
dispersed regions, primarily from the Northeastern states of

India. Respondents hailed from Saitual district in Mizoram, Garo

Empathy: Evidence for a Multidimensional Approach, Journal of
Personality and Social Psychology 44, (1983): 113—126.

49 Michael Rich and Kenneth R. Ginsburg,” The Reason and Rhyme of
Qualitative Research: Why, When, and How to Use Qualitative Methods
in the Study of Adolescent Health,” Journal of Adolescent Health 25, no. 6
(December 1999): 371—-378, https://doi.org/10.1016/S1054-139X(99)00
068-3

50 Susan Tilley and Leanne Taylor, “Qualitative Methods and Respectful
Praxis: Researching with Youth,” The Qualitative Report 23, no. 9 (2018):
2184—2204,https://doi.org/10.46743/2160-3715/2018.3482
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Hills in Meghalaya, Senapati-Churachandpur district in Manipur,
and the Imphal Valley region of Manipur. Additionally,
participants from Tezpur, Guwahati, and Dibrugarh in Assam
contributed to the survey, reflecting a broad representation
across these states. Some participants were also based in Delhi,
further diversifying the geographical scope of the survey.
Participants received a link to the survey via the WHSF’s
communication channels, along with clear instructions on how to
complete it. Informed consent was obtained from all participants,
and since all WHSF members are mostly minors, additional
parental consent was thereby sought and obtained. Participation
was voluntary, with the option to withdraw at any time. Data
confidentiality was ensured by anonymizing responses and

securely storing all records.

4. Results
A total of 150 high school students from Northeast India

participated in this study, all of whom were members of the
WHSEF. The gender distribution was skewed towards females, who
constituted the majority of respondents (n = 95, 63.3 percent),
while males accounted for 55 participants (36.7 percent). The age
range of participants was 14 to 18 years, with a mean age of 16.2
years (SD = 1.2).

Among the ethnic groups represented, Garo students
formed the majority (n = 55, 36.7 percent), followed by Zo (n =
40, 26.7 percent), Meitei (n = 30, 20 percent), and Assamese (n =
25,16.7 percent) (Table 1).




—— TEREM, MISHRA, GOENKA and HUMTSOE —@J
L WA
L&

Table 1. Demographic Characteristics of WHSF
Participants

Variable Frequency (n) Percentage (%)
Gender

Female

Male

Age

14

15

16

17

18

Ethnicity

Garo 55

Zo 40

Meitei 30 20

Assamese 25 16.7

Our analysis of motivations, as assessed using the modified
Academic Motivation Scale (AMS), revealed that intrinsic
motivations were more prevalent than extrinsic ones. The
highest-rated intrinsic motivation was the desire to promote
inter-ethnic unity (M = 6.3, SD = 1.0), followed by curiosity about
other cultures (M = 6.0, SD = 1.1). Among extrinsic motivations,

social recognition (M = 5.4, SD = 1.4) was the most significant
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driver, followed by family encouragement (M = 4.9, SD = 1.6)
(Table 2).

Table 2. Motivations for WHSF Participation

Mean + SD Mean + SD
Number of Students Agreeing Number of Students

Motivation Factor (Score >5) Agreeing (Score > 5)

Promote inter-

ethnic unity 6.3 +1.0 135 (90.0%)

Curiosity about
other cultures 128 (85.3%)

Social recognition/
Unification AR R 108 (72.0%)

Family

encouragement 92 (61.3%)

Desire for
leadership 97 (64.7%)

experience

Inter-ethnic empathy was assessed using the Interpersonal
Reactivity Index (IRI). The mean score for the Empathic Concern
subscale was 5.8 (SD = 1.2), while the Perspective Taking subscale
had a mean of 5.6 (SD = 1.1). Further breakdown by ethnicity
indicated that Garo and Zo students scored the highest on both

measures, whereas Assamese students displayed slightly lower

empathy scores on average (Table 3). This suggests that
Assamese students studied in this case, had less emotional
resonance with other ethnic groups, thereby indicating a reduced

tendency to adopt the viewpoints of those outside their state.




—— TEREM, MISHRA, GOENKA and HUMTSOE —@J
L WA
L&

Table 3. Inter-Ethnic Empathy Scores by Ethnicity

Perspective Taking (Mean +
Ethnicity Empathic Concern (Mean + SD)  SD)

Garo 6.0 +1.1 5.8+ 1.0
YA . . 5.7+11
Meitei

Assamese

A multiple regression analysis was conducted to examine the
relationship between demographic variables, motivations, and
inter-ethnic empathy scores. The analysis revealed that intrinsic
motivation to promote inter-ethnic unity was a significant

predictor of Empathic Concern (B = 0.44, p < .01) and Perspective

Taking (B = 0.39, p < .05). Gender also played a role, with females

scoring higher on both empathy measures compared to males (p
< .05). The desire for leadership experience was also correlated
with higher Perspective Taking scores (g = 0.34, p < .05) (Table
4). These results imply in essence that students who are
intrinsically motivated to foster inter-ethnic unity tend to feel
more compassion for, and more readily adopt the perspectives of,
out-group members. The very fact that females scored higher on
both empathy subscales suggests gender differences in empathic
engagement. Finally, those seeking leadership experience also

demonstrate stronger cognitive empathy, indicating that a desire
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to lead may be linked with the ability to understand others’

viewpoints.

Table 4. Regression Analysis Predicting Empathic Concern and

Perspective Taking

B (Empathic B (Perspec-

Predictor Variable Concern) tive Taking) p-value

Promote inter-

ethnic unity

Curiosity about

other cultures

Social recognition

Family

encouragement

Leadership

experience

Gender (Female)

In interviews, some members of WHSF underscored the

empathy-leadership connection, which was also echoed by

Chinglai Ngamba Moirangthem, a fourteen-year-old Meitei

member, who said:

About the Kukis and Chins being outsiders, it just feels

wrong. We are like one big family who got separated and
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we are supposed to unite back, but people from other
families claim them as outsiders just due to the borders
that separate us. No, they don’t see me as the same just
because I'm Meitei and I speak meiteilon. The community
you belong to will accept you but the others will not. When
I met Kukis that are in the WHSF, I didn’t think of what
their ethnicity is, or are they a threat. I just saw them as a
friend, them being Kuki didn’t bother me at all. I used to
think being a leader was about shouting the loudest like
you always happen to see in school, nah with all the
monitors and all. However, now I feel to be honest it’s

more about listening to people who don’t feel heard.

Seventeen-year-old Joshua Hmar, a Zo and the president WHSF,

reflected on his early views of the Meitei people and his later

involvement for forging a greater brotherhood:

My motivation comes from the feeling of wanting to
contribute to society in any way. I have seen people who
complain and complain and do not do anything to change
that fact in the end. I do appreciate some groups that are
there to help, however I feel like it’s not enough yet, the
world keeps changing as years pass and we are lagging
behind in many sectors, we are still underdeveloped as a
society, we still have things that prevent us from
progressing forward as a society. That is the effect of
division. Regardless of ethnicity, identity, places like hills,
and religion, we keep dividing over small differences.

There are also leaders who claim to pave the way for unity
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and progress in the Northeast but in reality, it’s just them
filling their pockets by saying anything in public, and
doing nothing for the people.

When the conflict started, I was no different from the rest
of the Zo people. I started off with a deep hatred for
Meiteis, especially after the brutal killing of Mr. David
Thiek, I supported anything that was against the Meiteis.
However, one day I, for some reason, started to reflect on
it, I remembered having a friend who was Meitei before
the conflict, I started to question, do all Meiteis really
deserve the hate except the perpetrator? After days of
thinking and observing, I came to a conclusion that they
are not the ones who actually started this conflict, rather
they are being manipulated emotionally by a third party

wishing to divide the region.

As for my vision of uniting them, I am still aimless about
this topic, however I believe that making them communi-
cate and interact with each other in their fields of interest
will get them close and start humanizing each other, to
make them understand that they are also humans like

they are, just with different ethnic backgrounds.

Working in the WHSF, I have interacted with a lot of
students with different ethnic backgrounds and culture,
each unique. It gave me a bit more understanding of the
region, their cultures, traditions, cuisine, language, their

problems and such. It has shaped me in a way that I want
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to contribute in preserving the cultures, languages,
history through digital means, uniting and reforming the
society of the Northeast so we can all work sociably and
assist one another without the hindering of divisions due

to differences.

I plan to take the WHSF forward by promoting education,
creating awareness, and fun events, creating spaces for
students to interact with each other on their specific
interests through clubs, helping the people and the
environment. It is not only the organization we plan to
take forward, we also focus on providing opportunities to

our students so they may grow and move forward in life.

Yes, I did create the WHSF, however I had no intention to
do so in the first place. I was elected as the president of the
WHSF, other candidates being Nongpok who lives in
hostel, and Monseng, a Meitei, and an Assamese. And
surprise surprise, the Assamese voted for the Assamese
and the Meiteis voted for the Meiteis. I was the only one
with diverse votes, it showed that they do not care who is
competent or not, they just wanted someone who would
represent them in the President’s seat. However, after the
sudden surge of news organizations covering the forma-
tion of the WSF [the Wesean Student Federation, which is

the WHSEF’s parent body], some works started popping up

and the president of the WSF, Hirob Jyoti Sonowal,
suddenly disappeared a month after that. That’s when I

started taking things a tad bit seriously considering
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without his presence the council wouldn’t do anything.
And since I didn’t want to leave it to waste, I took on the
job to lead it.

Although hilarious and out of place, these ideas of mine
came from my roleplay group in roblox named “Zomia.”
If you were there at the beginning of the WHSF set up, our
logo was literally my roblox’s fictional coat of arms, and it

derived from it.

This change indicates the revolutionary potential that empathy

and reflection possess in bringing an end to conflict. Enmity

between groups can be worn away over time to create room for

understanding and reconciliation to grow, by building interper-

sonal relationships and common experience. This was buttressed

by Sneha Singh, another Meitei member and the editor-in-chief

of one of the WHSEF’s newspapers, The Wesean Times:

As a Meitei, I’ve always been aware of the shared histories
and complex interconnections between our communities,
even if my direct interactions with Kuki individuals
outside of the WHSF have been limited. Being part of the
WHSEF has given me a chance to engage more closely with
Kuki students, and I’ve come to appreciate the diversity
within their community, just as I’ve noticed within my
own community. Inter-ethnic understanding isn’t just
about shared opinions, but about listening to each other’s

pain without defensiveness. It gave me more hope that if
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we keep having these difficult but honest conversations,

there’s space for healing and connection.

Another member, Pravakar Talukdar, a student from Assam,

declared: “Always wanted to unite the indigenous people, my

thoughts haven’t changed, now I’ve more feelings of unity for

every other minority group here, hoping that this organization

[the WHSF] makes it better and reforms our society.”

5. Discussion
The overrepresentation of female students within the Wesean

High School Students Forum, comprising 63.3 percent of total
membership, is a demographic phenomenon of profound
sociological significance.5! This trend is not merely an anomaly
within student organizations; rather it reflects broader structural
and cultural dynamics inherent in Northeast Indian societies,
many of which are characterized by egalitarian social structures.
Unlike patriarchal frameworks prevalent in much of South Asia,
numerous Northeast Indian communities, particularly the
Nagas,>? Khasis,>* and Garos, exhibit matrilineal (a social system
in which lineage, inheritance, and social identity are traced

through the mother’s line), or egalitarian tendencies that afford

51 R. W. Connell, Gender and Power: Society, the Person, and Sexual Politics
(Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 1987).

52 Kham Khan Suan Hausing, “‘Equality as Tradition’ and Women’s
Reservation in Nagaland,” Economic and Political Weekly 52, no. 45
(November 11, 2017): 36 —43.

53 Tiplut Nongbri, “Gender and the Khasi Family Structure: Some
Implications of the Meghalaya Succession to Self-Acquired Property Act,
1984,” Sociological Bulletin 37, no. 1 (March 1988): 71—82.
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women substantial agency in social and political domains.>*
Consequently, the predominance of female leadership within the
WHSF may be interpreted not as an isolated instance but as an
extension of historical patterns of gender parity in public life.
This empirical reality necessitates a reconceptuali-zation of
conventional gender dynamics in student activism, challenging
hegemonic discourses (dominant ideas or narratives that shape
societal norms and often marginalize alternative perspectives)
that assume male dominance in political leadership across all

cultural contexts.5>

WHSF student members convene in Saitual, Mizoram, for a regional
coordination meeting.

54 Tiplut Nongbri, “Khasi Women and Matriliny: Transformations in
Gender Relations,” Gender, Technology and Development 4, no. 3 (2000):
359—-95, doi:10.1080/09718524.2000.11909976; Animesh Roy, “Discord
in Matrilineality: Insight into the Khasi Society in Meghalaya,” Society
and Culture in South Asia 4, no. 2 (2018): 278-297, https://doi.org/10.1177/
2393861718767238; and Virginius Xaxa, “Women and Gender in the
Study of Tribes in India,” Indian Journal of Gender Studies 11, no. 3 (2004.)
345-367, https://doi.org/10.1177/097152150401100304

55 Charles Chasie, “Nagaland in Transition,” India International Centre
Quarterly 32, no. 2/3 (Monsoon—Winter 2005): 253—64.
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WHSF members celebrating Indian Independence Dayin Hlimen,
Aizawl] City of Mizoram.
Additionally, the positive link between leadership aspiration and
perspective-taking may perhaps, in a form, hint at something

deeper: that young people, especially girls, who envision

themselves in leadership roles, often feel a stronger need to

understand others’ emotions and viewpoints. This aligns with
research done by American psychologist Gilligan Carol
suggesting that adolescent girls are socialized to prioritize
relational sensitivity,>® and that empathetic skills often become

tied to how they imagine influence and power.5”

56 Carol Gilligan, In a Different Voice: Psychological Theory and Women’s
Development (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1982).

57 Lesley J. Pruitt, Youth Peacebuilding: Music, Gender, and Change, SUNY
series, Praxis: Theory in Action (Albany, NY: State University of New York
Press, 2013, 285.
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The ethnic composition of the WHSF further provides a
critical analytical window into the patterns of student mobiliza-
tion within the region. The predominance of Garo students in the
organization is consistent with the community’s historical
engagement in inter-ethnic student movements, particularly in
advocating for indigenous rights and regional autonomy.5® The
substantial participation of Zo and Meitei students signifies that
these groups perceive the WHSF as an effective platform for
political advocacy and cultural articulation. Conversely, the
relatively lower representation of Assamese students, despite
their demographic prominence in Northeast India, suggests
alternative mechanisms of mobilization and political socializa-
tion (the process by which individuals develop political beliefs
and values, often through family, education, and social groups).
Scholarship on Assamese student movements has underscored a
preference for ethnic-specific organizational frameworks,5
which could account for their comparatively limited involvement
in the WHSF. This demographic differentia-tion underscores the
heterogeneous nature of student activism in the region, where

distinct ethnic groups navigate multiple avenues of engagement

contingent upon their historical, cultural, and political affiliate-

58 Minna Raitapuro and Ellen Bal, “‘Talking about Mobility’: Garos
Aspiring Migration and Mobility in an ‘Insecure’ Bangladesh,” South
Asian History and Culture 77, no. 4 (2016): 386—-400, doi:10.1080/1947
2498.2016.1223723

59 Hira Moni Deka, Politics of Identity and the Bodo Movement in Assam
(New Delhi: Scholars World, 2014); and Pahi Saikia, “Political
Opportunities, Constraints, and Mobilizing Structures: An Integrated
Approach to Different Levels of Ethno-Political Contention in Northeast
India,” India Review 10, no. 1 (2011): 1-39, doi:10.1080/14736489.2011.
548237
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ions. Student narratives also suggest that involvement in the
WHSF may contribute to personal transformations, including

increased confidence, expanded inter-ethnic friendships, and

changes in perspective. These transformations, however, were

not quantitatively measured in this survey.

Perhaps the most consequential finding of this study is
the apparent dissolution of inter-group antagonisms between
Meitei and Kuki students within the WHSF, a phenomenon that
stands in stark contrast to prevailing socio-political tensions
characterizing these communities.®® Meitei-Kuki relations have
been marred by episodic conflict® and socio-political discord,
particularly in the context of Manipur’s®> ongoing inter-ethnic

strife.> Here, the WHSF framework appears to provide a

60 Manipur Women Gun Survivors Network, “The Road to Peace in
Manipur,” Institute for Defence Studies and Analyses Reports (2011): 1-24,
https://www.jstor.org/stable/resrep09412.

¢ Nityananda Kalita, “Resolving Ethnic Conflict in Northeast India,”
Proceedings of the Indian History Congress 72, Part II (2011): 1354—1367,
https://www.jstor.org/stable/44145746

62 Pradip Phanjoubam, “Manipur: Fractured Land,” India International
Centre Quarterly 35, no. 3/4 (2008): 138—146, https://www.jstor.org/
stable/23006034

03 H. M. Izhar Alam, “Case Study of a Long-Running Conflict, 1947—
2023: Ethnic Clashes Jeopardize Manipur’s Roseate Economy as Flaring
Violence Could Spread Across the Wider Northeast,” Rising Asia Journal 3,
no. 3 (Autumn 2023): 606—-678, https://www.rajraf.org/article/ethnic-
clashes-jeopardize-manipurs-roseate-economy-as-flaring-violence-
could-spread-across-the-wider-northeast/1111; Oinam Bhagat,
“Patterns of Ethnic Conflict in the North-East: A Study on Manipur,”
Economic and Political Weekly 38, no. 21 (2003): 2031—-37,
http://www.jstor.org/stable/4413594; Lairenlakpam Bino Devi,
“Patterns of Ethnic Conflict in the North-East: A Study on Manipur,”
The Indian Journal of Political Science 65, no.1(2004): 75—90,
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structured environment wherein sustained cooperative engage-
ment mitigates these historical hostilities.

Hatngeineng Doungel, a fifteen-year-old Zo (Kuki)
member, expressed her solidarity, plainly stating: “Before, I
didn’t think I could talk to a Meitei about what happened. But
after working on our WHSF project, I realized we both just
wanted peace. We both missed our homes.” Her words speak to
how empathy, when grounded in shared vulnerability, can offer a
meaningful counterweight to inherited divisions.® This observa-
tion aligns closely with Allport’s (1954) intergroup contact hypo-
thesis, which posits that structured, goal-oriented cooperation
fosters mutual understanding and reduces ethnic antagonisms.®
The convergence of political perspectives among Meitei and Kuki
students within the WHSF further corroborates this argument,
suggesting that shared student identities and regional

consciousness can serve as powerful unifying forces that

transcend historical cleavages. This observation challenges

broader inter-ethnic narratives in the region, suggesting that
student interactions within the WHSF may not always align with

prevailing adult discourses.

https://www.jstor.org/stable/4413594; and Thongkholal Haokip, “Inter-
Ethnic Relations in Manipur: A Case Study of the Kukis and the Nagas,”
South Asia Research 30, no. 3 (2010): 271—289, https://www.jstor.org/
stable/41856539

¢4 Ksh. Bimola Singh, “Ethnicity and Socio-Political Assertion: The
Manipur Experience,” The Indian Journal of Political Science 63, no. 3
(2002): 227—-238, https://www.jstor.org/stable/4 411161

65 Gordon W. Allport, The Nature of Prejudice (Cambridge, MA: Addison-
Wesley Publishing, 1954).
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This emotional resonance is especially clear when listen-
ing to voices like that of Estelle Kipgen, a fourteen-year-old
WHSF Education Secretary, who is Zo: “Sometimes when we hear
about the fighting back home, well, it’s hard to focus on school.
But when we come together in the WHSF, it feels like maybe we

can change something—even if we’re just kids. I just want people

to listen, like really listen, before they judge each other.” Her

words here do underscore how the WHSF, in a way, is also acting
as a space for emotional refuge and meaning-making in times of
upheaval. The implications of this finding thus extend beyond
just student politics, as it indicates that under favorable
institutional conditions, entrenched ethno-political divisions can
be assuaged through structured youth engagement and coopera-
tive dialogue.

The motivational determinants underlying student
participation in the WHSF further elucidate the organization’s
role as a transformative platform for inter-ethnic solidarity.%
The predominant motivation—inter-ethnic unity—demonst-
rates a conscious, agentic commitment to fostering crosscultural
dialogue and mutual comprehension. The strong correlation
between leadership aspirations and inter-ethnic empathy
suggests that the WHSF does not merely attract students with
pre-existing inclinations toward inclusivity but actively inculc-
ates these values through participatory engagement. The prom-

inence of social recognition as a secondary motivational factor

% David W. Johnson and Roger T. Johnson, “Conflict Resolution and Peer
Mediation Programs in Elementary and Secondary Schools: A Review of
the Research,” Review of Educational Research 66, no. 4 (Winter 1996):

459-506.
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underscores the organization’s function as an instrument for

visibility and its influence within regional student networks. To

put this into perspective, Laishram Bullion (Meitei), General

Secretary of the WHSF, and one of the older participants, put it

simply:

I don’t think any of us joined to be political at first. WHSF
till now or even at the start was never political. The
organization will never be political. We are not a student
union that people might see on TV. We just wanted a space
where we wouldn’t be scared to speak and where
irrespective of our ethnic background, we can come
together. We are all from one state, Kangleipak (Manipur)
and the rest of Wesea, beyond just the Northeast, at the
end of the day. But yes, now, we do speak not just for
ourselves but for the younger ones too. On an unrelated
thing, we have also been trying to get the younger
members more motivated by trying to create comics in

local languages.

These findings, thus, align with established sociological theories

on collective identity formation, which emphasize the role of

institutionalized interaction (regular, structured social engage-

ment within an organization or group setting) in shaping

political subjectivities (personal political identities and underst-
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anddings formed through social experiences) and leadership
trajectories.®?
Our reliance on the Academic Motivation Scale®® and

Interpersonal Reactivity Index® (a psychological tool used to

measure different aspects of empathy, including emotional

concern and the ability to understand others’ perspectives)
although is grounded in robust theory, this still merits further
elaboration.” According to Self-Determination Theory, motiva-
tion exists on a continuum from a motivation (state of lacking
any intention or drive to take action) through various forms of

extrinsic regulation (engagement in behavior due to external

67 Francesca Polletta and James M. Jasper, “Collective Identity and Social
Movements,” Annual Review of Sociology 277 (2001): 283—305,
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev.soc.27.1.283; and Lorenzo Bosi,
“Regionalist Movements,” in Wiley Encyclopedia of Political Behavior,
2022. Wiley, https://doi.org/10.1002/9780470674871.wbespm378.pub2

68 Robert J. Vallerand, Luc G. Pelletier, Marc R. Blais, Nathalie M. Briére,
Caroline Senécal, and Evelyne F. Vallieres, “The Academic Motivation
Scale: A Measure of Intrinsic, Extrinsic, and Amotivation in Education,”
Educational and Psychological Measurement 52, no. 4 (October 1992):
1003-1017, https://doi.org/10.1177/001316 4492052004025

69 Giulia Raimondi, Michela Balsamo, Sjoerd J.H. Ebisch, Massimo
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rewards or pressures) to intrinsic motivation, a structure the
AMS was expressly designed to capture.” Intrinsic drives, such as
the desire for autonomy and mastery, are particularly potent
during adolescence when identity formation demands meaning-
ful challenges and social relatedness.” Similarly, contemporary
empathy research distinguishes between affective empathy (aut-
omatic emotional resonance) and cognitive perspective-taking
(deliberate understanding of another’s viewpoint), both of which
undergo significant refinement in teenage years.” Thus, in the
future, by explicitly mapping the quantitative results onto these
dual dimensions, we can more critically assess how student-led
initiatives like the WHSF scaffold both the emotional and
cognitive components of inter-ethnic empathy.

Despite these contributions, there are quite a lot of
limitations for this study, which should be addressed in future

follow up research. First, our sampling was confined exclusively

to high school students in Northeast India, omitting voices from
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adjacent regions in Myanmar and Bangladesh; this geographic
restriction limits the generalizability of our findings to the
broader transnational context the forum purports to represent.
Second, all data were derived from self-report questionnaires,
which are susceptible to social desirability bias?* (the tendency of
respondents to answer questions in a way that they think will be
viewed favorably by others)—particularly in a setting that
valorizes inter-ethnic harmony—and may overstate participants’
true levels of empathy or motivation.”> Third, the cross-sectional
design captures only a single moment in time, precluding any
conclusions about how motivations or empathic dispositions
evolve through sustained engagement in the forum. Finally,
although we relied on well-validated instruments, the study’s
narrow focus on a single student-led forum means our insights

cannot readily be extrapolated to other youth initiatives or

organizational models. Future research employing longitudinal

methods,”® multi-site comparisons,’” and mixed-methods?® appr-
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oaches would help address these gaps on the durability and
broader applicability of adolescent-driven peacebuilding efforts.”

Looking beyond these limitations, we are confident that
the study provides valuable lessons that are able to mirror other
adolescents’ perspectives and emotional reactions who have been
placed in comparable social and cultural contexts in Northeast
India. In spite of its context-bound nature, trends noticed in our
study, especially ones regarding inter-ethnic sympathy and
communication willingness, articulate broader dynamics felt by
youth placed within ethnically diverse and historically fraught
areas. In this way the study is a useful point of entry to
comprehend how adolescents negotiate complex identities and
relational borders, and is of relevance to educators, policyma-

kers, and peace builders operating in comparable settings.

6. Conclusion
The elevated levels of inter-ethnic empathy as observed,

particularly among Mizo and Naga students, suggest that the
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WHSF serves as a vital locus for cultivating cross-community
solidarity. Moreover, the substantial presence of women in
leadership roles further accentuates the WHSF’s function as an
inclusive, progressive institution that enables historically under-
represented groups to exercise substantive agency in student
governance. The organization’s ability to foster constructive
Meitei-Kuki interactions presents a compelling case for its
potential as a model for conflict resolution initiatives beyond the
student sphere. If analogous frameworks were institutionalized
at broader societal levels, the WHSF’s approach could serve as a
replicable mechanism for dismantling ethnic antagonisms and
fostering durable regional cohesion in Northeast India. This
study thus contributes to the burgeoning corpus of scholarship
on youth-led peacebuilding initiatives, demonstrating that
structured, inter-ethnic student organizations can function as
pivotal instruments in the broader pursuit of social harmony and
political stability. The distinctiveness of the WHSF lies not just in
its structure but also in its outcomes: the promotion of critical
consciousness among students, as theorized by Freire, appears to
be emerging organically as students begin to question and resist

ethnic hierarchies.
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